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Stop the rundown
Seize our heritage

Introduction

L

No one could claim that our area is lacking in natural resources.An industrial

area,we are surrounded by the orchards,hopfields,rich agriculture and pasture
* of the 'Garden of England'. Dartford,Northfleet and Gravesend enjoy the added |
advantage of lying on the main highway into London,the Thames.We are ideally |
placed for controlling river traffic,supplying cement for buildingiandhmakiﬁéi
paper for Fleet Street and the City. < salEENTe
Of the Medway towns,Daniel Defoe wrote in 1?23:"Tﬁé.river and its appendices
are the most considerable of the kind in the world,being the chief arsenal of
the royal navy of Great Britain'.This river,the world's "safest and best harbour",
had such extensive and high1y érganised building yards,docks and warehouses that
he compared them to a "well-ordered city". Of Maidstone,we read that "London is
supplied with more particulars from that town than from any other in England -
large Kentish bullocks, timber,corn,hops and cherries,paving stones,white sand for
the glass-houses,and Kentish runnets and pippins". Defoe says that North Kent
as a whole is "embarrassed by business".
_ In the 1830s and 40s,Gravesend grew prosperous as a resort, with a million
daytrippers a year arriving by ferry from London to enjoy the promenade and
gardens.Then the railways were built and industry flourished.In this,an especial
. landmark was the opening of the Imperial Paper Mill in 1912, then the most
: advanced anywhere, now threatened with closure. On the banks of the Thames and
the Medway was built an unequalled concentration of paper mills. The cement works
at Northfleet are the largest in Europe.

On such developments was based the relative prosperity of the 1960s,and in
this period,the population grew with newcomers from London and elsewhere.But,at
the same time,Reed International,Bowaters,GEC and the rest ploughed most of their
profits abroad,to wherever conditions were easier and the workforce tamer.Grown
fat on wealth we created for them here,they built vast empires overseas.

And our area is rapidly becoming an industrial graveyard,with once busy mille ot
closed down,and the landscape scarred with abandoned quarries.wWhere is there '

provision for the future?




Alongside the rundown of industry,we witness a deterioration in all aspects
of welfare for our people - in education,health,social services,transport.

Nowhere does this arise from shortage of resources,material or human.Indeed,

in every trade there are many unemployed, prevented from using their skills for
our common good. And after ten years of schooling,nearly half our school-leavers
cannot find work. /

What of our future?And our children's?Will we allow our assets to be
squandered by the monopolies? Will the skills and labour of the men and women
who built up this area be wasted, and the next generation live in poverty in a
ruined nation? Can we accept this as 'fate',an inevitability,one of the
recurrent tragedies of a capitalist society? It is not fate, but wanton
destruction. It is not inevitable, for we can prevent this rundown - if we

are prepared to seize our heritage.
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It would be a full-time job to keep track of the rundown of industry in our area.

New reports of closures come in daily.The following are just a few examples:

- Thorns,Rochester, producing radio and TV valves.Production moved to the
Continent.450 out of 600 employees to be made redundant.

- John Howard,for Phillips Petroleum,at Frindsbury.Construction of oil rig
stopped half-way,moved overseas.Qfficial reason '"slowness of British workers".
Men who tock up new work in Rotterdam find work there quicker because of
sub-standard welding and dangerous working conditions.

- Tilling-Stevens,Maidstone,Chrysler subsidiary,closed.Total 600 jobs lost.

- Atlas Stone,Greenhithe,maxing paving stones.A quarter of piant tc close.

- Courtaulds to close shift factories in Sheerness and Sittingbourne.l4a0O jobs.

- J.W.Greer,engineering {irm,Sittingbourne,producing food-processing and paper |
and board machinery. To ¢lose on decision of Mitsubishi,Japan,the parent company.

- Sheerness. 1 in 10 adults are registered unemployed.

- Kent's register of "professional and executive unemployed" reaches 2000.

- Port of London Authority announces it now has 1250 dockers'surplus" to
requirements.Expansion at Tilbury will absorb only some of thla. n

- Chatham Dockyards to "phase out" 400 Jjobs.

- Sheerness docks expanded to import Toyota cars. More employment, but obvious
repercussions on British car industry. (Move to Bristol now likely.)

- IPM Gravesend. 800 men tc¢ go.Complete closure a possibility.

- Isle of Grain. Work on biggest power station construction site in kurope is
brought to a standstill,ostensibly over the refusal of Babcock'!s to afferd
protective clothing for men working in glass fibre dust. 850 sacked,the rest

locked out.
Of course,there are examples of expansion, but they are isolated and small in

\

comparison. Often,expansion is either short-term,or forms part of a general
pattern of rundown of British industry. The decline is absolute,recovery only
relative. This is illustrated most clearly in the demise of the major industries

central to the future of North Kent.



The destruction of industry
PAPER AND PRINTING

It is difficult to imagine a civilised society without a flourishing paper
industry. Without it, goods could not be packed, administf&tiun would come
to a standstill, science and education would cease. Ten years ago, the
industry was full of potential. According to investment journals, "the
outlook is good, and the increase in world demand will far outweigh
competition from Scandinavia." |

But since then, throughout the country, 50 mills have been closed down,
hundreds of machines stopped, and 20,000 men thrown out of work, not to
mention short-time working and three-day weeks. In 1964, UK monthly produc=-
tion of newsprint was running at 63,500 tonnes, with 57,000 tonnes being
imported. In 1974, UK production was down to 31,800, with imports at
111,000 tonnes. Home production halved, imports doubled.

Paper making and its associated trades is the fundamental industry of our
area. Within the half mile or so of the Northfleet 'pit! alone, there were
several years ago two large newsprint mills, Imperial Paper Mill and
Bowater Thames; one tissue mill,Bowater Scotts; and a large printworks,
Fleetway.

Two years ago, Bowaters closed their Thames mill, offering their workers
new jobs near Sittingbourne. Many did move, only to find themselves on short-
time within months. (The mill they moved to, Kemsley, used to be the largest
newsprint mill in Burope, until it closed its two largest machines in 1971,
with a loss of between three and four huhdred jobs.) Now it seems IPM is
about to share the same fate.

Reed International

The employers claim that the mills are uncompetitive, that the market has
collapsed, but this is blatantly false. If IPM is -uncompetitive, this is due
entirely to the owners starving it of investment over many years. What has
happened to the profits made from workers there? They have gone towards
developing the owners, Reed Intermational, into the tenth largest company

in Britain, and then towards gaining monopoly control of the paper industry
over many parts of the globe. The Reed Group'!s subsidiary companies number
hundreds - in Britain, IPC (periodicals and glossy magazines as produced at
Fleetway) and the Daily Mirror, Crown wallpapers and paints, Polycell,

Spicers, Kimberley~Clarks and others. Overseas, there are 71 companies in




Australia, 45 in Canada, 44 in South Africa and recently many inroads into
the industry of the Common Market. This year, they paid out £25,000,C00
for control of Nampak, South Africa's largest packaging firm, and £13,000,000
fﬂr-the Dutch corrugated packaging manufacturer,De Hoop. The reasons for
runniﬁg down IPM were certainly not a shﬂrtage of cash.

Nor can il be claimed to be the mesult of market factors outside of the
company's control, for most of these are directly or indirectly controlled
by Reeds. Part of the story is the decision to move the Daily Mirror out
of London. New facsimile transmission processes allow it to be set up in
Fleet Street, transmitted to Portsmouth and printed there, with cheaper
labour, and possibly on imported paper.

Bowater Scotts

A similar patternis evident with Bowaters, Britain's fourteenth largest
company, with a capital of £542,000,000. Here, the pattern of expansion

has included buying up a whole series of merchant banking houses, under the
name of Ralli, from Slater Walker, including their German holdings. In
addition, the Iena merchant bank, one of the largest in Paris, was bought

several months ago. Through these banks, capital is exported, or invested

in less vital industries for short-term gains.

But despite this, attempts are made to convince us that there is financial
crisis, that the pockets of British capitalists are empty! The most ridiculous
example of this propaganda comes from Bowater Scotts, who last Christmas
informed their workers that they couldn't afford the usual children's party,

and then handed out two toilet rqlls and a box of tissues as a Christmas

present.

The "shortage of resources'" myth

Another excuse frequently used is shortage of natural resaurceé in Britain

for the manufacture of paper, yet this is by no means the leading factﬂf,

except in that it shows up the inability of capitalism to plan for the future.

For a start, the climate is not to blame. Suitable trees grow six times

faster in Scotland than in Scandinavia.@®xpansion of the industry in Scandin-

avia is falsely put down to the availability of timber, since half of

Swedish paper ié now made from wood-free raw materials, and this quantity .

is due to double by 1982, while the wood-based paper making remains static.
46% of our paper is made from recycled paper; local councils used to

supply this to the mills, which had recycling equipment, but two or three
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Years ago they were told it was no longer wanted. More could be used,and in
fact waste-paper is actually exported in large quantities from the Northfleet

wharves. When Powater Thames closed, it was said that Scandinavian paper was
available more cheaply in Northfleet from off the ships and juggernauts than
from straight out of the factory gates. This only shows that our people have

been prevented from using their abundant skills to develop a modern technol-

ogy for our own banefit.

CEMENT

For decades, stretches of farmland from Stone to the Cuxton side of the
Medway, and as far south as Sevenoaks, have been dug up, one after the
other, by the British monopoly APCM. Acre upon acre has been bought up,
torn up and then abandcned. No attempt has been made to restore the
workings. So the landscape of our area is now scarred by sixty-nine
unworked quarries. Even though sufficient chalk reserves exist within
present pits to last out the century, APCM is bent on opening up new land.
The Tunnel Cement and APCM works at Thurrock have been closed, although
these nine hundred acres could supply Northfleet and Swanscombe works for
twelve years through pipelines already built under the Thames. APCM's
argument - 1t 1s less profitable to continue these works than to open up

new areas.

The same criteria are used in all their operations. Short term measures
maximise profitability whilst the pattern is of general rundown. Deliveries
fell this year by 6.8% (to 4,900,000 tons) and exports dropped by 30.7%.
APCM's profits however soared to £24,200,000. The firm's policy is one of
'stringent economies'! as it reduces its British commi tment, intensifying
exploitation of both land and labour. Hence the closure of works in
Bedfordshire, Wouldham and Kirton Lindsey, and the shutting of kilns with
an annual capacity of seven million tons of cement locally. Consequently,
five hundred workers are threatened with redundancy. Although local
directors claim that the firm is 'hanging on by the skin of its teeth!', the
fact is that as British development diminishes, APCM is expanding 1ts

interests in Australia, New Zealand and South America.




ELECTRICITY

Electricity is the muscle-power of modern industry, and cutbacks here
reflect the rundown of industrial production overall. In 1969-70, the
Electricity Council had forecast that peak demand would reach 54,000 MW
(megawatts) by the winter of 1975-76. 1In fact, only 41,000 MW were used,
with many power stations virtually idle for weeks on end. Present capacity
is about 44,000 MW; another 12,500 is under construction, commissioned in
the last ten years and due to be completed for a planned demand of 56,500 MW
by 1978-80. But the latest official forecasts expect a demand of only
45,000 MW by then. It is likely to be less, so even after the closure of
out-of-date power stations, this still leaves most of the new capacity

(due to the decreasing level of industrial production). As a result,
throughout the area, at Littlebrook, Belvedere and the Isle of Grain the

policy has been one of provoking disputes to halt construction. Rundown

on the cheapl |

Isle of Grain |
On this site, where 3,500 men were employed in constructing five boilers, |
each several times as powerful as Battersea Power Station, the strategy |

of the rundown of our industry is especially clear. For the price of two

dozen pairs of protective overalls for laggers involved with fibre glass,
the Central Electricity Generating Board have effectively shut down a |
£387,000,000 project designed to be the 1argest power station in Europe.
CEGB through their sub-contractors had engineered dispute after dispute to
force workers outside the gate, and having provoked the strike they desired
have sacked the workers, served legal injunctions forbidding re-entry

onto the site and rid themselves of 850 construction workers (from Babcock

& Wilcox) without losing a penny in redundancy money. Since then, a picket :
has been maintained under constant police surveillance, and in spite of

written notices of dismissal, up till now (October 1976) the men have

been refused unemployment benefit. Subsequently, men working for other
contractors on thé site have been laid off. The combined force of the

State is organised againgt over 1500 men to delay construction of Britain's

greatest new power station.



Power for the EEC _

If and when at some point in the future, it suits the needs of capital to
complete the £287,000,000 project, it is certain that there will not be
the industry in Britaih to make use of it. And so Dungeness B, Little-

brook D and the Grain power stations, between them amounting to half the
new electrical power under construction in the whole of Britain, will be
used to export cheap electricity from their convenient location on the
Channel coast across underwater cable which the CEGB is construction to .
France. Thus billions of pounds of public money will have been used to

- provide cheap electricity for British capital's newly acquired factories
in the Common Market, and Britain itself will be like a colony which
exports raw materials to support industrial production elsewhere. There

is no promise of future prosperity for our people in this strategy.

ELECTRONICS AND ELECTRICAL ENGINEERING

The fate of this industry in our area is almost entirely bound up with one
company - GEC. The General Electric Company, worth £1000 million, is the |
largest private employer in the UK, and the third largest electrical
corporation in Europe. It was set up between 1966 and 19568 through a
geries of mergers and takeovers from GEC, AEI, English Electric and
Elliott Automation. The mergers were organised and sponsored financially
by a Labour Government, guided by Wedgwood Benn, with the aim of 'rationali=-
gation! of the whole industry, to help us "meet with international com-
petition”.

"Rationalisation" has meant, in practice, nothing other than closures.
On average, the Company has made thirty people redundant in each day of
its existence. One of its first acts in our region was to sack five thousand
men at AEI Woolwich. And during this period of cutting its workforce by a
quarter, the profits of the company doubled. And now, GEC have begun
yet another programme of "rationalisation" of production, covering the
South East from Lewisham to Gillingham, which under the guise of fprogress!
will lead to many furfher redundancies.

But that is only partlof the damage. If British Rail make a loss, this
is due largely to the profits made by GEC, who supply them with 90% of
their locomotives and other traction equipment. If electricity prices

have soared, this is largely because GEC supply them with 70% of their grid




switchgear. 1If telephone and postal charges have gone up, then it is no
coincidence that in January this year, news leaked out that GEC had joined
with two other companies to form a price-fixing cartel. Far from "yielding
substantial benefits to the national economy", the GEC mammoth has been
guilty of crippling it. '

The main involvement of GEC in North Kent is at Northfleet (AEI Cables
and GEC-Henley) and Rochester and Chatham (Marconi-Elliott Avionics).
Northfleet has traditionally supplied cables and sub-station equipment to
the CEGB, with a portion for export. But, as shown in the previous section,
the CEGB's policy of rundown has meant that AEI is now no longer primarily
concerned with servicing the needs of British industry.' Increasingly,
all production is geared to export - servicing the expansion of industry
abroad, wherever the profits are highest. Most of AEI's cable is shipped
off to Dubai, Kuwait and the rest of the Gulf sheikhdoms. Over the past
Year, GEC-Henley's exports haverisen from a quarter to over half their
total orders. Thus GEC, after helping to bleed our national economy dry,
is engaged in supplying the shiekhs.

In the case of electronics and electrical engineering, it is clear that
apparent expansion in particular factories is a temporary phenomenon.
wWhy? It would not be the first time that the setting up of parallel
industries abroad had been the precursor of closures here. Only fifteen
years ago, in lancashire, engineering firms were thriving on the export of
temtile machinery to India and Egypt. A rundown of investment led rapidly
to the closure of cotton mills, and soon those firms building the machinery
were closed, replaced by new engineering plant overseas. The Northfleet
factories will share the same fate, as soon as Britain's industrial base
18 secured in areas like the Persian Gulf, where labour is cheaper.

At Marconi-Elliott's, the advanced skills of 3000 workers specialising
in digital and analogue electronics are being applied to producing missile-
guiding gyroscopes, submarine detection equipment, and chiefly military
avionic control devices, The 21st Century skills, producing miniaturised
control metworks which could be applied to automating our industry, are
employed in supplying military technology to the rulers of the USA, NATO,
South Africa and the Middle East as weapons of oppression.

Not only does GEC abuse such valuable skills for the present, but -

beneath the lies of '"shortage of money" and "shortage of orders" threatens
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