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Ber nard
Tra f f o rd

Columnistment against the Govern-
ment’s austerity cuts is
gathering pace with
packed meetings held in

Manchester, Nottingham, Bristol and
Brighton.

On Saturday in Westminster Hall at
the Houses of Parliament 2,500 people
will gather to set in motion the As-
sembly’s aims and mission with many
from the North East taking part. In 2014
the group will reconvene to decide on
a final charter and in the meantime
they’re encouraging members to hold
more anti-cuts rallies and social events
to raise its profile.

It’s not all backroom pub debate
however, the People’s Assembly has the
backing of the Green Party leader Car-
oline Lucas, members of the Labour
Party, documentary maker John Pilger,
award-winning director Ken Loach, re-
tired Labour politician and Coalition of
Resistance president Tony Benn, Keep
the NHS Public campaigners, teachers,
artists, school pupils, black and minor-
ity rights groups, communists, the
National Union of Teachers as well as
the Unison and Unite unions.

Jones said: “This is national grass-
roots, it’s not just a few movements in
London doing things to make them-
selves feel good. What we’re building is
a movement across the country.

“We bring together really diverse
groups. People might be in the Labour
Party or the Green Party or people with
no political home, people fighting for
the rights of disabled people. We can
bring together peoples fights against
cuts and austerity.

It will be a prominent voice in
Newcastle.”

As a champion for the People’s As-
sembly, he is honest about the stage
the group is at, which is still tentatively
gathering support nationwide, enlist-
ing associate groups and getting big
names to back the cause and getting
the odd piece in the national press.

While a manifesto is still 12 months
away, the People’s Assembly certainly
seems to have slotted comfortably into
the void of organised left-wing protest.
It’s also given the Coalition of Res-
istance – the Assembly’s central partner
– a much needed user-friendly media
sheen.

Poet and activist Joan Hewitt, who
relinquished her membership of the
Labour Party over the Iraq War, said the
People’s Assembly had been the most
exciting left wing movement she had
seen in a generation.

For many people like her, the meet-
ing triggered fresh hope that a strong
and active left wing politics is possible
in the UK as well as the hope that David
Cameron won’t be re-elected in 2015.

She said: “The left-wing will always
argue and have divisions but we need
to put that on the back burner. It’s not
a luxury we can afford anymore. We
have got to be broad. Owen Jones is
inspiring and delivered one of the
most inspiring political speeches at the
meeting I’ve seen since Neil Kinnock
attacked the Militant tendency.”

She is now in charge of organising
the Assembly’s North East rally to be
held on September 14. She said the day
in Newcastle will bring together act-
ivists from various different groups in a
day of socialising and fun.

“It’s about making visible the way
cuts are effecting people. It’s also about
learning from each other. I was drawn
to this following my campaign against
Newcastle City council’s decision to
close the Turkish baths but I’m meet-
ing people affected by the bedroom
tax, people affected by the closure of
facilities for the disabled.

“Membership is broad but that’s a

I know who wears
the trousers in the
Trafford household

J2 J2A ge n d a A ge n d a

Y
OU read it here first.
Two weeks ago I
mused on the York
mosque’s tea-and-bis-

cuit strategy for defusing a con-
frontation with the English
Defence League.

Last week I had a pop at that
strange cabal of allegedly enorm-
ous influence, the Bilderberg
Group. Both featured last weekend
in BBC Radio 4’s The Now Show.

Hah! Today The Journal’s
columns, tomorrow the world.

One story that’s been building,
meanwhile, is the growing con-
cern that TV dramas and comedies
portray men/fathers as useless and
inadequate. This may also have
relevance to recent alarming re-
search revealing how many boys
are growing up without male role
models. In media fiction, as in real
life, we dads are branded feckless
and ludicrous.

Let me get this straight. Too
many dads are useless, but fathers
shouldn’t be made fun of on TV?
The gender battle’s full of con-
tradictions.

News reports describe men still
hogging the best jobs, women
excluded by the glass ceiling. Sim-
ultaneously we’re flooded with
stories about women who hold
down top jobs while bringing up
families at the same time, and
contrasting features on mums
who prefer bringing up a family to
pursuing a high-powered career.

It’s true that the male of the
species does himself few favours
in image terms. Ever since the first
caveman brought back a dinosaur
chop and demanded his woman
cook it for him, he’s been accused
of sitting around, passing wind
and expecting her to do all the
work.

I just don’t buy that. Early man
can’t have been permitted to get
away with such behaviour for
more than a few millennia. Wo-
men have been organising us men
forever – it’s not a modern phe-
nomenon.

Regular readers will know I
have two assertive and confident
daughters. Products of a coedu-
cational school in the Midlands
(which, at the time, I ran), they
quickly learnt not to put boys on
any kind of pedestal – rather to
knock them off it whenever
necessar y.

I remember one daughter, then

aged 12, saying over the tea-table: “I
had to slap James today. He was
annoying.” My mild observation
that there are better ways to solve
disagreements was rejected. As it
happens, James became head boy
in due course, now he’s a doctor.
Clearly this robust treatment
made a man of him.

A long time ago, when I turned
40, I thought I should keep my
all-female household on its toes. I
said I planned to buy a sports car
and start hanging out with chicks.
After a brief, thoughtful silence,
they replied as one: “Don’t be
silly, Dad. You wouldn’t cope
without us.”

I’m being flippant here about a
potentially serious issue. Absentee
fathers, those who duck their fam-
ily responsibility, blight our so-
ciety. They rob children, partic-
ularly boys, of a vital part of their
upbringing.

But is it honestly a problem if
dads are portrayed humorously
on TV as ineffectual or absurd? Of
course not. The real danger lies in
taking ourselves too seriously.
Men have a tendency to become
overbearing, over-confident, in-
sensitive, un-self-critical. Anything
that helps puncture our self-de-
luding bubble is a good thing.

It took women centuries to get
the vote because men behaved
despicably to deny them that hu-
man right. A recent letter to The
Times bewailed the blue plaque
outside the Cambridge home of
Millicent Garrett Fawcett, veteran
leader of Britain’s constitutional
suffragists, and her daughter Phil-
ippa, the first woman to obtain the
top mark in the mathematical
tripos. It reads: “Henry Fawcett
lived here with his wife and
daughter 1874-84.”

Way to go. We men have no
claim to special protection. Like
James, we need a few more slaps.

One final Trafford family an-
ecdote. After a hard day at work
(wielding, as a male headteacher,
significant power and influence), I
felt obliged to point out to my
girls just who was in charge at
home.

“We know who’s in charge,
Dad,” they responded. “It’s not
yo u . ”

Dr Bernard Trafford is
headmaster of Newcastle’s Royal

Grammar School. The views
expressed here are personal.

The future of fire
services across the
country is in limbo.
JONATHON WALKER
re p o r t s

We can get things
back to reflect the
interests of ordinary
working people

ZEAL Owen Jones,
author of Chavs: The
Demonization of the
Working Class and a
standard bearer for
the People’s Assembly
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good thing.”
Mark Tyers, 28, from Silkworth, Sunder-

land, who helps run the anti-cuts Coalition
of Resistance group in the North East said
the People’s Assembly was occupying en-
tirely new political ground through its
unique membership.

He said: “It’s really positive and in a way
this could be one thing which will drag
politics to the left. We see UKIP and various
think tanks and how they are dragging the
Conservative party to the right, the People’s
Assembly can put a stop to that. We can get
things back to reflect the interests of or-
dinary working people.”

Beyond fighting financial cut backs, the
People’s Assembly is also after big business
and their unpaid corporate taxes.

Jones said: “At the moment £25bn is lost
through tax avoidance of big global brands.
Ordinary people have to pay their tax. They

can’t call in an army of experts to help them
avoid payments so that’s something we
want to put pressure on the Government
about.”

Before dashing to another regional
People’s Assembly meeting he said he has
huge hopes for this region’s fight-back
against austerity.

He said: “We’ve ended up with a situation
in which a crisis that began with the banks
and has ended up in a situation like in
Newcastle where the libraries are going.
You’ve got to take a step back and think how
did we end up like this?

“People here are passionate, they are
proud people, they are not people who are
going to be walked all over and trampled
on.

We’re going to see a really vibrant move-
ment here and the Government is going to
have to listen.”

P
LANS to turn Cleveland Fire
Service into a “mutual” busi-
ness have sparked a massive
r o w.

But this could be only the start of
major changes to our fire services - after
a former chief fire officer warned they
cannot carry on as they are.

Mergers, a massive increase in the use
of part-time firefighters and even the
contracting out of services to the private
sector have all been proposed.

But ministers face a major political
battle if they choose to impose
changes.

The proposals were drawn up by Sir
Ken Knight, a former chief fire officer in
London, who was asked to carry out a
review of fire services by the Govern-
ment.

Ministers are now considering his
findings, which are not yet Government
p o l i c y.

But Sir Ken warned that the existing 46
different fire and rescue authorities, with
some costing far more than others, could
not continue.

The challenge facing ministers if they
do agree to take his ideas on board was
illustrated by the row over plans to
reform Cleveland Fire Service.

Cleveland Fire Authority wants to
hand responsibility for firefighting over
to a mutual – a business owned by its
staff. It has created a “community in-
terest company” to provide services, de-
signed to serve the community rather
than to make a profit.

Nonetheless, the Fire Brigades Union
and some Labour MPs have warned that
this could be the first step to full privat-
isation of services, a claim that ministers
and Cleveland’s chief fire officer both
firmly deny.

Local government minister Brandon
Lewis, speaking in the Commons earlier
this month, told a Labour critic: “I have
made clear on more than one occasion
that we will not privatise the fire service,
notwithstanding the scaremongering of
members of his party.”

But while stressing that no decisions
had been made, he praised Sir Ken’s
report, saying: “It is very well written, and
there is much in it for us to note. I look
forward to the responses that we shall
receive from the sector itself and from
authorities more generally.”

The report found that huge variations
exist between how the 46 different fire
authorities operate, with the cost of
providing a service ranging from £26 per

person in some places to £50 per person
in others.

And the cost seems not to be related to
whether the areas covered by each bri-
gade are large or small, rural or urban,
deprived or affluent.

His report predicted that if those au-
thorities spending above the average
found ways to reduce their spending to
the national average, then the money
saved or reinvested could amount to
nearly £200m per year.

He said: “It’s apparent that we spend
almost twice as much in some areas as
others and yet there seems to be little
relationship between expenditure and
the reduction in demand for operational
response in different fire and rescue
authorities.

“Differences in operational practices,
including minimum crewing levels and
the ratio of senior managers to fire-
fighters further show that there are
savings to be made without reducing the
quality of outcomes for the public.”

So what can be done to cut costs? One
of the most controversial proposals is
likely to be a call to merge services.

Last year proposals to merge
Northumberland fire brigade with its
counterparts in Cumbria were aban-
doned after largescale opposition.

But if local politicians – and the wider
public – oppose mergers, that means that
national Government must step in.

Sir Ken calls for “efficiencies driven by
Government and national leaders in the
sector”, including “enforced mergers to
reduce the number of fire and rescue
authorities”.

The report also calls for fire services to
work more closely with other blue light
services – which could mean creating
joint fire, police and ambulance stations,
allowing some existing buildings to be
sold off, and even putting fire services
under the control of police and crime
commissioners.

Most controversially, Sir Ken ad-
dressed the issue of privatisation head
on. Referring to Cleveland’s plans, he
said: “There is also a level of concern
among the public that involving what is
essentially a company, however it is run,
in the delivery of frontline emergency
services brings a risk of a ‘profit over
lives’ mentality.

“Having said this, there is already a
range of fire and rescue activities cur-
rently outsourced to both the private
sector and other parts of the public
sector including: support services, train-
ing, specialist rescue vehicle and equip-
ment maintenance, call handling and
despatch.”

Sir Ken said it would be essential to
ensure an independent regulator and
inspector oversaw privatised services.

But he concluded one option would
be “following international example and
privatising the provision of fire and
rescue services.”

That certainly doesn’t mean privat-
isation is going to happen, and ministers
insist they oppose any such move.

But even if Sir Ken’s more radical ideas
are rejected by the Government, our fire
services are set for dramatic changes –
and these are guaranteed to be con-
troversial.

The Government’s response to the
review is expected in the autumn.

Fire service on
cusp of change
– but how?

REVAMP Ministers face a major political battle over fire service changes

Our fire services are set for
dramatic changes – and these
are guaranteed to be
controver sial


