






“A national labour  
plan, including 
long-term training 
programmes, mid-career  
conversions, and 
apprenticeships with 
real completion rates, 
must lie at the centre 
of reindustrialisation.” 

the appalling state of our 
infrastructure as well as the 
loss of productive capacity. 
Crucially, wherever public funds 
are committed, there should be 
public ownership, public control, 
and trade union representation. 
Public funds buy public rights.

For that to happen, there must 
be a properly capitalised Public 
Investment Bank able to serve 
the priorities of an industrial 
strategy. There must also be 
trade regulation that finally uses 
the policy space Brexit created, 
such as carbon border measures 
and procurement favouring 
domestic content. Above all, 
there must be targeted capital 
controls, so mobile finance 
cannot overturn the priorities 
of an elected government 
committed to productive 
investment. Capital controls 
were standard policy here from 
1945 to 1979, Britain’s strongest 
sustained growth period. Dozens 
of countries, including China and 
India, use them today without 
apology.

This programme cannot be 
delivered without rebuilding 
something else that 
deindustrialisation destroyed 
– Britain’s skilled industrial 
labour. Deindustrialisation 
destroyed the knowledge held 
in workforces, apprenticeship 
networks and technical colleges, 
and that knowledge does not 
return the moment investment 
does. Manufacturers now 
cannot find welders, toolmakers, 
instrumentation technicians 
or CNC programmers; defence 
contractors struggle for precision 
engineers, offshore wind for 
cable technicians. England’s 
post-sixteen technical education 
is woefully inadequate. And 
AI threatens to do to clerical 
and administrative work what 
automation once did to the 
factory floor. 

A national labour plan, including 
long-term training programmes, 
mid-career conversions, and 
apprenticeships with real 
completion rates, must lie 

at the centre of 
reindustrialisation. It must be 
delivered through the same 
commitment to technical 
education that built the 
movement’s own institutions, 
from Ruskin to Coleg Harlech.

Delivering any of this requires 
coherent intervention by 
organised labour. The labour 
movement is a structural 
component of the programme, 
not another beneficiary that 
might occasionally be consulted. 
Sectoral collective bargaining 
can turn productivity gains into 
shared wage increases rather 
than shareholder returns; union 
representation on the boards of 
publicly financed enterprises can 
stop public money generating 
private profit under a different 
name. A movement that is 
educated in political economy 
can become the driving force of 
Britain’s reindustrialisation.  

The choice Britain faces is 
between the continued decline 
of its capacity to create wealth 

and a difficult but entirely 
feasible effort to rebuild that 
capacity under democratic 
control. This deliberate 
effort requires leadership by 
trade unions and organised 
communities – reliable agents 
of lasting change in favour of 
the many in this country. 

That is also the central political 
economy issue facing Britain. 
The country will not be revived 
through clever redistribution 
of a shrinking pie via taxes and 
subsidies. It needs the rebuilding 
of productive capacity as the 
material basis for stronger 
labour, stronger communities, 
and a decisive shift in the 
balance of social power.

Costas Lapavitsas
Professor of Economics at SOAS University of London, and with 
Larry Elliott and Doug Nicholls, author of Reindustrialise 
Britain: A Strategy for Wealth Creation (Polity Press), published 
September 2026.





For too long, political economy 
has been discussed as though 
wealth simply appears on 
balance sheets.

It doesn’t – wealth is created by 
people.

Every mortgage approved. 
Every pension administered. 
Every fraud prevented. 
Every insurance claim settled. 
Every investment managed. 
Behind every financial 
transaction is a worker 
whose contribution is too 
often invisible – not just to 
government and employers, 
but sometimes even within our 
own trade union movement.

That matters because the 
financial services sector has an 
identity problem.

Mention banking or finance 
and people picture millionaire 
bankers, City traders and 
executives collecting enormous 
bonuses.

But they are not the financial 
services workforce.

Most are ordinary working 
people: customer service 
advisers, administrators, 
mortgage processors, claims 
handlers, fraud investigators, IT 
workers and countless others.
A call-centre headset is as much 
a worker’s tool as a hard hat.
Yet the rewards generated by 
their work are increasingly 
concentrated at the top.

Pay in the finance sector

Median pay for a FTSE 100 chief 
executive has now reached £5.06 
million – 130 times the median 
earnings of a UK full-time 
worker. CEO pay increased by 
8.6% in just one year.

Look specifically at banking and 
the numbers become even more 
extraordinary.

Britain’s four largest banks – 
HSBC, Barclays, Lloyds and 
NatWest – generated £29.2 
billion in profits in just the first 
six months of 2026. Around 
£13.7 billion was allocated to 
shareholders.

Meanwhile, across financial 
services, workers continue to 
experience restructuring, cost-
cutting, increasing workloads, 
performance monitoring and 
insecurity about their futures.

It’s the workers, not the wealth: 
Who is our economy really 
working for?

That exposes one of the 
fundamental questions of 
political economy.

There is nothing inherently 
wrong with a successful financial 
services sector. Britain needs 
successful banks, building 
societies, insurers, pension 
providers and investment 
businesses. They support homes, 
businesses, communities and 
public services throughout the 
economy.

But success created collectively 
should not be rewarded almost 
exclusively at the top.

When profits increase because 
workers improve services, 
become more productive and 
adapt to repeated organisational 
change, they should share in that 
success.

When billions can be returned 
to shareholders while workers 
are told pay budgets must 
remain constrained, that is not 
an economic inevitability, it is a 
political choice.

And artificial intelligence could 
accelerate this imbalance.

Sharing the benefits of AI

AI has enormous potential to 
improve financial services. It can 
remove repetitive work, improve 
fraud detection and allow 
workers to spend more time 
applying human judgement and 
expertise.

But consider what happens if AI 
delivers huge productivity gains.
Do workers receive shorter 
working weeks? Better pay? 
Greater job security? Investment 
in skills? 

Or does the productivity 
dividend simply become another 
dividend for shareholders?
Lloyds recently announced 
plans involving AI and other 
technology aimed at delivering 
around £2 billion in cost 
savings by 2030, while giving 
little detail about the potential 
consequences for jobs.

That is why trade unions must 
demand a Just Transition for AI.
Workers should be consulted 
before technology is introduced, 
protected against unfair 
algorithmic decision-making 
and given access to retraining 
and new opportunities. Crucially, 
they should receive a fair 

share of the productivity gains 
technology creates.

But this debate must go further 
than AI.

The labour movement needs 
to organise where wealth is 
increasingly being generated.
Financial services workers are 
sometimes treated as though they 
sit outside the traditional working 
class. That misconception 
weakens us.
A worker dealing with an angry 
customer about their mortgage 
while being monitored against 
performance targets has far more 
in common with a worker in a 
factory, hospital or supermarket 
than they do with the chief 
executive receiving millions of 
pounds.

Our movement must recognise 
that.

Brian McDaid
General Secretary, Aegis

Organising the financial 
services sector

Financial services sit at the heart 
of Britain’s economy. That gives 
organised workers within the 
sector enormous potential power.

We should use it and we should 
organise financial services 
workers, strengthen collective 
bargaining, demand worker 
representation in decisions 
about technology and challenge 
excessive executive rewards.
And we should be prepared to 
have a much bigger conversation 
about taxation and how the 
extraordinary wealth generated 
within our financial system can 
support the society upon which 
that system depends.

Political economy ultimately 
comes down to power – Who 
owns? Who decides? 

Who benefits?

The twenty-first-century economy 
will generate extraordinary 
wealth. AI may enable it to 
generate even more, but the 
political question is who gets it?

If that wealth continues flowing 
overwhelmingly upwards, 
inequality will grow regardless of 
how impressive our GDP figures 
become. But if workers organise 
and demand their share, we can 
make a different political choice.

The economy doesn’t create 
wealth. Workers do.
It is time our economic system 
started rewarding them 
accordingly.

“Financial services sit at the heart 
of Britain’s economy. That gives 
organised workers within the sector 
enormous potential power.” 



Hunger is a trade union issue: 
why workers need a Right  
to Food.
The fact that, in one of the richest 
countries on the planet, we now 
have 14.1 million people forced 
to use foodbanks is a scandal 
that too many politicians seem 
to accept as the “new normal”.   

Latest data from the Trussell 
Trust suggests that as many as 
30% of foodbank users are from 
a household with someone in 
regular work. This is echoed in 
the evidence heard from around 
the country by the Right to Food 
UK Commission, which BFAWU is 
proud to support.  

To hear of young nurses 
queuing up in their uniforms 
for emergency food aid after 
a long shift, or trade unions in 
government departments setting 
up foodbanks for low-paid civil 
servants, cleaners and security 
guards, really hammers home 
the extent of the problem. The 
growth of such “in work” poverty 
is a direct result of four decades of 
neoliberal attacks – as collective 
bargaining arrangements are 
increasingly rare, trade unions 
continue to be shackled by 
Thatcher-era laws and an 
epidemic of zero-hours contracts 
and bogus self-employment has 
ripped through the labour market. 
Hunger is a trade union issue.   

It’s not just a matter of workers 
in the public sector. Sadly, at 
BFAWU we know from surveys 
of our members that even food 
workers themselves – right 
across the supply chain, from 
agriculture to retail and all stages 
in between – are often struggling 
to feed themselves and their 
families. Back in 2021, 7.5% of 
members reported having to use a 
foodbank. The most recent survey 
saw this jump to 20%. 

But this is just the tip of the 
iceberg. Many people are still held 
back from seeking support due 
to what they see as the stigma 
– skipping meals to save money 
and cutting back what they spend 
on food due to the cost of living.

Community 
Conversations

In our series of “community 
conversations”, Commissioners 
have heard evidence from across 
the UK that has been shocking, 
moving and – as communities 
have developed their own 
collective initiatives in response 
to the situation – inspiring. What 
comes across time and time again 
is that, in large stretches of our 
communities, peoples’ incomes 
are simply inadequate to cover 

the basic essentials. One woman 
memorably expressed this by 
telling us “the rent eats first” – that 
is, she has to feed the family on 
what little is left after meeting 
ever-higher housing costs, taxes 
and utility bills.   

The only alternative would 
be to go into serious arrears. 
Perhaps this partly explains why 
shopworkers report an increase 
in shoplifting in recent months, 
as people feel they have no other 
option to access expensive but 
necessary products such as baby 
formula. The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation has warned that over 
80% of low-income households 
have fallen into arrears on 
essential bills. This is particularly 
serious for the growing proportion 
of them in the private rented sector, 
where eviction might follow. A 
staggering 134,000 households are 
in temporary accommodation, 
often of a poor condition and 
with very limited, if any, cooking 
facilities. If you only have a kettle 
and a toaster – or perhaps, if you’re 
lucky, a microwave – it is hard 
to prepare and cook a decent 
balanced diet for your family, even 
if you can afford the ingredients. 

So, what is to be done?  
The Commission believes that 

piecemeal action to tackle the 
cost of living is welcome, as far 
as it goes, but we now need 
more systemic change if we are 
to guarantee that everyone can 
access sufficient affordable, good 
quality, nutritious and culturally 
appropriate food. It should not 
be a matter of depending on the 
goodwill of the government of 
the day.  

To ensure this, the legal right 
to food should be enshrined in 
law at a constitutional level – 
equivalent to the protections in 
the Humans Right Act – so the 
actions of any government that 
would plunge people into hunger 
could be overturned. It would 
oblige any future Prime Minister to 
“make work pay” and guarantee 
a basic minimum level of income 
that enables people to meet the 
costs of everyday essentials, to 
provide universal free school 
meals for all children in education 
and to invest in community-level 
food initiatives. This is the basic 
call of the motion that BFAWU is 
bringing to the TUC Congress this 
year, and we hope to receive the 
support of the whole movement 
for this position.

Critics will say that we can’t 
afford to do this. But economists 

have calculated that the cost 
of inadequate diets in the UK 
amounts to a staggering £268bn 
every year, owing to the burdens 
it puts on the NHS and social care 
bill, the welfare payments arising 
from sickness and obesity-related 
mobility issues, and in lower 
productivity. For a fraction of this 
amount, the government could 
ensure that everyone can eat  
a good diet. We can’t afford not 
to act. 

Sarah Woolley 
General Secretary BFAWU and 
Vice-Chair, Right to Food UK 
Commission

The Right to Food UK Commission 
will launch its final report 
in Liverpool on Tuesday 29 
September at 8.15pm, following a 
discussion on tackling the cost of 
living, at the Love Lane Brewery, 
62 Bridgewater St, Liverpool L1 
0AY. All are welcome to join us for 
the discussion, hot food, drinks 
and live music (no conference 
security pass required).


