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No money for the poor, old and disabled, but...

So, as a nation we can’t afford to 
pay single mothers to look after 
their youngsters, we can’t afford to 

restore the old age pension to its 
former percentage of the average wage, 
and as for the disabled, they must 
learn to tighten their belts. Only the 
other day there was a mini-crisis 
when it transpired that the blind will 
have to pay VAT on their white sticks. 
But as all this was going through the 
media mincing machine and digested, 
some ‘positive’ news emerged.

One wonders how many taxpayers 
in this country know that the British 
Army still maintains 26,000 soldiers, 
of which 21,000 are in the 1st (UK) 
Armoured Division in Germany, and 
this has been costing a matter of £ 1.1 
billion a year.

How many taxpayers know that the 
merger, recently cleared by the Blair 
government, “of the last state-owned 
nuclear companies British Nuclear 
Fuels and Magnox Electric” is going 
to cost them “up to £4 billion” 
(Guardian, 23rd December 1997).

But all the preceding examples of 
wasted taxpayers money which could 
have been used to alleviate the 
problems of the lone parents, the 
disabled and the old, is chicken feed 
compared to the government’s 
announcement that they have signed 
an agreement in Bonn with Germany, 
Italy and Spain to proceed with the 
production of the Eurofighter.

According to the Guardian's defence 
correspondent (23rd December), 
“Britain’s share of the £40 billion bill 
will be £16 billion”. Apart from the 
fact that it doesn’t really matter one 
way or another whether it’s going to 
cost the British taxpayer £16 billion 
or £30 billion, the whole question, 
about which the public ought to be 
swamping the politicians with 
demonstrations, is ‘How can you say
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that we can’t afford to look after the 
single mothers, the disabled and the 
old when there is never any problem 
in finding the money for weaponry?’

Of course we know their answer. At 
the Bonn meeting our ‘New Labour’ 
defence minister George Robertson 
more or less repeated what he wrote 
in the weekly Tribune in September 
which Freedom tore to bits.* He said 
that “Eurofighter was crucial not just 
for the RAF but the future of the 
European aerospace industry. 
Eurofighter is ideally suited to meet 
the new turbulent challenges that 
have replaced the cold war. Recent 
operations in the Balkans and the 
Gulf have demonstrated the

* ‘The New Labour Warmongers’ in 
Freedom, 4th October 1997.

importance of effective air power in 
today’s more uncertain world.” Can 
anybody other than a politician imagine 
even a crazy Balkan would-be dictator 
wishing to invade these islands.

An interesting sidelight to the Jolie 
de grandeur of our Mr Robertson was 
a remark by the German repre­
sentative Volke Ruhe who, according 
to the Guardian report, “came close to 
cancelling the project on the grounds 
that the fall of the Berlin Wall made it 
superfluous” even though he was 
closer to those potential Balkan 
invaders who scare the pants off our 
Mr Robertson. But presumably 
business is business and Germany 
bought 180 and we shall be told how 
many Jobs will be secured as a result.

These are the real issues and only 
the anarchists face them squarely.
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Can I have a pain and now know it? Ludwig
Wittgenstein would, I think, say that you 

can’t say ‘I know I am in pain’. What is it 
supposed to mean? One either is in pain or one 
isn’t in pain, it’s as simple as that.

At the moment the government is testing the 
‘integrity’ of some 69,000 people who claim 
they are disabled. On account of all this testing 
and measuring, last month some disablement 
correspondents on the radio programme Does 
he take Sugar? were claiming that up to 7,000 
claimants had had their benefit cut. Perhaps 
2,000 had lost their benefit altogether.

The 1.8 million on disability living 
allowance are being bombarded with 3 3-page 
forms to check if they are entitled to their 
payments. The government seems determined 
to cut the cost of disability benefits, which 
reached £23.5 billion last year.

BLACK PROPAGANDA AND THE WHITE 
ELEPHANT
Demonstrations by the Disabled People’s 
Direct Action Network before Christmas in 
Downing Street forced Tony Blair to 
announce that he will chair a special Cabinet 
committee to tackle welfare reform. The 
committee will include Brown, Dobson, 
Harman and Blunkett. Ms Harman, who isn’t 
on many government committees, has been a 
bit of a white elephant in the government. 
Recently the Secretary of State for Social 
Security refused to take a bet with Jeremy 
Paxman that she would still be in the same job 
in a year’s time.

The great virtue of the Tories was their 
hypocrisy. Their bark was worse than their 
bite in social policy owing to weak enforce­
ment. One must fear that the vice of New 
Labour is likely to be its over-eager sincerity. 
It seems that they are about to go where the 
Tories would fear to tread.

The unashamable high-minded attitude of 
New Labour to dragooning the poor has led 
them to issue what disability groups call 
‘partial briefings’ to the media. Even the 
Department of Social Security staff are 
distancing themselves from what some of the 
disabled are describing as ‘black propaganda’ 
from Labour’s spin doctors.

In December Tony Blair put his case for 
standing firm on welfare reform on the front 
page of the far right-wing paper the Daily 
Mail. He was dismissive about the direct 
action demonstrators: “We’ve seen all these 
people before” he said. Over a year ago the 
Direct Action Network gatecrashed John 
Smith House and stayed inside for six hours 
demanding that Labour guarantee to support 
new rights for the disabled.

DOCTORS DETERMINED TO DEFEAT 
DISABLED
Some suggest that the rise in people claiming 
incapacity benefit under the last government 
was related to the accountancy exercise to get 
the unemployed figures down. The number on 
the benefit doubled under the Tories. More 
recently, to reverse this trend, both the Major 
government and New Labour have gone in for 

strict medicals and now the ‘integrity test’ for 
fraud.

There is some concern about the doctors 
operating the Benefit Agency Medical 
Services (BAMS). Doubts have been 
expressed at their level of expertise in doing 
medical assessments. Last August, in a reply 
to Dennis Skinner MP, Under Secretary of 
State for Social Security Baroness Hollis 
wrote: “I would like to reassure you that all 
BAMS full-time doctors have undergone a 
programme of continuing medical education 
modules on the assessment of a range of 
medical conditions and recent advances in 
treatment and management”.

Later in the same letter she adds: “All the 
doctors who are examining claimants of 
incapacity benefit work as independent 
medical advisers to provide an opinion on 
capacity for work for the independent 
adjudicating officer”.

We reported Keith Rushworth’s hunger 
strike against the ‘All Work Test’ in 
November. He ended the strike on 17th 
November in medical advice after forty days. 
Incapacity Action in a press release about 
Keith claimed: “Keith (an ME sufferer) is 
prepared to risk his life so that the real facts 
about incapacity benefit and the ‘All Work 
Test’ are made public”.

'A Doctor's Waitirfg Room', c. 1920, by L.S. Lowry

The current case of the thirteen year old 
rape victim has, once again, highlighted 
the problems caused by the failure of 

successive governments to legislate for 
abortion in Ireland.

It was clear after the ‘X’ case in 1992 that 
similar cases would occur again. But 
governments have refused to legislate for the 
limited abortion services allowed by the 1992 
amendment.

Although information about legal abortion 
services in other European Union countries is 
lawfully available, its distribution is subject to 
severe restrictions. Students’ Unions represent­
ing over 100,000 people are not allowed to 
provide this information to their own members.

The Dublin Abortion Rights Group was formed 
to campaign for the provision of free, safe and 
legal abortion facilities in Ireland. Every day 
at least eight Irish women travel to England 
for abortions, and that figure is very conserva­
tive as it only includes those who give an Irish 
address when registering at a clinic.

Failure to provide information has not and 
will not decrease this number. Women will

continue to exercise their right to choose. Such 
a choice is easier to exercise when the woman 
has sufficient income to cover the medical and 
travel costs. The choice becomes a lot harder 
to exercise if poor or unemployed.

The media’s intrusion into the privacy of the 
thirteen year old’s family would not have been 
permitted had they not been Travellers. It is 
yet one more example of the ongoing 
discrimination suffered by Travellers.

In 1992 Ireland voted for the rights to 
information and travel. Therefore we voted for 
the right to abortion, but in another country. 
This attempts to deny the reality that tens of 
thousands of Irish women have had abortions. 
Furthermore the current situation creates an 
atmosphere where these women are 
stigmatised and silenced. This is yet one more 
unsatisfactory and deeply hypocritical ‘Irish 
solution to an Irish problem’.

Aileen O’Carroll, spokesperson for the 
Dublin Abortion Rights Group said that 
“Abortion is a human rights issue and every 
woman has the right to choose”.

Dublin Abortion Rights Group

Keith’s wife told me that though the local 
media took up the issues of his case, national 
publicity was not forthcoming. It seems that 
all the national press is still sucking up to New 
Labour.

Incapacity Action, a small campaigning 
group for the disabled, suggests thousands 
have lost their incomes since incapacity 
benefit was introduced in 1995. Baroness 
Hollis assures us that the BAMS’ doctors are 
competent, but in August 1996 Sarah 
Chapman fractured her arm during a benefit 
test. Both David Holmes and Tom Causton 
died of heart attacks after having their benefit 
withdrawn by these doctors at the end of 1996. 
Ralph Melvine left his DSS Arden House ‘All 
Work Test’ in Newcastle in an ambulance. He 
is now awaiting heart surgery. In September 
1997 another claimant on Merseyside is 
reported to have committed suicide after 
benefit was stopped.

Last October Incapacity Action claimed the 
Leeds MP John Battle had admitted that the 
“Benefit Agency doctors and some officers 
are on performance related pay ... in other 
words, they are working to government 
cut-off targets irrespective of people’s health 
or capacity for work”.

Later John Battle threatened to sue 
Incapacity Action for libel for retailing the 
above quote. But the worry still remains about 
the competence and integrity of these doctors.

DOCTORS DEFINE AND DISSEMBLE
We know if someone has a toothache if he or 
she manifests pain-behaviour commensurate 
with having a pain in the tooth. I suppose 
BAMS doctors know if someone is disabled if 
they manifest disabled-behaviour which fits 
with their “assessment of a range of medical 
conditions” which they, and the government, 
have come to class and define as ‘disabled’. 
P.M.S. Hacker the philosopher writes: “We 
learn to say ‘he is in pain’ when he behaves 
thus”. The BAMS doctor may say: We learn 
to say ‘he is disabled’ when he does or does 
not do thus.

In her letter to Baroness Hollis, Kate Adams 
of Incapacity Action writes: “Reports show 
doctors rushing examinations, distorting 
claimant’s statements about their health and 
pushing them to perform mental and physical 
tasks that are clearly dangerous for them”. Of 
course, pretence and dissimulation is always 
possible among claimants, but the machina­
tions of governments and doctors cannot go 
unnoticed. The National Association of 
Citizens Advice Bureaux has published a 
report insisting that the All Work Test is 
flawed and should be scrapped. The test has 
also had massive criticism from disability 
groups and the British Medical Association.

Even David Blunkett, Secretary of State for 
Education and Employment, has called the 
savings from taking benefits from the disabled 
‘dirty money’ and described the disabled as a 
“weak political constituency”. The indications 
are that there will be more pain for most of us 
where that came from.

Albert Shore




