
MORTIMERôS COLUMN

Jim Mortimer is a former general
secretary of the Labour Party and has
been a committed campaigner for
nuclear disarmament for most of his
adult life. Whenever possible he con-
tributes a colunm to TUCND News.

ARMS SPENDING -
SACRED COW OF

BRITISH POLITICS
Why is it that in all the exchanges

about tax increases, lower income
tax bands, and the extent of public bor-
rowing there is the silence of the grave
about military spending? Yet with a
planned military expenditure in 1991-
92 of about Ã21:5 billion the odd bil-
lion or so on taxes, about which the
politicians argue so vociferously, looks
- and is - not much more than small
change in the coffers of the Exchequer.

There is a simple explanation for this
silence about military expenditure.
The principal leaders of all three of
the main political parties are united in
their support for this profligacy. It is
not an issue to them. They do not want
a public debate about it. Military
spending is the sacred cow of British
politics.

The cost of Trident alone is nearly
Ã15 per week for every family of four
(man, woman and two children) in the
United Kingdom. Total military spend-
ing represents a cost of slightly more

than Ã30 per week for every family of
fora". .

Note the contrast between military
expenditure and government spending
on housing. In real terms - that is after
making allowance for price increases -
military spending is today higher than
it was in the early years of the
Thatcher Government. On the same
basis of calculations government
spending on housing is today less than
half of what it was in 1979-80.

Despite good resolutions carried at
the Labour Party conference there is
no real indication that Labourôs front
bench will press for reduced military
expenditure. At the end of February
Gerald Kaufman was reported as
saying:

ôAll of the costings produced by Mar-
garet Beckett (labourôs public spend-
ing spokeswoman), upon which our
expenditure plans are based, assume
unchanged defence expenditure by the
Labour Government...ô

Martin OôNeill was reported to have
commented early in March:

ôThe choice is between a Tory Party
that is cutting our defence forces to
provide electoral bribes or the next
Labour Government which will spend
what is required to properly defend
our country.ô

Britain does not need Trident. Who
is it that is being deterred? For years
the British people were told by
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politicians who supported the so called
deterrent that the possible, indeed like-
ly, aggressor was the Soviet Union.
Today the Soviet Union no longer ex-
ists and no one is likely to argue that in
the chaos that has followed itôs disin-
tegration there are inþuential plotters
who are contemplating an attack on
the West.

Trident is a monumental and ex-
travagant folly. No more should be
built. The first call on the resources
released by such a decision should be
to ensure the employment of the men
and women who otherwise would ýnd
themselves out of a job.

Cuts in military spending and conver-
sion to provide new employment are
two sides of the same coin. The argu-
ment that conversion cannot be af-
forded cannot be taken seriously.
Whatever can be spent on arms can
equally be spent for civil purposes. In-
deed, whatever is produced by the con-
version programme is a bonus for the
satisfaction of human needs.

Sooner or later Britain will have to
reduce substantially itôs swollen
military budget. The new government
must be pressed immediately to cut
military spending and to couple this
with an effective conversion
programme.

Jim Mortimer 14/3/92
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LABOUR PARTY AND CONSERVATIVE PARTY POLICY ON

(This article, as were all the others in
this issue, was written just before the
general election, when it was still un-
clear what the outcome of that election
would be.) _

The signiýcance of the general elec-
tion for Britainôs future simply can-

not be underestimated.

The industries current!
producing arms, upon

which our economy has
come to depend, will sur-
vive or perish on the dif-
ference in policies of the
Conservative and Labour

Parties.
Although there is a great deal to be

found wanting, from the peace
movementôs and the trade union
movementôs point of view, in the
Labour Party policies on defence and
on funding industry, the arms industry
(upon which key sectors of our
economy now depend) will survive or
perish on the difference between its
policies and those of the Conservative
Party.

The Labour Party propose an agen-
cy, which will coordinate a range of
support for areas facing disruption as
a result of the decline in the market for
weapons. They also propose a range of
other measures which will aid our
ailing industries such as increased in
the level and quality of training within
industry. They are clearly prepared, to
some extent at least, to look at the
defence industries within the context
of industry overall rather than simply

ARMS CONVERSION
viewing them in isolation. The Labour
Party Euro MPôs have been working
hard to develop a EC programme for
the areas affected by the decline in the
defence industries.

The Conservative Party on the other
hand believe the arguments for Arms
Conversion are, in Allan Clarkeôs
words, ôrubbishô and that the major
restructuring which is about to occur is
best left to the market place. One of
the major problems facing the industry
in trying to move into civilian produc-
tion is the attitude of the British
government towards support for in-
dustry. This is perhaps most clearly
demonstrated by the behaviour of
Leon Brittan, the EC Commissioner
for Competition, in blocking both
British government and European aid
to rescue Sunderland Shipbuilders and
the Camel Laird shipyard in the Wir-
ral.

The Labour Party current policy _
could, if applied intelligently, go a long
way to rescuing those key sectors of
the British economy now dependent
on arms production. The Conservative
Party current policy would do nothing
to support the arms industry in what
will for some, almost inevitably, be ter-
minal decline. There are strong
rumoms that, should the Conservative
Party win the election, Hesaltine will
be put in charge of the DTI with a
brief to increase support for industry.
But these are rumours, not policy and
even if they prove correct there is noth-
ing to suggest Hesaltine will have suffi-
cient resources to make that much
difference.

Whichever party wins on April 9th,
there will be a great deal of campaign-
ing work to be done to make sure the
required shift in the governments at-
titude towards industry which will
make Arms Conversion possible, is
brought about. But the difference be-
tween the parties in potential for
making that shift is massive.
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