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T
his winter many local councils will 
be praying for bad weather. Mild 
weather in recent years has meant 
that old folks, like weeds and other pests, 

are living too long. This has led to the 
cluttering up of old people’s homes 
throughout the land with geriatric inmates. 

By living too long old people use up 
all their own assets from their property 
and life savings, and become a burden 
on the rest of us. One council in the North 
East last summer declined responsibility 
to cover the funeral expenses of one of 
the inmates of their homes, describing 
the dead lady as ‘business waste’.

This longevity, according to Richard 
Evans of Birmingham Council on Radio 
Four’s You and Yours last week, is causing 
problems for local authorities. He said the 
mild winters are making things worse by 
not killing off pensioners quick enough. 

Chaos in meals-on-wheels kitchen 
The BBC’s Good Food magazine 
declared in its March 1994 issue: 
“Britain’s population is ageing fast. 
While Queen Victoria made it to 82, 
most of her loyal subjects didn’t survive 
past their 47th birthday. But in the space 
of just four monarchs we have added 
thirty years to our lifespan”.

Good Food estimated that “by 2001 
there will be twice as many people in 
Britain over the age of 85 than there 
were in the mid-1990s”. People are 
living longer despite the inadequacy of 
community and family care of the old.

In 1992 a report from COMA, the 
Committee on Medical Aspects of Food 
Policy, described the diet of elderly 
people in care as “often inadequate”. 
Though the majority of older people are 
reckoned to be in reasonable health and 
can afford enough food, about one in ten 
could be at risk - those who are ill, frail 

or convalescing, and anyone hard up.
Dr Donald Farquhar, consultant geriatri­

cian at St John’s Hospital in Livingston, 
Scotland, says: “What surprises me is 
the proportion who appear to be deficient 
in a wide variety of vitamins and 
minerals”. He adds that “malnutrition is 
not just something that happens to 
people in the Sudan - malnutrition is 
alive and well in the UK”.

Indications are that this situation is not 
likely to improve unless there is a 
change of attitude by people and the 
authorities. Meals-on-wheels services are 
now subject to compulsory competitive 
tendering, with outside companies 
bidding to local authorities to run them.

Good Food magazine gives an account 
from a carer on a shift in Westminster 
City Council’s meals-on-wheels service: 
“I was told if the client is dead, do not 
leave. Dial 999 and wait for the police. 
This is not a good sign. I have just 
turned up for a shift. Meanwhile, in the 
meals-on-wheels kitchen, chaos has

broken out. Seven hundred meals (main 
course plus desert) in a bewildering array 
of options (red dot for diabetic, yellow 
for low salt / low fat, brown for soft 
food diet) are being heated and stacked 
into boxes. One van has broken down, 
two main courses are missing, the gas 
supply is off, and it’s salads for most. 
My fear of complaints is growing by the 
minute.”

The care in the community policy 
produced a challenge for services like 
meals-on-wheels.

Tameside: tip of national iceberg? 
The problem of dealing with the elderly 
in their own homes or in sheltered 
accommodation is matched by those in 
care, as the case of the sacked care 
workers of Tameside has shown. Recent 
reports to the striking care workers and 
the Strike Support Committee suggested 
deterioration in the diets of inmates in 
Tameside Care Group’s (TCG) old folks 
homes. Jack Thornley, a director of the 
TCG, admitted as much in September.

Are Tameside Care Group homes the 
tip of a rather shoddy national iceberg? 
The indications are that it is.

Community care funds are not ‘ring- 
fenced’. A spokeswoman from Age 
Concern last week complained that 
community care funds are being diverted 
from care of the elderly by local councils. 
Recently Private Eye reported that Leeds 
Council was planning to close four old 
folks homes to pay for a millennium party.

Clearly the old are seen as something 
of a soft touch as consumers by local 
authorities. Weight loss is either ignored 
or seen as a natural consequence of old 
age. Nobody, not even their own 
families, seem to be keeping an eye on 
the nutritional intake of the elderly.

Mack the Knife
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T
he Multilateral Agreement on 
Investment (MAI), a major corporate 
attack on development, environmental 
protection and workers’ rights (and on 

parliamentary democracy), has been scrapped. 
Negotiations on the MAI began in 1995 
within the Organisation for Economic Co­
operation and Development (OECD) - the 
29-country club of rich nations - and came to 
a crashing halt last month in Paris. The final 
blow to the treaty, whose signing had been 
postponed six months already, was dealt by 
the host nation, France. On the eve of the 
reopening of negotiations, Lionel Jospin, 
French Prime Minister, described the MAI as 
“unreformable” and a “threat to the 
sovereignty of states”, after an influential 
French commission produced a highly critical 
report (the Lalumiere Report). A central 
concern appears to have been the threat to the 
French film industry -from unrestricted 
Hollywood imports. As the OECD operates 
by consensus, the withdrawal of support by 
the French government left the negotiations 
in an untenable position. On 29th October, 
Britain finally threw in the towel. Trade 
Minister Brian Wilson said that the treaty 
should be abandoned: “Sometimes it makes 
sense to draw a line and start again”, he said 
in London. The Guardian reported that “The 
UK has been one of the most enthusiastic 
supporters of the MAI. But Mr Wilson 
indicated that the Government was ready to 
scrap the treaty and start again.”

The abandonment of the MAI is a 
significant blow to corporate ambitions, and 
a (partial) victory for popular forces. In the 
July/August issue of Z magazine, Noam 
Chomsky described the postponement of the 
signing of the MAI in April as “an important 
event, worth considering carefully”. He 
wrote: “In part, the failure resulted from 
internal disputes - for example, European 
objections to the US federal system and the 
extraterritorial reach of US laws, concerns 
about maintaining some degree of cultural 
autonomy, and so on. But a much more 
significant problem was looming. It was 
becoming increasingly difficult to ensure that 
the rules of global order would continue to be 
‘written by the lawyers and businessmen 
who plan to benefit’ and ‘by governments 
taking advice and guidance from these 
lawyers and businessmen’, while ‘invariably, 
the thing missing is the public voice’ - the 
Chicago Tribune's accurate description of 
the negotiations for the MAI ... without 
public interference”. Chomsky cited reports 
from the Economist, the New York Times, the 
Washington Post, Time magazine, and the 
Toronto Globe and Mail all agreeing that the 
delay had been in part due to “a global band 
of grassroots organisations, which, with little 
more than computers and access to the 
Internet, helped derail a deal” (The Globe 
and Mail). The most terrified commentary 

came from the Financial Times, in an article 
which was cited in the last issue of Freedom. 
“Fear and bewilderment have seized 
governments of industrialised countries” as 
the secret negotiations to impose the MAI 
“have been ambushed by a horde of 
vigilantes whose motives and methods are 
only dimly understood in most national 
capitals”. The hordes included “trade unions, 
environmental and human rights lobbyists 
and pressure groups opposed to globalisation”. 
The abandonment of the Treaty is also, in 
part, due to the threat of accountability posed 
by these terrifying hordes.

The Financial Times responded to the 
imminent demise of the MAI with world 
weary resignation. The treaty, the paper 
commented on 20th October, “seems in 
danger of grinding to an embarrassing halt. 
Does this matter? Not much”. Why not? “The 
issue the agreement was meant to solve - 
worries over the sanctity of assets held 
overseas - is scarcely today’s hot topic”. This 
was a highly misleading description of the 
thrust of the Treaty. The World Development 
Movement (WDM), one of the leading British 
critics of the proposed treaty, has been pointing 
out four main dangers from the MAI, based on 
their reading of a leaked draft text of the agree­
ment. (I amend them only slightly below.)
1) The MAI would transfer rights from citizens 
to transnational companies. The already 

limited democratic rights of citizens and 
powers of elected local and national 
governments over business investment in 
their territories would be largely transferred 
to corporations. Under the MAI, transnationals 
would have been granted the right to 
establish in any sector, in any country, in 
whatever form they chose. A ground-breaking 
feature of the MAI was that it would grant 
foreign companies the right to sue local and 
national authorities in a (business-dominated) 
international tribunal. Companies could sue 
for past damages and for hypothetical future 
damages.
2) The MAI would undermine development 
opportunities for the poorest countries. 
Though negotiated in the OECD as an 
agreement between the rich countries, the 
whole purpose of the agreement was to include 
developing countries, and to grant trans­
nationals unrestricted access to the markets 
and natural resources of Third World nations. 
The WDM points out that “No country has 
ever developed under the rules the MAI 
would impose”. South Korea and the other 
Asian tigers (and in fact all industrialised 
nations) have developed by using precisely 
the interventionist policies that the MAI 
would rule out.
3) The MAI could dismantle legitimate social 
and environmental laws. Foreign companies 
could sue governments over laws and 

policies which would affect them more 
heavily than a domestically-owned company. 
The US-based Ethyl Corporation sued the 
Canadian government over Ethyl’s dangerous 
MMT additive under similar powers in the 
North America Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) - despite the existence of a clause 
in NAFTA supposedly setting environmental 
and labour standards for the NAFTA 
countries. In that case, the Canadian 
authorities gave in before the case was 
complete. It is quite likely that the MAI 
would have been used in a similar fashion to 
intimidate local and national governments 
into dropping or not passing social and 
environmental protection laws.
4) The MAI would remove powers of local 
government and undermine local initiatives. 
The WDM wrote: “A recent study in the 
USA identified hundreds of State and local 
laws that would be ruled out under the MAI. 
In response, the US negotiator proposed that 
all US State and local government be 
exempted from the MAI, revealing that the 
country pushing the MAI refuses to apply it 
at home.” Under the MAI, local authorities 
could not require investors to employ local 
people, use local suppliers, or remain for a 
minimum period of time - even if such laws 
were applied equally to both foreign and 
domestic companies.

(continued on page 2)

‘Gold’ bars outside the German Embassy in London earlier this year, when protesters called for western powers to reduce the debts of the world’s 
poorer countries.The imitation bullion symbolised the plan - opposed by Germany - to fund debt relief by selling the IMF’s gold reserves. 

Germany’s post-war debts were cancelled 45 years ago, which is one reason why Germany today is one of the richest countries in the world.
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