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Pol-l- tax campaign contacts

BEATING
THE POLL TA)K

I  rAs a social ist ,  I  have no t ine for tax-dodgers'

Er ic Mi l l i -gan, heai of  Lothian region Labour counci] 's

Finance DePartment
(Apr i l  1989)

'Such is the scale of the non-Payment movement

in our region that we may have to write-off

farg; sums of oustanding PolI tax'

Er ic Mi l l igan
(December 1989)

COUNCILS ACROSS THE country are in crisis over the poll tax'

Hundreds of thousands of scottish people are stilI refusing

point-blank to pay a penny of their first poII tax demand

, l..tfy ten montirs. af t-er the bills were sent out ' Hundreds of

thousands *ot"Tt" set to join the non-paynent campai'gt .1t
EnglandandWalesoncetheirbi l lsaredispatchedthis

. Spring
The chaos that surrot-,ta.d attempts to compile 'regis-

trat ion l ists '  of  those l iable to pay in Scot land, has been

repeated in England and wales - with organised disruption of

th; process threatening to push the system to collapse'

worried council officials are warning that they may not even

be ready to send out the first bills in England and wales

unt i lMay'orJune-putt ingeveryonetwomonthsinarrears
to start  with.

Theeffortsofscott ishcounci lstobeatthenon-
payment movement - by taking money direct from people's bank

accounts, or by seizing goods from their homes to sell - are

. fai l ing disnal lY. 
ch other and

Corununiti.= h"tt" mobilised to protect ear

see off  the uir i r rs.  workers in dore off ices and councir

finance departments have threatened strike action if

they're ordered to deduct unpaid poll tax direct from

Beating the pol l  tax

How not to f ight

What l ies behind the po1l

The 'Lef t '  and the poI]

What is the pol}  tax?
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clairnants giros or counci l -  workers'  wage-packets'
Despi teal l thepressurefronthegovernment,andthe

media black-out,  despite al l  the attempts at 53f6t-age by

Labour leaders, and the endless claims of the ' impossib-

i l i ty '  of  bui lding a mass campaign of non-payment of the

pol l  tax -  an enormous number of working class people in

Scot lancl  are. uni ted in just such a movement '
Rndal l thegloomypredict ionsthatthenon_payment

campaign would col lapse once the f i rst  bi1ls were received/

have been shown up as defeat ist  dr ivel ,  out of  step with the

mood of anger and def iance that exists in working class com-

munit ies Scot land-wide.
I t 's not just the case that the non-payment movement is

'holding f i rm' .  As more and more people have real ised the

state mosL scott ish counci ls are in,  and their  inabi l l ty  to

chase up those not paying, nany who paid a ' f i rst  instal-

lment '  on their  pol l  tax bi l I ,  have re- joined the ncn-

payment movement - sweLlinq the numbers of those involved,

I t 's a movement that 's not about to col lapse or f : -zzle

out. The same Labour authorities who claimed that non-
payment was a non-starter now accept that.

Birmingham Labour Counci l 's own est imates adnit  that
they wi l l  be faced with a minimum of 120,000 non-payers in
the ci ty this year.  They're so certain that a mass campaign
of def iance wi l l  emerge, that their  busi ly bui lding special
poII  tax court  bui ldings in readiness to prosecute those not
paying. Lothian Labour Counci l ,  in Scot land, predict  that
they'11 need to take at  least  100,000 non-payers to court .

Other figures are hard to come by - after doing their
own sums, most councils are keen to keep quiet about their
estimates of the strength of the non-payment campaign they
wi l l  face.

Even the opponents of the non-payment campaign - those
very same loca1 authorities who said it would never get off

<
Councrts war4.of Poll tax

chaos if #;di"u-9.?Ppf,'*c
By Nick Cohen
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being done by deliberate disruption and
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the ground - now admit that they face a long, drawn-out and
bit ter batt le against large numbers of working class people.

Crunch-t ime in Scot land:
The coming weeks wi l l  be crucial  in the batt le against the
pol l  tax in Scot land. Counci ls -  whose best attempts to wipe
ouL the non-payment campaign have failed again and again
have been forced to up-the-stakes and have gone onto the
offensive.

At the end of last year,  around 4001000 f inal  dernands
to set t le the whole of  the f i rst  year 's poI l  tax wi th in 14
days (or face the consequences) were sent out.  Strathclyde
region sent out an addit ional 300,000 7-day f inal  demands to
those people in arrears in its area. l ' lhen - at the end of
the week - over 80? of these l f inal '  demands had been
total ly ignored, exasperated counci l  of f ices conceded that
the response had been 'disappoint ing' .

People have reaLised that -  with the counci ls '  adminis-
trat ive machinery st i l l  in chaos - them ' threatening'  to
seriously take on the non-payment campaign is nothrng but a
joke.

The idea that the same councils who even
exact ly how many people aren' t  paying
systems aren't yet sorted out enough to count
- could take hundreds of
thousands of people to court;
order tens of thousands of
wage or benef i t  'arrestments'1
or issue thousands of bai l i f fs
warrants, is just
Iaughable.

plain

Throughout Scotland there
are endless stories of babies,
the long deceased and fict-
itious people receiving poII
tax payment books, while many
of those liable to pay are
st i l l  wi thout then. Other
people have received as many
as twenty. Rebate applications are. taking
Councils - dogged by computer viruses and
ment revis ion of  the rules 'can' t  even
thousands of genuine changes of address
they need to process every week, let alone

now don't  know
because their
them properly'

months to process.
constant govern-

keep up with -;he
and circumst,ar:ce,

repair the damage
sabotage. Loth:an
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w nu Iu€ RESTI



f,

counci l  st i l I  can' t  work out where 20,000 rebate appl ic-
ations from people not registered to pay have come from-.

Counci ls have been trying two al ternat ives to simply
trying to fr ighten people into paying.

one is to trace people's bank accounts, and seize over-
due po1l tax direct from there. The other, is to send in the
bai l i f fs to f i rst  'poind'  (value) and then seize 'non-
essent ial '  household goods from non-payers to auct ion off  to
pay their  debts. Ei ther of these tact ics are slow,
compl icated, cost ly and t ime-consuming - and that 's i f  they
work at al l .  The experiences counci ls are suffer ing in
Scot land suggest that they don't  and they won't :

* The heads of Scottish clearing banks anndunced in
late-November that they simply wouldn't be able to cope with
thousands of council requests to seek out the bank account'
details of non-payers. Even if they could it would cost a
fortune and take forever - and they couldn't guarantee to
f ind even 5-6? of the names.

* Bailiffs raids on the homes of working class people
have proved so unpopular - and have been met with such
fierce community resistance - that many councils are already
considering abandoning them altogether. Groups of bailiffs,
backed by police protection, have been met by angry crowds
hundreds strong when they've ventured onto Scottish housing
estates. Time and again councils have been forced to drop
the act ion.

And the fact is that the non-payment campaign is begin-
ning to hit councils hard.

Figures released in late November show that in Lothian
region alone, the counci l  is E?5.5 mi l l ion short  in pol l  tax
receipts. It 's having to borrow money to nake up the
short fa l l .

The latest blow to poLl tax bosses came in December
when officers from the Data Protection Agency ruled that
over two hundred councils had asked 'il legaI' questions on
their registration forms. They've been ordered to go through
each and every one of their computer files to erase the
wrongly-held information - as if they didn't have enough
problems already.

Now, poll tax Minister John Patten has announced plans
to 'cap' any local authority who 'overspends' government-
imposed l imits.  But they'd be unable to impose 'caps'  on
council budgets until weeks after the first bills had been
dispatched. The result would be that councils would have to
'cancel 'a l l  the bi l ls  they'd sent and issue a whole new set
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in their  place. They'd have to issue refunds; work out
rebates f rom scratch;  re-adjust  ' instal lment '  payments and
more. Warning of the utter chaos this would cause, the
Associat ion of Metropol i t ian Authori t ies has concluded that
the government 'does not l ive in the real wor1d. Councifs
couldn' t  change their  ent i re taxaLion pot icy in days' .

Of course/ the key to br inging down the poI l  tax l ies
in independent col lect ive working class act ion, against al l
branches of the State. Despite the claims by the head of the
Scott ish Rat ing and Valuat ion Associat ion, Ron Skinner
that:  'you don't  need pol ic ies to stop the community charge.
I t  wi l l  s top i tsel f ' ,  we don' t  bel ieve for a minute that
counci ls '  poII  tax plans wi l l  col lapse of their  own accord.
But we'd be stupid to overlook weaknesses in our enemies.

Councils everywhere are in a mess and well-behind
schedule. In Scotland many are unable to conceal their grow-
ing panic.  We should contr ibute as much as possible to
increasing and spreading the chaos in which they find
themselves.

And what better time to go on the offensive than when
our opponents are weak and disorganised?

Pleadinq with our enemies?
There's st i l l  a lot  of  people arguing that we should look to
the leaders of local counci ls to head the f ight against the
polI  tax and persuade them not to ' implement i t ' .  They've
complained of the 'cowardice'  of  our Labour leaders in not

Vots {-ngoUR
FoR 9oct4s157
?ot-t- tAX
SALIrrStil
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putting their weight behind the fight, and argued that with-
out their support, our struggle is doomed to defeat.

But the reason those council and Labour leaders have
tried to wreck the fight has nothing to do with a lack of

'bravery '  or  'guts ' .  They haven' t  'so1d us out '  because they
were never on our side to begin with. The leaders of the
Labour Party and local councils have repeatedly attacked the

ant i-poII  tax struggle, because their  posi t ion and their
interests dictate that they must.

Despite the insistence from some that ' lef t  wing'

councils could. be won over to agree not to implement the
pol l  tax, not a single local authori ty has considered doing
so. Without exception, every struggle so far fought against
the poll tax, and every element of the non-payment campaign
has been built in the face of total opposition from our
municipal 'social ist '  administrat ions.

Pleading with council bureaucrats is a more than a
fut i le waste of t ime: i t 's actual ly counter-product ive. I t
encourages illusions that councillors can be 

-'won' 
to our

side, and that the power to smash the poll tax rests with
them.

Taking the fight against the poII tax inside the
council means building links with the only group of people
really capable of putting a spanner in the works of the
councils' implementation machine: council workers.

organising against poll tax-driven council cuts means
organising against the cbuncil. Those councillors who stay

Str ik ing dole off ice workers refuse to be polI  tax snoopers

I

in office and implement the poII tax have made their

decision about where they stand - and we should treat thern

accordingly. when Manchest,er council workers call-ed on the

ci ty '"  i r r , t i -pol l  tax'  Labour counci l  not to impiement the

community chargre, council leader Graham stringer explained

that to do so would mean Labour having no influence on the

decisions taken.
He couldn' t  have put i t  more clear ly:  i f  hanging onto

power means enacting
the living standards
a pr ice that 'Labour
pay.

to expect nothingOur past experience should teach us

else of thern.

Tories in trouble:
Frottt tfre Ueginning, t'he general unpopularity of

has caused spl i ts in the Tories ranks'  Recent ly

have become damaqing public slanging matches'

si t t ing Tory MPs in marginal const i tuencies fear that

high poII  tax levels could speI l  eLectoral  disaster.  conser-

,r.iirr" Mp Michael Mates vocalised the fears of many fellow

Tories, when he said: 'when i t  f i rst  set sai l ,  the Ti tanic

was described as the f lagship of the f leet.  None of us wants

that piece of  h istory to-repeat i tsel f ' .
Resentment towlrds the poll tax from traditional Tory

rsupporters, has forced the government to repeatedly ammend

tnl  tesislat ion, to try to l imit  the impact i t  wi l t  have on

Tory-run boroughs. Plans to fund 'transitional poII tax

rel ief '  for inner ci ty areas from the coffers of wel l -of f

Conservative councils, had to be dropped when angry Tory-

loyal ists complained of i ts 'unfairness' .  Conservat ive

councillors have been further angered by government threats

to 'polI tax cap' Tory boroughs whose spending exceeds

off ic ia l  I imi ts
The best way to exploit the growing divisions and

demoral isat ion in the Tory party over the.poII  tax, is by

increasing the strength and militancy of our revolt against
. i+

The battle in England and Wales:
Th. Dece*ber aeiafine for the completion of poll tax regis-

tration in England and wales passed with a massive number of

people stil l not registered, and a huge backlog of work

unprocessed.

the nost v ic ious ser ies of at tacks on

of ordinary working class people -  i t 's

councillors are more than willing to

the poI1 tax
those spl i ts
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The complexi ty of the 'community charge'  regisrat ion
and the t ightness of the t imetable local_ authori t ies are
having to work to - all work to our advantage.

Taking inspirat ion from the successes of the scott ish
campaign, anti-poll tax groups springing up throughout the
country organised widescale disrupt ion of registrat ion. with
the government learning from getting their fingers burnt in
scot land, the most effect ive tact ic in delaying
regristration, has become simply ignoring the forms for 

"ilong as possible.
From Birmingham to Tower Hamlets groups have organised

mass burnings of registrat ion forms. porr tax off ices have
been occupied, and councir meetings stormed. The non-
regisLration campaign has also hetped community based groups
organise door-to-door canvassing to mobirise support and
spread information.

Accurate figures are hard to find, but recently, over
302 of residents of the Tottenham area of London had stirl
refused to register,  and on the sroadwater.  Farm.estate, that
f igure rose to 95*!

Cgmmunitv and workplace struggle:
The strength of organised resistance to the porr tax is
currentry - rooted in the community-end of the campaign.

It is the non-payment campaign that has provided the
focus for working crass polr  tax opposit ion in scoLland, and
inspired thousands with the confidence to break the raw and
take on the government - both rocal and national. end it
rooks set to be the same story in Engrand and wares in the
Spring.

The spread of community-based organisation has not - so
far - been matched by a simir.ar r-ever of workprace and

' industr ia l  act iv i ty.
The most significant impact workers have made on

introduction of the pol1 tax to date, was during
selective strike action by local government workers
their national pay elaim last year. Many council poll
of f ices were brought to a totat standst i l l  dur ing the

the
the

over
tax

stop-

COMMUNITY CHARGE
POLL TAX

REGISTRATION
CANVASS
BETUIINDER

My records show that.the Community Charge Registration Canvass Form recently sent to you has not
-', .-..-rL^. r,^., ̂ .o "^anirprj RY I AW to comolete and return the Canvass
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pages. But the disruption caused by this key group of
workers remained incidental  to their  pay batt le.

PoI1 tax preparations were threatened not because
workers employed to organise poII tax were angry enough to
str ike against i t ,  but because - in pursuit  of  their  pay
claim - they'd withdrawn their  labour to pressurise counci ls
into increasing their wages.

Some ant i-pol1 tax groups vis i ted picket l ines to offer
support and arg:ue the case for sabotaging poIl tax col-
Iection from within. But, although many good direct contacts
were made, once the pay claim had been settled, strikers
returned to work, and the polI tax machinery was activated
again.

The urgent need, then and now, is to turn that
incidental disruption into active, conscious solidarity.
Low-paid council workers have no interest in implementing
poll tax - they can no more afford massive poll tax bills
than any other working class people. And the destruction of
council services that the poll tax brings with it, threatens
their - and other council workers - jobs directly.

A group of local government workers in Edinburgh are
,among the latest to announce plans to mount walk-outs if any
employee there is penalised for non-payment.

They've been joined by groups of dole off ice workers
who plan to refuse to process 'arresLments'  of  unpaid pot l
tax from non-payers who are sigrning-on.

Workers in London dole offices recently struck in pro-
test at management plans to get them to pass details of
claimants and their dependents from DSS records straight to
pol l  tax off ic ials.  Other off ices voted to join the act ion
if the snooper-forms were imposed on them.

Manchester postal workers earlier took unofficial
act ion over the polI  tax. They refused to sort  registrat ion
forms for del-ivery. Though the action rater colrapsed in the
face of both union and managefient opposition, it showed the
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level of anger that exists - and points to the kinds of

act ions that are possible.
In January, a clear major i ty of the 1?1000 workers em-

ployed by Leicester council voted in favour of industrial

action if the council issues a single redundancy notice

because of poII  tax- inspired service cuts.  They real ise al l

too wel l  how Leicester counci l 's plans to slash budgets in

the coming months, threaten their jobs and services - and

they're right to organise themselves !128, before the council-

has even announced which sectors face the axe, so they can
prepare properly to resists the attacks, and show the

council they mean business.
I t 's c lear that workers want ing to take act ion against

the pol l  tax wi l l  come into immediate conf l ict  with their

unions. Local government union NALGO may have an an 'anti-
poI l  tax'  posi t ion on-paper,  but the real i ty is that -  l ike

all other union bureaucracies - they will seek to contain

and limit workers anger, trying to prevent effective action

breaking out beneath then.
union officials faced with council demands for massive

job cuts,  $ron' t  f ight them wholesale, but wi l l  rush in to
inegot iate away' those jobs as ' fair ly as possible '  and

'heip the cotrnci l  out of  a t ight spot '  as 'painlessly '  as
they can. Workers' immediate interests are in defending
their jobs and wages and in protecting the services that

other working class people use and need. The interests of
the union are in protecting their position in the pecking

order,  and their  ' r ight '  to be'  'consulted'  by- the bosses-
Just as community mobilisations against the poll tax

need to organise outside and against the Labour Party
mandarins in the town hall, workers - whether directly
involved in poll tax work or not - will need to organise
outside and against the union bureaucracy.

Most crucially of aII, they need to link community and
workplace struggte together - not through the mediation of

' lef t-wing'  counci l lors or tprogressiver union bureaucrats -
but directly, to co-ordinate and unify their struggles.

The poll tax can be beaten. But it can only be defeated
by militant autonomous action by, working class people out-
side the control of all unions, parties or leaders. The
Tories ' f lagship'  is in deep trouble -  the r ight sort  of
act ion could sink i t  once and for al l - . r

'when we send in
to PaY

Mick Johnson,

played in the struggle against

the poII  tax, or better show

the contemPt in which theY

hold ordinarY working class
people.

For,  desPite al l  their

claims to be an 'ant i -Pol l  tax
party ' ,  f rom the ear l iest  daYs

of +,he ant i-pol l  tax camPaign
the true agenda of the Labour
Party -  and their  at l ies in

the trade union bureaucracY
has been clear.

Far from defeat inq the
pol l  tax, their  real  objec-

HOW NOTTOFIGHT
the bai l i f fs against people refusing

their  PolI  tax, we wi l l  do so

with tact and care'
leader of Brighton's Labour Council

IN MID-OCTOBER Scottish Labour council-lors led a march in

Edinburgh to condemn the use of 'warrant sales' against

those people who were refusing to pay their poll tax' They

applauded Scottish TUC boss Campbell Christie' who'

addressing the iaf ly -  condemned bai l i f fs raids on the

homes of poor famil ies as ' immoral '  and ' inhuman' '

Christie neglected to point out that the councils res-

ponsible for ; ;h i i**otuI '  and ' inhuman' at tacks on the

working class were - in almost every case in Scotland

controi.led and run by the Labour Party'

Those same Laboitr councillors who joined him in denoun-

.i"g 
-;dttu"l 

sales, were the very people responsible for

="rr6irrg the bai l i f fs out in the f i rst  place'

Nothing could better itlustrate the role that the

leaders of the Labour narty and trade union movement have

ffiqfi;iL6THE t.neo\JR PAF-TI D\s!!ssEs
,ii ruew 

'Ar..$t-PoLL TAx cA(sPA\oN

i6ot)1,,, "PooR p€@LE
'T R€ AW,<\^TAR.D - G\VE.

I. Love tT/
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tives have been to try to crush any effective opposition to
it, and try to ensure that any anger Lhat was mobilised,
wasn't  directed at Labour control led loca1 authori t ies and
counci ls,  but focused in a purely 'ant i -Tory direct ion' .

Their attacks on the anti-poll tax struggle have been
relent less -  they're tr ied to sabotage resistance again and
again. But their  wrecking tact ics have fai led.

From the beginning, the Labour Party's twin strategy of
try ing to disguise i ts total  compl iance with the poII  tax,
and spike al l  ef fect ive opposit ion to i t ,  has been
ruthLessly pursued.

The first battle they waged against the emerging poll
tax struggle,  was to predict  i ts  'certain defeat ' .

As early as January 1988, Labour leader Nei l  Kinnock
warned a conference in Edinburgh, that even to consider
bui lding a mass campaign of poI l  tax non-payment was 'a

I

Bradford teachers stril<e

f ruidless counci l  of  despair ' .  He cal led on those working
class famil ies faced with f inding money for massive pol l  tax

:bi l ls they simply could not af ford to 'do nothing and wait '
for a.  certain Labour victory ' in the next efect ion.

His pleadings met with a:contemptous response. As anger
against the poll grew and became more vocal, the Labour
Party and the Scottish TUC decided that they needed to be
seen to be doing more to 'oppose' the hated 'community
charge' .

So while Labour controlled authorities throughout
Scotland busied themselves spending thousands on computer
systems to compi le registrat ion l ists,  the Labour Party and
STUC together launchqd the 'Stop-I t t  campaign - c laiming
they wanted to help people disrupt and delay the
registrat ion process!

The whole thing was a sick joke. For while Labour
bureaucrats organised token symbol ic 'opposit ion'  to the
compil ing of the l ists,  their  party col leagues in local town
halIs prepared to despatch snoopers to working class
estates, and threaten with f ines those who wouldn' t  s ign up.

Many .Labour authorities paid for purpose-built new
off ice space to house their  po1l tax operat ions -  hoping
that by seperating it from other counci] work, people might
somehow not realise what the council was up to. Birmingham
Labour council named its new poll tax office 'Margaret
Thatcher House' .

Labours desperate attempts to disguise its backing for
poI1 tax, were fuelled by fears of the consequences of work-
ing class fanilies in Scotland receiving massive poII tax

demands courtesy of their  'social ist '  Labour local counci l"
But the 'Stop-I t '  campaign fai led dismal ly to stern the

growing tide of organised resistance to the poll tax, and
worried Labour leaders were forced to change their tactics.

After trying to divert growing industriaL unrest over
the poII tax into an 1 1 -ninute stoppage - and with the im-
minent arr ival  of  the poI l  tax. in Scot land - they were
forced to concede that they hadn't done enough to spike the
struggle. Despite their  best ef forts,  i t ,  was clear even to
them, that a nass movenent committed to beating the poll tax

through a combination of non-payment and industrial action
by iouncil - and other - workers was pieparing to take on
the Labour authori t ies who control  nost of  Scot land.

Just a few days before the f i rst  bi l ls were sent out,
Campbell Christie - addressing a hostile and angry crowd at
an anti-poll tax demonstration - declared: 'f am not having
any clowns challenging my credibility over this issue' and
promptly tore up his payment book, announcing he would now
support  'a three month period of non-payment ' .

'Christ ie 's last-di tch effort  to re-assert  control  over
the movement was met with derision and laughter. PoIl tax
law allows a maximum three-month period in which to pay up -
Christiers intervention was the equivalent of announcing
that you aren't going to be paying your gas bil1 until you
got the red one.

The thousands committed to ignoring bil1s they couldn't
- or wouldn't pay - and who'd been repeatedly attacled and
denounced by Christie and his cronies, were now being told
they had his backing for a 12-week refusal campaign - at the
end of which they should pay up and give in.

Long after Christ ie 's 12-week deadl ine had passed, the
f i rst  of f ic ial  f igures were released of those refusing to
pay - showing hundreds of thousands were witholding payment.
Subseguent figures confirmed that this non-payment movement
stretched Scot land-wide.

Labour local government spokesman David Blunkett im-
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mediately condemned this inspiring level of resistance. 'The

btame for such high levels of non-payment ' ,  he declared

'must be placed squarely at this goverment 's door ' .  Scott ish

Labour councils eagerly joined the chorus, angrily refuting

claims that they weren' t  pursuing non-payers aggressively

enough - falling over each other in the rush to prove their

commitment to enforcing PaYnent
In England and Wales - as well as in Scotland - the

problem that the Labour Party faces in trying to sell the

idea that what its doing its 'complying reluctantly with the

hated Tory tax' ,  is that Labourrs compl iance has been

anythinq but reluctant. In practically every single case,

Labop1'E response has been one of active, enthusiastic

support .
Lewisham Labour council in London recently held a poII

tax .jobs fair to attract suitable applicants to a career

they obviously beleive has a future. swansea's Labour

council sras the first welsh authority off the mark in

issuing summonses to non-registers. Lothian Labour council
in Scotland has been so keen to get poII tax money in from

the poor that i t  spend 854,000 sending out an addit ional
rerninder it wasn't legally obliged to. And throughout
Scotland, council after Labour council has voted through
motions to pursue warrant sales against non-payers' and
despatch 'social ist '  bai l i f fs to the homes of working class
fami l ies

The Labour Party's fear of the anti-poll tax movement
is growing. Eefore now, Labour has been willing to lend
support to demonstrations against the 'community charge' as
a low-r isk way of parading i ts 'opposit ion'  to pol l  tax.

But in mid-December Neil Kinnock rejected a plan from
his own front-bench poll tax spokesmen to call a national
demonstration on Aprit 1 1990, because he feared that groups

committed to non-payment and strike action might 'take
advantage' of the situation - and expose Labour's true poll

tax colours.r

WHAT LIES BEHINDTHE
POLLTAX?

'PoI l  tax: make iL easy on yourself  -  don' t  pay'
Graff i t i ,  Edinburgh 1990

IN ORGANISING OPPOSITION to the poIl tax, it 's crucial that

we understand the obiectives the government has in its

sights introducing the 'comrnunity charge', and analyse it in

context with other moves lhat it is naking.
obviously, there's the straightforward element of

wealth re-distribution: taking money fron the poor and
giving it to the rich. But that isn't the key elenent of the

l

I

I

,!

getting cash for the rich fron the poor.

, The poII. tax is the cornerstone of the Tory's strategy

for destroying the political and financial power of local

counci ls.
In the years before poll tax, the Tories have repeated

taken chunks from that power base: rate capping, cuts in

rate support grants, compulsory tendering of services, the
aboLition of the GLC and the Metropolitan authorities, the
right-to-buy council house legislation, and so on and so on.

Now they have set their sights on dismantling council
housing, forcing competitive tendering on such things as
meals-on-wheels, home helps, and - through the 'opt-out'

t

strategy here. There are far less risky, and simpler ways of
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proposals - of severing councitrs' Iinks with local schools
and hospitals.

The Tories'  v is ion for the future of local government
is one in which small groups of budget managers and civil
servants -  with no f inancial  or pol i t ical  c lout -  oversee
the running of a massively reduced network of privatised
contractors.

'Accountabi l i ty '  is the key word the Tories bandy about
when they justify the introduction of the cornmunity charge.
Accountability of the council to the electors who vote them
in to off ice. The f lat-rate pol l  t ,ax, by shi f t ing the burden
of paying for council services far more onto the shoulders
of the poor,  wiI I  mean that working class people won't  be
able to afford to voLe in councils prepared to spend money
on the services they need and use. Come elect ion t ime, par-
t ies wi l l  compete to offer voters the lowest poII  tax rat,es
- by budgeting to spend the least money on services
possible.

Working class fani l ies rel iant on the dozens of ser-
vices that the counci l  current ly provides wiI I  be stuck with
a harsh choice: vote for counci ls committed to naintaining
those services, and suffer enornous pol l  tax bi l ls that you
can't  af ford; or vote for the party that of fers the lower
pol l  tax rate that you might be able to afford, and lose the
services that you need. That is what is meant by 'accounta-
bi l i ty ' :  i f  the poor want services -  they should damn wel l
pay for them.

At the same time the Tories has taken from councils the
power to levy rates on local businesses. The tradi t ional
Labour left council's way gf upping revenue, has been to
stap higher bills on business and industry - before increas-
ing donest ic rates. Now the Tories wi l l  set 'enterpr ise.
friendly' business rate nationally - far lower than present
levels -  leaving counci ls with no get-out,  and meaning that
even to maintain services at current levels, domestic bills
wi l l  have to soar.

The Tories want to end for ever the possibility of a
return of 'municipal  ,social ism',  by forcing lef t-Labour
counci ls ei ther to decimate their  own services in a bid to
set low pol l  tax rates and keep hold of of f ice; or of fer
services their  supporters can' t  af ford and make themselves
unelectable.

Manchester Labour City Council has put the choice
starkly.  I t  of fers two opt ions:  'A pol l  tax bi l l  of  €708 per
person; or -  to get a f igure of around €400 per person

a 895 mil l ion package of cuts ' .  Leicester counciL are plan-

ning 10? cuts in i t ia l ly  to get an 'acceptable '  8370 bi l l -

Nottingham council say to get to E274 figure, will mean S36

mil l ion worth of cuts and 2,000 job losses. These examples

are typical .
Asanincent ive, thegovernmentrecent lypubl ishedi ts

own est imates of 'acceptable'  leve1s of counci l  spending

- and a l ist  of  accompanying pol l  tax rates. 0n the f igures

380 counci ls out of  402 atreadyl 'overspend'.  The government

hope to blame higher than-estimated poll tax bills on

'irresponsible' Iocal councils who spend too much-

PolL tax Minister John Patten recently hammered
imessage home - announcing that the Tori.es would 'poII
cap' any authority that didn't slash budgets, destroy

vices and sack workers.
.But Patten is just playing safe. He knows - and the

Tories know - that Labour councils will dutifully faII in

Iine one after another. After the rate-capping battles of a

few years ago, and the actions of inner London loca1 author-
ities more recently, its clearer than ever thdt Labour
authorities know where their loyalties lie. If clinging to
po""t-metns attacking the working class more viciously than

ever, Labour authorities can be relied upon to take on the

task with brutal  ef f ic iency.
If anything, Tories councillors in the leafy-Shires of

southern Engl-and have squealed nore loudly against Patten's

the
tax

sEr -
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capping plans than Labour authorities have.
I t 's for that reason that the Tories expect the non-

payment campaign against appalling high polI tax rates only
to last for two or three years at most.

Not because people will give up on the struggle, but
because within that t ime, they predict  poII  tax levels wi l l
fa l l  back to something l ike average exist ing rates bi l ls,  as
councils wage a downwards spiralling budget-war in the hope

of winning power.
While we need to understand the objectives of

Tory's \.Iar on councils, the only concern for working
people is in the interests of our class - immediate
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people to build their owrr direct forms of organisation, that

cross the artificial boundaries thaL are erected between

workplace and community organisation, and offer the poten-

t ial  of  specif ic,  part ial  struggles being general ised into

wider batt les.
Crushing the 'comrnunity charge' would increase our

class's confidence - and strengthen our ability to take on

the whole stinking system that spawned the poll tax in the

f i rst  pIace.
Our eventual goal must be to do away with that system

and create a society in which we are able to exercise real

control over our lives.
A society without bosses or pol i t ical  parasi tes, where

we will be able to organise our lives for the nutual benefit

of atl, not a small class or employers and property owners.
on an immediate practical level that neans arguing for

mass act ion, against symbotic 'committees of 100' ,  for

direct contact with groups of workers and againsL leaving it

up to the unions, for action aqainst councils not for

al l iances with 'progressive'  counci l lors.  I t  means exposing
the hidden agenda of the authoritarian-Left and other wouLd-
be bosses, and repeatedly demonstrating the true role of the
Labour Party and trade unions.

The fight against the poll tax remains one battle in an
on-going class Yrar.r

the
class

and
long-term.

I t 's not in our interest to rush to defend the inst i t -
ution of local governmentl to back one section of the State
against another;  or to defend the idea of 'benevolent '
counci ls providing the 'deservering poor '  with services we
should be 'grateful '  for .

We oppose the potl tax because it means massive fin-
ancial burdens for working class people, threatens the
decimation of services that working class people need and
use, and promises to throw thousands of council workers onto
the dole. we oppose it because it means working class people
being subject to wage arrestments, bai l i f fs raids, court
f ines and theft  of  their  benef i ts.

Not because i ts tundemocrat ic ' ,  not because i ts
'unfair ' ,  not because i ts 'unjust ' .  Because we know that for
the working class those concepts are meaningless under
capital ism, and i t  impl ies that we think there is a ' just '
and a ' fair '  system to be had'.under capital ism.

rt , rs not our job to come up with 'bet ter 'ways of  gen-
erating loca1 council income, of funding local services
for that same reason.

Our interest is in seeing the poII tax defeated by the
organised power of the whole working class. In encouraging

:1?.i-rdf\-. -;i : '':
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took the opportunity to applaud
spir i t '  .
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the STUC's ' f ight ing

The Left have sought to excuse, justify and explain
away the Labour Party's attacks on the struggle - endlessly
repeat ing their  'surpr ise'  at  Kinnock's compl iance with the
polI tax, and bemoaning the 'cowardice' of Labour council-
lors who 'won' t  f ight ' .

They've sought to focus attention away from the need to
build autonomous working class action against all branches
of the poll tax machine - and towards placing 'demands' on
our enenies in town halls, union offices and in Parliament
'not to attack us.

At every turn, the teft has sought to undernine the
growing confidence and independence of working class poll
tax resistance - hoping to take the initiative out of the
hands of working class activists, and give it back to the
very forces that want to destroy the chance of a real battle
against the pol l  tax,

Some on the Left genuinely believe that Kinnock and Co
can be ' forced'  to f ight.  But others issue 'demands' on
Labour leaders knowinq in advance that such ca1]s are hope-
Iess. They do this'in the hope that people wil.I conclude
when their 'demands' aren't realised - that what's needed
are 'newt and rbetterl leaders, politicians, bureaucrats and
off ic ials that are ' real ly on our side' .

As the Socialist lrlorkers Party poll tax pamphlet
blunt ly explains: ' I f  the real responsibi l i ty for the cam-
paign is pinned sguarely where it belongs, it will enable
people to see where the real fault for any defeat lies.
Pointing away from the organised working class lets Labour
and trade union leaders off the hook. For it is they who
have the power to launch activity and who are running away
from their  resonsibi l i ty ' .

In other words, for the SWP and their ilk the 'job of
socialists' is to cynically and dishonestly push the cam-
paign towards a strategy they know can only fail - in the

Labour 'won' t  lead a f ight 'because i t 's  not  on our s ide

THE.LEFT'ANDTHE
POLLTAX

'without Militant there'd be no organised campaign
against the PolI  tax'

Militant newspaPer, February 2 1990

'Sad1y, because party members were told that non-payment was

a diversion, and an irrelevance, many of our own comrades
have paid their PoI1 tax

Mike Gonzales, Glasgow Socialist Workers Party
November 1989

WHILE EACH oF the dozens of 'Left-wing'  pol i t ical  part ies

involved in the anti-polt tax movement have unveiled their

ovrn supposedly-distinct 'strategy for winning' - they've all

been united on the central question of who they think holds

the key to victory:  and i t  isn' t  the working class
The 'responsibility' for the success of the poll tax

struggle - according to the Left - lies with the leaders of

the Labour Party and the trade union movement.
The problem - as the lbft sees it - is not that union

and Labour leaders are out to wreck the poII tax struggle,

but that they aren't - as yet - doing enough to support it '

Throughout the campaign the Left have endorsed each

successive act of sabotage by those bureaucrats - even

claiming that these acts prove that the bureaucracy is

moving in the right direction.
So when - in a calculated attempt to head-off wide-

spread industrial unrest over the poll tax - the scottish
TUC called the now-infamous eleven-minute 'tea-break stop-
page' against the poll tax, they won overwhelming backing
from the Left - whose only objection seemed to be that this

wasn't  real ly ' long enough'.  The Social ist  Workers Party

called on workers to 'make the most of the action' and

'demand' that the bureaucrats extend it.
Instead of denouncing it as a wrecking-tactic, the LefL



ZJ

hope of picking up nembers for the party
af termath of  i ts  col lapse.

The Social ist  Workers Party
The one consistent theme that runs
of the SWP's ever-changing analysis
has been their  blatant opportunism.

As the Party leaders have continually re-assessed the
mood of the movement,  their  'L ine'  has been repeatedly re-
hashed and repackaged in a desperate attempt to keep in step
with the struggle.

To start  with,  the SWP act ively attacked the idea of
comnunitv-based resistance to the pol l  tax -  dismissing i t
( in much the same way as
Kinnock did) as 'unreal ist ic ' .
For the Si,le, only action in
the workplace held out any
hope at  a l l .

Their  1988 polt  tax pam-
phlet (s ince withdrawn)
explained: 'Community organi-
sat ion stands in stark
contrast to the power of wor-
kers organised in the
workplace. Community pol i t ics
diverts people away from the
means to win, fron the need to
nobi l ise working class
act iv i ty on a col lect ive
basis.  And by putt ing the emphasis on the individual 's wi l l
to resist ,  EDy di f f icul t ies and defeats wi l l  be the respen-
sibi l i ty  of  the indiv idual  aLone' .

By del iberately mis- interpret ing the non-paynent stra-
tegy as one relying on individual,  isolated acts of
unconnected defiance, the SWP sought to.show how much more
effect ive col lect ive industr ial  act ion would be. The 'case'
as they set i t  up (contrast ing individual refusal with
col lect ive resistance) proving i tsel f  .

For the SWP 'class act ion'  only exists in the factory
and off ice -  only 'workers'  have a part  to play in the class
war. Action that mobilises working class people beyond the
factory, that seeks to forge united class-wide act ion, is
for the SWP - a diversion to be resisted and opposed.

So convinced wefe the SWP that mass community-based
non-payment would collapse within a couple of months in
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Scotland, that by the early Summer of 1989 in the pages of

Social ist  Worker the 'defeat of the pot l  tax struggle'

had joi_nea ttre ritual list of set-backs that the working.
class had suffered in the current 'down-turn' .

But their leaders soon sensed that their announcement
of the 'col lapse of pol l  tax resistance'  was unl ikey to win

them nuch credibility on the housing estates in Scotland

where thousands were steadfastly refusing to pay up
despite the SWP's gloomy predict ions.

So the Party did an abrupt U-turn. Suddenly 'diversion-
ary' community-action was a struggle worth fighting. rn

total contradiction to their earlier statements, the pages

of Social ist  Worker now proclaimed: 'There is no r igid

divide between struggles in the workplace and in the com-
munity. Community campaigrns can often achieve real

vi-ctor ies'  .
This was only the latest in a long series of

' revisions'  of  the Party l ine.
Initially the SWP argrued strongly for non-registration.

Later they dropped this demand. Then they criticised Labour
leaders for not ' leading a non-registrat ion campaign' .  Later
st i l l ,  they concluded non-registat ion was 'a mistaken tac-
t ic ' .  First  of f ,  they supported the bui lding of 'committees
of 100r of 'notable'  non-payers, only to decide within weeks
that the committees were 'el i t ist '  and ' i r relevant ' .

r t rs anyone's guess what the posit ion of the SWP on the
poIl tax struggle will be next month. Currently the Party
hierarchy has ordered the nembership to 'withdraw' from
their poll tax 'work' to concentrate their recruitment ef-
forts elsewhere - but its certain they'Il be ordered back in
again if their leaders sense the 'mood ' once again offers
the potential for signing up some new members.

The Militant Tendency
The Militant Tendency is without doubt the 'Left' Party
pouring most energy into the poII tax campaign. The rnotiva-
tion behind this high level of involvement is clear.

Under cover of the polJ. tax fight, Militant hope to
rebuild their povrer base within the lower levels of the
Labour Party.

Many nonths ago, lti l itant's leaders decided that the
emerging pol l  tax struggle would be an ideal 'host '  for
their  parasi t ical  work.

They hoped that by creating 'community' organisations
committed to defeating the pol1 tax through a non-payment

machine in the

right through the story
of the poI l  tax f ight
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campaign they courd win themserves recrui ts both to the
Tendency and to the Labour party i tsel f .

Every decision they have made on their campaigning
strategy has been based on what they think best serves the
interests of their  struggle within the Labour party -  not on
what 's best for  beat ing the pol l  tax.

As Labour leaders have cottoned on to what Miritant are
up to, Kinnock has 'suspended' a number of locar Labour
Party branches, whi le invest igat ions are carr ied out into
t ' t i l i tant 's act iv i t ies.  Despi te Mir i tant 's craims that they

26

oppose these 'witchhunts'  against them - they are, in fact,
deJ.ighted when their members are expelled from the Party.
That's because it offers them the chance to draw anger and
energy away from the poIl tax fight, and re-direct it into
defending their supporters from attack.

Their  'd isbel ief '  and 'outrage'  at  their  members being
booted out is always weII rehearsed. rn fact, the expulsions
are part  and parcel of  Mi l i tant 's batt le-plan -  and are the
beginning of what, for them, is the real fight.

Mi l i tant f requent ly claim to be ' leading the f ight
against the poll tax' - and they've launched a national
front-organisat ion (The Al l  Br i t ish Ant i  PoII  Tax
Federation) in a bid to stamp their leadership on the
movenent.

Militant seek to run the campaign by freezing-out or
crushing independent groups that oppose their manipulation.
The set of 'comrnittees' fuII of their own supporters, try to
seize key posts in local pol I  tax 'unions' ,  pack neet ings
with 'delegates' from bogus-community groups and worse.

Right from the start of the poll tax struggle, people
have mobilised to oppose Militant. Their hopes to establ-ish
a stranglehold on the campaigm have been dashed - and
increasing numbers of people are coming to realise what
Mil i tant 's 'h idden agenda' is real ly al l  about.

Of course, Militant and the SWP are only two symptoms
of a more widespread disease. Their are dozens of sinilar
'Left-wing' parties sharing identical assumptions - forever
lecturing working class people resisting the poIl tax that
without the support of Kinnock and the TUC, their struggle
is doomed to defeat. Their only concern is in bolstering
their own Party empires on the backs of the working class.

Their interference in the poll tax struggle is notiva-
ted purely out of this self-interest. They have nothing to
offer us.r
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WHAT IS THE POLLTAX?
'To actually make enough cutbacks to get poll tax spending

down to government l imits,  we would have to close
half  our schools '

Lawrence Silverman, leader Labour group, Berkshire council
February 1 990

vr The pol l  tax -  or 'comnunity charge'  -  is a f lat-rate tax
levied on people, (not on property,  as the old rates system
was). Everyone over 18 wi l l  have to pay (with very few
except ions).

* Pol l  tax was introduced in Scot land in Apri l  1989, and
comes into ef fect  in England and Wa1es in Apr i l  1990.

* Everyone l iv ing in the same counci l  area wi l l  pay exact ly
the same pol l  tax regardless of their  income: A factory boss
wi l l  pay the same pol l ' tax as the people who work on his
product ion l ines.

r .  Unemployed people wi l l  haye to f ind 20% of their  pot l  tax
bi l l  out of  their  giros. Th'ey may get a part ial  rebate of
that 20? - but that '11 be based on the government 's f ict ional
'nat ional average' pol l  tax rate.

* Working class women are set to lose out badly. Women
workers make up a large percentage of the low-paid, and, of
course, many women do unpaid work (caring fob children or
relat ives in the home).  In ei ther case they're st i l l
expected to pay up in ful l .

*  Black and Asian famil ies wi l l  a lso be hard hi t .  As wel l  as
being amongst the lowest paid group of workers, poII tax
rates in inner-ci ty areas where many Black and Asian
famil ies 1ive, are certain to be amongst the highest.
Tradit ional Asian extended famil ies J. iv ing under the same
roof face huge bi l ls . r

AIMS AND PRINCIPLES
of the ANARCHIST COMMUNIST FEDERATION

i .  The Anarchist communist Federation is an organisation of

revolut ionary c lass struggle anarchists.  we aim fcr  the abol i t ion of

al l  h ierarchy, and work for  the creat ion of  a worLd-wide classfess

society: anarchist conmunisn.

2.  Capi ta l ism is based on the exploi tat ion of  the working class by the

rul ing c lass.  But inequal i ty and exploi tat ion are aiso expressed in

terms of  race, gender,  sexual i ty,  heal th,  abi l i ty  and a9e, and in

these ways one section of the working class oppresses another. This

div ides us,  causing a lack of  c lass uni ty in struggle that  benef i ts

the rul ing c lass.
Oppressed grouPs

challenges social and
goal we must rel inquish
a pol i t ical  level .

are strengthened by autonomous action which

econonic power relat ionships. To acheive our
power over each other on a personal as well  as

3. I l le are opposed to the ideology of national l iberation movements

which claims that there is some conmon interest between native bosses

and the working class in face oi foreign dornination. we do support

working class struggles against racisn, genocide, ethnocide, and polr-

t ical and economic colonial ism. 9le oppose the creation of any new

rul ing c lass.
We reject  a l l  forms of  nat ional ism, as th is only serves to re-

def ine div is ions in the internat ional  working cIass.  The working class

has no country and national boundaries must be el iminated. we seek to

bui ld an anarchist international to work with other l ibertarian re-

volut ionaries throughout the worLd.

4. As we}l as exploit ing and oppressing the majori ty of people, Capi-

tal ism threatens the world through war and the destruction of the

environment.

5.  I t  is  not  possible to abol ish Capi ta l ism without a revolut ion,
which wi l l  ar ise out of  c lass conf l ic t .  The rul ing cfass must be com-
plet,ely overthrown to achieve anarchlst communism. Because the rul ing
class wil l  not rel inquish power without the use of armed force, this
revolut ion wiII  be a t ime of violence as well  as l iberation.

6. Unions by their very nature cannot becorne vehicles for the revoL-
utionary transforrnatibn of society. They have to be accepted by
capital isn in order to function and so cannot play a part on i ts over-
throw. Trades unions divide the working class (between employed and
unernployed, trade and craft, ,  ski l led and unski l led, etc). Even
syndical ist unions are constrained by the fundamental nature of
unionism.

The ,union has to be able to control i ts membership in order to
nake deals with nanagement. Their airn, through negotiat ion, is to
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achieve a fairer forn bf exploitat ion of the workforce. The interests

of leaders and representatives wil l  always be dif ferent to ours'

The boss class is our enemy, and while we must f ight for better

condit ions from it ,  we have to real ise that reforms we may achieve

today may be taken away tornorrow- our ult imate aim must be the con-

plet- abol i t ion of wage slavery, Working within the unions can never

achieve this.- However, we do not argue for people to leave unions

unti l  they are made irrelevant by the revolut ionary event. The union

is a common point of departure for many workers. Rank and f i le ini t-

iat ives nay strengthen us in the batt le for anarchist-communism.

What's important is that we organise gurselves col lect ively, arguing

for workers to control struggles thedrselves.

7. Genuine liberation can only conie about through the revolutionary

setf-act ivi ty of the working class on a nass scale. An anarchist com-

munist society means not only co-operation betvteen equals, but act ive

involvement in the the shaping and creating of that society during and

after the revolut ion. In t irnes of upheaval and struggle, people wil l

,need to create their own revolut ionary organisations control led by

'everyone in t tren. These autononous organisation wil l  be outside the

contiol of pol i t ical part ies, and within them we wiII  learn many im-

portant lessons of  sel f -act iv i ty '

8. As anarchists we organise in al l  areas of l i fe to try to advance

the the revolut ionary process. We bel ieve a strong anarchist organ-

isation is necessary to help us to this end. Unlike other so-calIed
tSocial igtsr Or tcommunlstst we do nOt want power Or Control for our

o$rn organisation. We recognise that the revolut ion can only be carr ied

out direct ly by the working class. However, the revolut ion must be

preceded by organisations able to convince people of the anarchist

conmunist alternative and method. we part icipate in struggle as an-

archist communists, and organise on a federative basis. We reject

,sectarianism 
and work for a united revolut ionary qnarchist movenent'

National Secretary
PO Box 263
Sheffield
South Yorkshire
51 3EW

CONTAilTS
AS WELL AS the ' twinning'  in i t iat ive (see below) some other
genuine/ independent anti-po1I tax groups worth contacting
include:

REFUSE AND RESIST: a new paper for independent poll tax
groups in the Strathclyde region of  Scot land. Latest  news
and comment on the struggle in Scot land. Contact :  Refuse
and Resist ,  2/ l  lB2 Ark Lane, Gtasgow G31 2JS.

I

fi
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COUNTERINFORMATION: a
of act ive resistance
Information, Pigeonhole

free news-sheet that includes reports
to the pol}  tax.  Contact :  Counter
CI,  c/o 1 1 Forth St,  Edinburgh.

LOCAL ANTI-POLL TAX GRoups: these now exist  in pract ical ly
every sizeable town (and rnany a smal l  v i l l_age) .  I f  you
canrt  contact your local campaign direct ly,  the 'Twinning'
campaign should be able to put you in touch with your
nearest genuinely independent poll tax group.

TWINNED AGAT'VST THE POLL TAX

TW|NS (ENGL|SH SECTTON)
BOX 5
HlztKt
I5 GOOSEGATE
NOTTINGHAM

ANARCHIST COMMUHIST FEDERATION




