Will Hutton in the Observer Sunday 10th August 2014 
Undoubtedly some points with which many of us would disagree. But an  important article exposing the frightening nub of the problem with what is happening to the NHS and across all our state institutions and services. 

British trade unionists have been demonised for so long by so many that the idea of any trade unionist being involved in a just struggle is a proposition so outlandish that the media and political consensus will dismiss it at once. 
But in the summer of 2014 the willingness of a small group of Unison care workers to continue to strike for the maintenance of their not very high wages, and with it an idea of a values-based health service, has begun to have a resonance well beyond Doncaster. This is about our economic and social priorities as a society.

Parts of the NHS may need some more rigour in the way they are run, but does the system as a whole need more capitalism – especially a British-style capitalism that has become principle-free, especially private equity? Who, as a nation, do we want to look after our long-term needy, disabled and elderly? The very cheapest and lowest-skilled that a private equity provider – which in any case is only a temporary owner – can get away with? Bridgepoint will have to sell Care UK one day to repay its investors a handsome return on the promised date: this is how it approaches ownership and business. Who will own it then?

The NHS is emerging as the new locus for generating stable cash flows around which a series of private-equity and healthcare firms can organise company constructs designed for individual self-enrichment, deal-making and tax efficiency – a far cry from a health service organised around the values of giving, sharing, curing and offering life, that is free at the point of use.

British business in the round has been brutalised by its subjugation to the share price and financial demands that follow: too many companies are but temporary way-stations for transient owners to loot before being sold on. Too few are able to express a business purpose, great values and an inspiring mission over time. This is worrying enough for the generality of business, but even more of a company that provides care. Care UK delivers adequately (?), but ultimately it is not on earth to promote the wellbeing of those it cares for: it is one spreadsheet among others in the London HQ of Bridgepoint Capital, pored over by the company's partners to see when will be the optimal moment to sell it on to a greater fool.

The strikers are at the sharp end of this: their pay packets have been eviscerated and with them an idea of who and what they are. They are no longer proudly addressing the needs of those with learning disorders in their own community, and paid justly for the skills they have acquired and the love they expend. They are costly notations on the spreadsheet, as dispensable as the company they work for: indeed their very dispensability will make it easier to sell Care UK for the kind of price that Bridgepoint will be aiming for. There may be a case for some lowering of their wages, but only if the beneficiary is a sustainable health service, not the equity partners in Bridgepoint.  !!!

Britain takes the character of private ownership less seriously than any other advanced country: we simply don't think it matters. As long as it is not public ownership, the consensus is content. Companies compete, grow and, when their time has gone, they die. To get the best out of them, the way they are owned, managed, bought and sold needs to be carefully designed. Otherwise capitalism degrades into a low-trust, low-investment, low-innovation madhouse in which all shareholders think about is the next deal and next chance to exit, where wage inequalities grow ever higher. This is what has happened in Britain. 

Companies are phenomenally easy to form, along with all the attendant privileges of limited liability. We have created no framework in which owners are required to commit to companies over time, to steward their assets and to act as trustees for the living, breathing social organisations that companies are. Instead we have allowed them to be bought and sold like casino chips. As a result, we live in a country where takeovers are proportionately twice as high in relation to GDP as in the US and eight times higher than in Japan. Our business base is disproportionately in foreign ownership, because it is so easy to buy a British company.

The stock market is not a vehicle for raising capital: it is where companies are held to ransom by their shareholders. Private equity has grown fastest here, because it is so easy to buy companies like Care UK – originally a plc quoted on the stock market – doctor them and sell them on. Thames Water, a plaything of private equity, with its ultimate parent company domiciled in "tax-efficient" Luxembourg, is loaded with debt – and only able to build the planned super-sewer with government guarantees because it has so over-distributed its profits as dividends. Care UK's sister company, which builds care homes, is domiciled in Luxembourg. So it goes on.

Of course, some private equity deals work as billed, intensively managing companies through crises in their business models. Guardian Media Group is the beneficiary of such a deal, and the Guardian and Observer are safer as a result. (He would say that…) 

The problem rather is that this deal-making attitude to business has become the dominant mono-culture and approach, overwhelming everything else and generating a low-trust, fearful capitalism. The paradox is that the more capitalism is based on a just settlement between it and the society of which it is part, the higher the levels of trust and commitment and the more productive and innovative it becomes.

The strike at Doncaster is thus at bottom about a demand for more justice. Some restoration of the proposed wage cuts would buy immediate peace, but that raises the question of how we got here in the first place. A more durable settlement needs a fundamental reshaping of our attitude to public institutions and to private business, embedding justice and obligations to society as priorities alongside efficiency.

Neither is likely to happen any time soon. Bridgepoint is careful to recruit the best of the new business and political establishment to defend its position: former Marks & Spencer chairman and chief executive, Lord Rose, who advises Jeremy Hunt on change within the NHS, is on its advisory board; social mobility tsar and former health secretary Alan Milburn chairs its European advisory panel. 
They confer respectability and legitimacy: the benefits of private equity in the NHS should not be doubted. (It can and should be) The coalition would say it has already spared the NHS from the 30% cumulative cuts that are hitting the rest of the public sector: but now it must live within its current spending envelope, contracting out services where necessary to the likes of Care UK – privatisation by stealth – as is provided by the Lansley health reforms. 
Extraordinarily and bewilderingly, raising taxes to shoulder part of the deficit-reduction programme and prevent repeats of Doncaster is off the agenda. The NHS, whatever our health demands, is to be frozen at today's relative size.

Fifty care workers have the temerity to challenge all those assumptions. They are right. Their fight is everyone's. It is not the EU or immigration that has caused this problem, or the invidious cry of Ukip: it is Britain's approach to private ownership and public institutions that needs a root-and-branch rethink. Good on them, and these are words you don't read often, good on the union. They deserve all our support.

PAGE  

