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1. Introduction

•

•

•

•

All these are collective issues, which need public action: democratically planned 
public policies, a public sector raising taxes to finance the public spending, pub-
lic services, and direct public productive capacity to transform economies and 
societies to deal with these issues. There has been a surge of political activity 
demanding such action, from the constant activity of the climate emergency 
movements, the demands of Black Lives Matter, strike actions by unions, and 
social movement campaigns. Relatively progressive political parties have won 
electoral victories, especially in Chile, Colombia, and Brazil in Latin America.

Political and electoral successes highlight the need for policies which actually 
strengthen public finance, services and capacity. It is therefore useful to look 
at cases where such policies have been developed and applied, to see what 
lessons can be learned to help develop policies elsewhere.¹   

This paper looks at the series of plans developed by the UK Labour Party un-
der the progressive leadership of Jeremy Corbyn between 2016 and 2019 for 
re-establishing public ownership and operation of services and infrastructure 
which had been privatised over the previous 40 years. This period included 
two general elections: in the 2017 election, contrary to all expectations, Labour 
won its highest share of the vote for many years, and the result was a ‘hung’ 
parliament; it then lost the 2019 election, which was dominated by the issue 
of Brexit, although most people supported the party’s policies for reversing 
privatisation and outsourcing (as discussed below in section 5). 

This attempt to set out a practical roadmap of how ‘another world is possible’ 
may be of wider international interest, for four reasons:

The plans evolved through open processes, including public debates, 
involving party policy advisers and a range of other actors including 
research-ers, campaigns and social movements, unions, and international 
activists.

The plans focused on issues and sectors which are of great global  
relevance: energy and climate, public transport, water and environmental 
protection, universal healthcare, social care, Internet, and the cross-
cutting issues of insourcing public service work and strengthening public 
finance.

They detail how public services can be restructured with local democratic 
control and direct labour participation.

Although the party lost the 2019 general election, these policies for 
public ownership gained widespread public support, which continues to 
this day.  
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► Elections and public debates 

Public debate was a very important effect of the new policies for public owner-
ship. Public opinion in the UK is very hostile to privatisation. Despite the British 
electorate having voted for governments led by Margaret Thatcher in 1979, 1983 
and 1987, there was never popular support for the privatisation of state-owned 
industries and utilities that her government carried out.² Yet since Tony Blair’s 
election as leader of the Labour Party in 1994, none of the three largest parties 
in the UK have reflected this in their policies and statements.

Public debate faded away until 2012, when the independent ‘We Own It’ cam-
paign was formed by activists from some of the local and national campaigns 
against the effects of privatisation on public services. — It was not at all an 
initiative of the Labour party. The campaign explicitly rejected privatisation 
and advocated for public ownership and operation of public services. It grew 
steadily over the next 10 years, sustained by donations of thousands of sup-
porters, leading public resistance to further privatisation plans in central and 
local government and calling for public ownership of services already privatised 
including rail, water, and energy. The level of public debate on progressive 
policies, including support for the ending of privatisations and the rebuilding 
of the public sector, grew even more from 2015, when the Labour Party held a 
leadership election, which resulted in Jeremy Corbyn being elected leader in 
September 2015.

This was quite unexpected. For over 20 years the party had been dominated 
by its right-wing , although in leadership elections it became a conventional 
gesture of tolerance to allow one of the relatively small number of left-wing 
labour MPs to be a candidate. In 2015, it was Corbyn’s turn and he took the 
opportunity to run a very active campaign, with a series of meetings around the 
country on progressive policies — including reversing privatisation.

These meetings attracted unusually large numbers of mainly young people and 
considerable media coverage. As a result of these meetings, and their welcome 
for progressive policies,Corbyn won the leadership election by a big majority. 
The neoliberals in the party made two more ill-conceived attempts to replace 
Corbyn by demanding repeated leadership elections, which created further 
opportunities for public debate, generated more media coverage of the issues, 
and demonstrated the strength of support for pro-public policies. The process 
also resulted in a surge in Labour Party membership to over 500,000, ‘driven 
by a massive growth in support from young people, which has in turn enthused 
and invigorated others’,³ building on a similar base to the new progressive 
parties elsewhere in Europe such as Syriza in Greece and Podemos in Spain. 
Lea Ypi of the London School of Economics and Political Science commented 
that: ‘Labour has acted not only as a political party, the largest political party in 
Europe, but also as a social movement, with more than half a million activists 
committed to a transformative vision of social justice’.⁴

2. Actors and process: elections, party, unions, campaigns, 
research, international actors, events
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There was an even bigger unintendedboost to public debate on progressive 
policies when the Conservative government called an early election in May 2017, 
confident that it could defeat a Corbyn-led Labour Party by a large majority. The 
new leadership of the Labour Party had to rapidly prepare a manifesto, which 
included explicit proposals for reversing privatisation, including the renation-
alisation of water and energy companies.

As the election campaign progressed, there was a steady growth in support 
for Labour and its policies for strengthening the public sector. Labour won its 
highest proportion of the vote since 2001, and the Conservative government 
lost the small majority they had held, but continued in government with the 
support of a small party in Northern Ireland. The Labour Party manifesto ⁵ and 
the election campaign made public ownership and operation of public services 
a key political issue for the first time in 20 years, and opinion polls showed 
widespread public support for these policies across all sectors, including energy, 
water, public transport, and postal services.

Party: leadership, internal differences and  
open debates

This context of public debate provided strong support for the development of 
progressive economic and social policies led by party leader Jeremy Corbyn, 
John McDonnell, who became shadow chancellor (finance minister), and others 
including Rebecca Long-Bailey, who became shadow energy minister. The pro-
cess was, however, subject to dynamic conflict with other elements within the 
party, especially the many Labour MPs who continued to support the Blairite 
acceptance of privatisation, public-private partnerships (PPPs) and outsourcing 
as the norm.

This affected the shape of policy development in different sectors in various 
ways. In healthcare, this group argued against new policies for the National 
Health Service (NHS), on the grounds that it had been disrupted by too many 
changes in recent years. On renewable energy, there was significant support 
among the Blairites for the view that public subsidies should enable individual 
householders and local voluntary groups to develop all the solar and wind 
generation needed, supplemented by big concession deals with multinationals 
for offshore wind farms, so there was no need for public sector generation . In 
social care, some MPs resisted direct public sector provision of residential care 
for the elderly, preferring to subsidise private provision on a large scale. In both 
social care and renewable generation, it was argued that the public sector could 
not afford to finance all the investment necessary.

These differences were not generally dealt with by imposing central discipline 
to enforce the new ‘party line’. The new leadership rather encouraged oppor-
tunities for public and activist debates, including a series of regional confer-
ences on economic policy. These attracted large numbers, created a lot of live 
debate, and helped develop a strong sense of collective mission. An internal 
party group committed to progressive policies, Momentum, also provided a 
forum for activist discussions at the local level, and set up an annual festival at 
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Labour Party conference, ‘The World Transformed’, with multiple events on a 
wide range of issues. Political education programmes were also developed in 
a number of party branches and regions.

The internal differences were thus treated as a normal part of the process, and 
addressed by engaging in open debate within the party and beyond, which 
strengthened the progressive position. The party leadership contributed to 
this process, for example by commissioning two papers setting out competing 
approaches to social care and producing a report on why renewable energy 
needs to be public as well as local. Openness exposed the differences but also 
exposed the right to wider pressures. The internal differences nevertheless 
limited some policies, for example by reducing the extent of commitment to 
public ownership of renewable energy generation (see below). And while there 
was a commitment to public financing of social care at home, the policy for 
residential care institutions was to “move to greater public provision” by build-
ing local government capacity, and to regulate private providers by enforcing 
ethical standards in procurement.⁶ 

Unions re-engaged

The processes of policy formulation also opened discussions with organisa-
tions beyond the party, especially the trades unions. In some sectors, such as 
post and internet, the unions provided key research support to policy devel-
opment. The Trades Union Congress (TUC) hosted a number of meetings on 
the water and energy sectors, at which union officials and activists discussed 
policy issues with Labour Party policy advisers and researchers; this had a 
significant effect in attracting union activists and officials at all levels to engage 
with policy debates. Individual unions also invited researchers to discuss poli-
cies with their national committees and conferences, including UNISON, Unite, 
General and Municipal workers union (GMB), and the Communication Workers 
Union (CWU). Unions began to have significant inputs to policies for example 
in relation to the energy sector, by encouraging the extension of public own-
ership into retail supply, and emphasising the importance of transition plans 
to protect workers. 

These processes revitalised the traditional relationship between the unions 
and Labour, in contrast to the approach adopted under Blair, who had wel-
comed the union’s financial support but minimised their influence on policy, 
and specifically asked them to say nothing publicly during election cam-
paigns. In 2016–2019, by contrast, union leaders gave public support to party  
policies.

Campaigns, researchers and international links

The policy development process also drew on existing campaigns, organisa-
tions, researchers and academics working on public services. Some activist 
researchers were appointed as policy advisers within the Labour Party, policy 
papers were commissioned from others, and campaigning organisations were 
actively involved in policy discussions. 
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The We Own It campaign, created in 2012 to campaign against privatisations 
and outsourcing, and in favour of public ownership and inhouse services, was 
brought into many discussions, especially on future democratic structures for 
public services. Sectoral campaigns were also involved, including Transport for 
Quality of Life on public transport; Friends of the Earth on energy policy; the 
think-tank Common Wealth on Internet policy; and NGOs such as Global Justice 
Now and Oxfam on international development policy.

Academics were centrally involved as economic policy advisers to Corbyn and 
McDonnell, both formulating overall economic policy, and leading and com-
missioning policy work on public services and public ownership. The process 
also brought in a range of academics, many from research units with relevant 
expertise, including the Public Services International Research Unit (PSIRU), 
contributing on water, energy and care; the Association for Public Service Ex-
cellence, leading on local government and outsourcing; the European Services 
Strategy Unit, with its research record on private finance initiatives (PFIs) and 
public-private partnerships and others, for example in healthcare and public 
administration.

Links with international organisations were also important, strengthening 
confidence that the British left was not alone in seeing public ownership as 
important for economic, social and environmental policy. Such links included 
discussions with democracy researchers and activists from the US and else-
where. The international campaign Trade Unions for Energy Democracy (TUED) 
took the initiative in organising a meeting of UK union officials to discuss the 
energy policies, and continued to act as a lead organiser of further union 
meetings with Labour shadow ministers, advocating policies on renewable 
energy and just transition. Shadow ministers and advisers met with Anne le 
Strat, who had led the remunicipalisation of water in Paris, and with scholar 
activists of the Transnational Institute (TNI) who coordinate global campaigns 
against privatisation. The progressive groups who had won control of key city 
councils in Spain, notably in Barcelona, provided detailed advice on insourcing 
policy. Labour policies were also presented and discussed at a number of 
international meetings, such as the International Social Forum in 2019 and 
meetings organised by the international union confederation Public Services 
International and TNI.

Real life: problems of privatisation as a constant driver

The failures and problems of privatisation provided a constant reminder of 
the need for public ownership and operation of services. The collapse in 2018 
of one of the UK’s biggest construction companies, Carillion, which held hun-
dreds of contracts under PFI (the UK’s programme of PPPs), required weeks 
of painstaking work and the transfer of thousands of employees to the public 
sector, providing a powerful demonstration of the need for direct public sector 
operation. The exploitative prices charged by the ‘Big Six’ largest retail suppliers 
of gas and electricity forced even the Conservative government to introduce 
a blunt system of price-capping, a stark admission that there was no effective 
competition, just a privatised cartel. The growing unionisation and militancy of 



8 | Designing future public ownership

►

•

•

outsourced and privatised workers showed how badly workers were treated 
under these systems, and gained public support for the workers and unions in 
standing up to the private companies.

Economic policy framework: public finance, green 
and regional development, public institutions

Policies for public ownership and public services in different sectors were not 
developed in isolation. A clear overall economic policy was developed at an 
early stage, focused on the objectives of employment, environment and equal-
ity. Proposals included the creation of new public sector financial institutions: 
a £400 billion National Transformation Fund, a separate National Investment 
Bank to fund industrial and cooperative business, and a new public sector retail 
bank managed through the Post Office.

There were also progressive tax plans to raise public revenue. New taxes 
were proposed to raise an extra £78 billion per year in tax from top earn-
ers and corporate profits, including: a general increase in taxation of large 
company profits; higher taxation of dividends and capital gains; an extended 
financial transactions tax; a clampdown on tax avoidance; higher income 
tax on the top 5 per cent earners (again, a similar package of tax changes 
was proposed by President Biden in 2021), plus a windfall tax on oil and gas 
company profits.

As evidence of the urgency of the climate crisis had grown by the 2019 election, 
the overall economic policy framework was structured as a ‘green industrial 
revolution’. Over half the National Transformation Fund was assigned to a 
£250 billion Green Transformation Fund, and energy and public transport were 
treated as core vehicles of economic policy. The framework was presented not 
only in terms of national objectives, but as a set of regional economic plans, 
with their own regional development funds. Each of the regional plans includ-
ed infrastructure investment; job creation; new affordable homes built and 
owned by local councils; and broadband internet connections. Procurement 
conditionalities were used to ensure the creation of good, unionised, local jobs. 
(President Biden’s ‘American Jobs Plan’ in the US in 2021 used a similar emphasis 
on regional and local development.)⁷
 
This provided three big advantages for elaborating policies on public services. 

First, there was a clear and credible economic policy into which public services, 
andthe building of a new public sector could be integrated: they were expected 
to help deliver the overall objectives including, for example, savings from public 
ownership. 

Second, policies requiring extra spending in the first five years, such as the 
re-nationalisation of water and energy companies, could draw on the trans-
formation fund.

3. General themes: economic policy framework and democratisation
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Third, sectoral policy proposals were not simply wish lists, but were practical pro-
grammes including at least an outline of necessary legislation, and credible esti-
mates of costs, as well as gains from eliminating the extraction of excess profits.  

Democratisation

The democratisation of the whole economy was a consistent theme of Labour’s 
economic policy in general, not only for public services. Both the 2017 and the 
2019 manifestos created rights for workers to elect representatives onto the 
boards of private companies, and to own up to 10 per cent of the shares in the 
company that employs them.

As the public ownership policies developed, democratisation became an in-
creasingly important element. This was partly because the most natural level 
for such authorities does not exist as part of the electoral system in England, 
partly because of the strong demand from the left and unions for real partici-
pation and representation by workers and users in the system, and partly in re-
sponse to hostile criticism of ‘nationalisation’ plans, which made it important to 
demonstrate that this new model of public ownership would be very open and 
democratic. At the same time, all policies emphasised that the new public sector 
operating units would be professionally managed, not under the direction of 
politicians, so the democratic structures needed to recognise that boundary.

Similar structures were developed for the new public authorities in different 
sectors — water, energy, transport, telecomms — drawing on the Transport 
for London model (see below under public transport). The boards of these 

Figure A. Labour’s 2019 tax proposals
Source: Institute for Fiscal Studies⁸
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authorities would be made up of elected councillors, and would also include 
representation of workers, service users, and environmental organisations. All 
documents would be publicly available, and meetings would happen in public 
as well as online, and enable public participation. The boards would have a 
supervisory role over the new public companies, which would have their own 
boards of professional managers.

These parallel plans for sectoral structures were synthesised into a general 
framework for democratic public ownership, developed and published by We 
Own It, in a report titled When We Own It: A model for public ownership in the 21st 
century. This model included a role for democratised ‘sunshine’ regulation⁹ by 
collective sharing of experience, and the innovative idea of a new nationwide 
association of citizens and users, Participate, which would provide a direct voice 
for the public.

“The key organisations in the new structure will include the publicly 
owned companies which sit at the heart of the model, ‘Participate’ 
a new organisation representing users and citizens, civil society 
including social, environmental and community groups, the Office 
for Public Ownership to promote best practice and innovation, 
sunshine regulation trade associations who share data to improve 
services and the trade unions” ¹⁰

Labour’s 2019 manifesto included policy commitments for all public services. 
This paper does not attempt an evaluation of the whole programme, but fo-
cuses on six policy areas, each of which provide some lessons of international 
interest, either because of the process of policy development or the policies 
themselves. They are:

ending outsourcing; 
democratisation of 

• energy; 

• public transport; 

• water and sanitation; 

• internet and post; and 
international promotion of public services.

Ending outsourcing and return to inhouse 
direct employment

Reducing the public sector’s role in providing services of any kind is a central 
objective of neoliberal politics. Privatisation by outsourcing all kinds of work to 
private companies — cleaning, construction, waste collection, accounting, engi-
neering, policy advice — has been a key strategy for achieving this. Outsourcing 
‘hollows out’ the capacity of the state by shrinking the number of directly em-
ployed staff, and drains expertise and knowledge to the private sector. 

4. Practicable transformative policies in six areas 
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Labour most significant proposal in terms of rebuilding public sector capacity 
was a detailed, powerful but simple plan to reverse the vast majority of out-
sourcing from local government. The proposal is for legislation which makes 
direct employment the universal default as existing contracts expire, so the 
majority of work would automatically return inhouse. This 'insourcing by de-
fault' steadily reverses the outsourcing process, and rebuilds public sector 
capacity by rebuilding public sector employment. It also protects workers’ 
pay and conditions, strengthens democratic accountability, and reclaims the 
money which private contractors have taken out of the system. As the policy 
document states:

"When our local services are handed over to private companies, 
our councils continue to have responsibility for these services, but 
they lose the ability to deliver them. With every contract that’s out-
sourced our local institutions lose dedicated, qualified staff, and 
the staff that remain often see their pay and rights slashed….

Insourcing involves lower costs, a public service ethos, a longer 
time horizon, greater scope for coordination and integration of ser-
vices, economies of scale, greater accountability and transparency, 
and better management of risk." ¹¹ 

The proposal sets out strict criteria for allowing the use of contractors, and 
spells out positive conditions for such contracts. These include requiring fair 
pay by all contractors:

"In line with relevant international agreements (in particular, the 
International Labour Organisation’s Labour Clauses (Public Con-
tracts) Convention 94), wages (including allowances), hours of work, 
and all other conditions of labour should be no less favourable in 
outsourcing work than if workers were employed by councils." 

This is vital to prevent contractors under-cutting direct labour provision by low-
ering workers' pay. (Indeed, the whole programme of outsourcing introduced 
by the Thatcher governments in the 1980s depended on the repeal of the UK's 
adherence to ILO 94, because contractors insisted they could not undercut 
the public sector otherwise. The re-imposition of ILO 94 standards is thus a 
powerful protection against outsourcing.) It also ensures that contracts issued 
by public authorities have the effect of raising standards of employment in the 
private sector, and so has a strong positive role in the wider economy.

The Labour policy is summarised in the box below.

"First, it makes inhouse provision the default option, backed up by 
clear criteria for when it is okay to outsource. Second, it strength-
ens the standards built into outsourced contracts, making sure that 
service delivery, employment standards and costs do not suffer 
when services are out-sourced, and that local economies benefit."
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While some elements of the Labour plans reflect the UK context, this policy 
could be applied without much change in virtually every country in the world. 
It can also be applied throughout the public sector, including in central gov-
ernment, and in arms-length public sector bodies such as schools, hospitals, 
energy and water companies, etc. It is a simple but powerful way to stop the 
damage done by outsourcing to standards of service, employment conditions, 
and democratic accountability, and instead build up strong public sector capac-
ity to manage and deliver services in the public interest.

Energy 

Energy became increasingly central to Labour's plans as climate change and 
decarbonisation became key policy objectives, as well as affordability and uni-
versality. The final proposals in the 2019 manifesto created a new structure for 
public planning of energy, including democratic structures providing for public 
participation, public ownership of grids and supply companies, and partial 
public ownership of renewable generation where it was supported by public 
finance. It set out a vision that: 

1. A PRO-INSOURCING POSITION:
• Whenever service contracts between councils and contractors expire or are terminated, 

there is a presumption that they will be insourced

2. A STRUCTURED FRAMEWORK FOR 
DECIDING ON INHOUSE/OUTSOURCED PROVISION

• To rebut the presumption of inhouse provision, a council must be able 

to satisfy itself of ten conditions:

 (i) precise service measurement; (ii) lack of contract management skills;

(iii) insufficient high-quality providers; (iv) insuffi-cient workforce; (v) need for stable premises;

(vi) need for public capacity; (vii) evidence of inhouse efficiency;  

(viii) impact on at-risk groups/rights; (ix) de facto monopolies; and  

(x) exceptional demands on workers

• However, where a council has ‘good reason’ 

(including if it is convinced it does not have sufficient capacity) it may continue with 

outsourced provision in some circumstances where these conditions are not met

3. A MORE ROBUST CONTRACTING PROCESS WHERE 
OUTSOURCING PERSISTS

• If a council can justify outsourcing, certain conditions must then be met

• Nine new standards will exist, relating to: 

(i) the Freedom of Information Act; (ii) the Human Rights Act; 

(iii) fair wages and employment standards; (iv) gender equality; (v) contract timeframes; 

(vi) local supply chains; (vii) community benefit; (viii) monitoring; and 

(ix) past behaviour of contractors

Figure B. Labour’s Insourcing Framework
Source: Democratising Local Public Services¹²

https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Democratising-Local-Public-Services.pdf
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"Public ownership will secure democratic control over nationally strategic infra-
structure… Publicly owned networks will accelerate and co-ordinate investment 
to connect renewable and low-carbon energy while working with energy unions 
to support energy workers through the transition. Under Labour’s plans:

• A new UK National Energy Agency will own and maintain the national grid 
infrastructure and oversee the delivery of our decarbonisation targets. 

• 14 new Regional Energy Agencies will replace the existing district network 
operators and hold statutory responsibility for decarbonising electricity and 
heat and reducing fuel poverty. 

• The supply arms of the Big Six energy companies will be brought into public 
ownership where they will continue to supply households with energy while 
helping them to reduce their energy demands.” 

The manifesto also pledged that: “Whenever public money is invested in an 
energy generation project, the public sector will take a stake and return profits 
to the public.” 

The process of policy development was complicated by a number of factors:

As in the rest of the EU, the UK had been forced to ‘unbundle’ its energy 
system, separating the generation of electricity the retail supply companies, 
who were simply traders buying wholesale energy and selling it on  
to households; and the transmission and distribution grids, treated as 
monopolies under ineffective regulation. As the Labour Party was still 
committed to remaining in the EU, all policy proposals had to fit into this  
framework, which required the continuation of unbundling and liberalisation  

— despite its inefficient fragmentation, costly privatisation, and complete 
unsuitability for renewable energy. 

As noted above, there was division in the party — and beyond — among the 
strongest supporters of renewable energy, between those who favoured 
reliance on individual or voluntary installation of wind and solar and those 
who supported a planned effort by public authorities. 

There was also a concern to avoid having to pay excessive levels of 
compensation, which constrained the number of existing companies and 
operations which could be nationalised, in all three categories.

Initially the nationalisation proposals covered the natural monopolies of the 
transmission and distribution networks, showing clear large annual savings 
of £3.7 billion through the elimination and reduction of financial extraction of 
dividends and high interest payments. The plans acknowledged that compen-
sation would be paid, but rejected the legally false assumption that the private 
owners had to be paid compensation equivalent to the market value of shares, 
which is of course inflated by the excessive profits extracted. UK law is clear 
that parliament decides what compensation is due, and can take account of 
any factors it wishes, including rectifying past injustices (see the section on 
water below).¹⁴    
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The plans thus emphasised the two key issues of savings and planning:

"Energy networks that are owned by the public and responsive to 
the public interest will be able to prioritise tackling climate change, 
fuel poverty and security of supply over profit extrac-tion, while 
working with energy unions to support energy workers through 
the transition." ¹⁵

The existing retail supply companies were not originally included, because of 
the (incorrect) assumption that they remained highly profitable and would re-
quire too much compensation. There was a further incorrect assumption that 
municipalities could be encouraged to set up supply companies in competition 
with the private companies, and would be able to gain significant market share 
through lower costs of capital and overheads, thus delivering some remunici-
palisation without the need to take over existing suppliers. In practice, the few 
existing municipal supply ventures failed to deal with the market pressures 
affecting all of the smaller suppliers. However, the retail supply companies 
themselves were starting to make losses, and the unions wanted to protect the 
transition of thousands of jobs: so in effect, even the large companies indirectly 
indicated they would welcome being nationalised, even with much lower levels 
of compensation than originally expected — and so the final proposals included 
the nationalisation of the major suppliers.

In respect of electricity generation, there was no plan to nationalise all existing 
generation companies: at the time, these included a number of coal-fired and 
gas-fired power stations, which were expected to be closed down as part of the 
low-carbon transition. On renewables, based on a report by a group of experts, 
there was a commitment to large-scale wind and solar (and nuclear) investment 
to achieve 90 per cent of electricity generation and 50 per cent of heating from 
renewables by 2030. There was considerable discussion of the role of public fi-
nance and public ownership in relation to renewable energy, including the great 
economic advantages of using public finance, but there was no national-level 
commitment to how much of this would be delivered through public sector 
companies. There was however a commitment to take partial public ownership 
of any generation supported by public finance; and local energy authorities 
were enabled to develop publicly owned renewable companies.¹⁶  

The proposals for public ownership included a framework of new public sec-
tor bodies from the national to the local level. This created new public bodies 
to own the grids, and provided a democratic and transparent public sector 
structure for planning the entire system of generation, distribution and supply, 
based on the key public objectives of affordable and renewable energy. This 
gave the proposed new public authorities responsibility for decarbonisation, as 
well as supply and distribution, and so enabled the possibility of regional and 
national decisions in favour of greater direct public sector generation. It also al-
lowed for the possibility of municipal, community-based and household-based 
renewables, subject to strict criteria of competence and capacity, without mak-
ing them the main vehicle of decarbonisation. These local generation initiatives 
were thus allowed to develop as far as they were capable, while maintaining the 
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regulation of the system through the democratic regional authorities, who also 
retained the universal obligation to develop renewable energy in their regions. 
There was also a blanket commitment to protect all workers in the energy sector 
from the effects of transitions by guaranteeing new jobs and retraining, reflect-
ing the ongoing involvement of trade unions in the process.

Public transport

Expanding and improving public transport was central to Labour policies, be-
cause of its multiple public benefits: it is a key way to cut emissions, by reducing 
the use of cars, and brings the social, economic and environmental benefits of 
public mobility and reduced road congestion.  

For rail, which had been fragmented into a network company and multiple 
operators of services, to enable privatisationthe policy was simply to ‘bring our 
railways back into public ownership’ under a national integrated system. This 
would plan investment, including complete electrification to eliminate the use 
of diesel fuel, and take over all train services. Operations would be transferred 
to new public sector companies as the private concessions expired — thus 
avoiding the need for compensation — and these new public sector rail oper-
ators would be run by professional managers with transparent supervision by 
democratically elected public authorities.  

For buses, the existing system was based on fundamentalist privatisation laws, 
which actually prevent local councils from running their own bus services and 
even make it very difficult to regulate private bus companies. The simple policy 
step adopted by Labour was thus to: "ensure that councils can improve bus 
services by regulating and taking public ownership of bus networks, and we 
will give them resources and full legal powers to achieve this cost-effectively".¹⁷

Figure C. Labour's public sector energy system
Source: Bringing Energy Home Labour’s proposal for publicly  

owned energy networks 2019

https://www.labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Bringing-Energy-Home-2019.pdf
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This would enable and finance public ownership and regulation of buses at local 
level, not create a single nationalised system, but there would be government 
finance for free fares for people under-25: a policy with great social benefits 
for young people, and an effective way of reducing private car use, so reducing 
emissions. The policy was also structured to reinforce public ownership: the 
subsidies would only be provided to councils which took control of bus services 
in their areas.  

Three wider features of the policies are worth noting.

• First, the policies emphasised that public ownership would bring greater 
emphasis on safe staffing levels and decent pay and conditions for workers 
in both rail and bus services. The recent wave of strike action by unions over 
these issues, with strong public support, has confirmed the importance of these 
policies.

• Second, the plans created new democratic transport authorities, based on 
elected local councillors and direct representation of citizens and workers, along 
with transparent availability of documents, and regular open online meetings 
to allow and encourage public participation. This approach was based on the 
model used by Transport for London, the only public transport authority in the 
UK which is already under public ownership. This democratisation structure 
was picked up and repeated for the proposals for other sectors, such as water 
and energy. 

• Third, it included policy commitment to government support for supply 
chains, including for ‘development and manufacture of ultra-low-emission ve-
hicles, electric vehicle charging infrastructure and electric community car clubs’. 
The importance of this has become more obvious since the COVID-19 pandemic 
exposed the inadequacy of global capitalist supply chains, and as the need to 
respond to the climate crisis has become ever more urgent.

Water and sanitation: compensation and the law

The regional water and sewerage companies of England, originally owned and 
run by municipalities as in the great majority of countries, were privatised in 
1989. The private owners not only gained licensed monopolies for these es-
sential services, but also became owners of the entire system of reservoirs, 
pipes and sewers. The primary case for public ownership was based on the 
huge savings of £2.5 billion per year that could be made by eliminating private 
extraction of dividends and excessive interest, equivalent to a price reduction 
of over 25 per cent.¹⁸ This was reinforced by the environmental gains to be 
made by subjecting the companies to democratic public controls, to eliminate 
the frequent sewage pollution of rivers, and to provide reliable water supplies 
without the inefficient waste of leakage.

Labour's policy is to transfer ownership and control to public authorities.¹⁹ 
These would be run by boards, with elected local councillors holding a majority 
of seats, along with representatives of citizens and workers. As with transport, 
the new system would include regular actual and online meetings open to 
public participation, and online publication of information about all aspects of 
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water and sewerage services, including their finances. In most countries, where 
water has been privatised under lease or concession contracts, a return to 
public ownership can be achieved when the contracts expire without the need 
for compensation, as was done in Paris, for example. But the privatisation by 
the Thatcher government had sold the entire network of pipes and sewers to 
the private companies, and the law requires the government to give 25 years 
notice to terminate a private company's licence, for any reason. So the transfer 
of the English water companies to public ownership and control could only be 
done by nationalising the companies themselves, which involves the question 
of compensation.

This allowed the companies to make the question of compensation the main 
issue of public discussion. They did not bother arguing that the private system 
delivered better services, they simply claimed that they would have to be paid 
very high compensation — over £100 billion — and that this would be a waste 
of public money that could be used on other services. The Labour proposals 
countered this in three ways.

• First, under normal commercial accounting rules, buying the companies 
would not be a loss to the public sector, but simply an exchange of money (the 
compensation)for assets of equivalent value: the public sector balance sheet 
would thus be unchanged. 

• Second, Labour emphasised the surprisingfact that under UK law, parliament 
can decide on the basis of compensation to be paid in each case, taking account 
of public interests, and is not bound to pay 'market prices'. This principle was 
explicitly reiterated by the judgment in 2009 case concerning the nationali-
sation of a failed bank, Northern Rock, where the European Court of Human 
Rights (ECHR) ruled that:

“Legitimate objectives in the 'public interest', such as those pursued 
in measures of economic reform or measures designed to achieve 
greater social justice, may call for less than reimbursement of the 
full market value.”²⁰

• agreeing with the earlier judgment of the UK Court of Appeal in this case,²¹   
with both courts repeating with approval these words used in an earlier 1986 
judgment by the ECHR on a UK case ²².

This is very different from USA law on compensation, which large corporations 
tend to assume. One simple lesson is that, in any country where nationalisation 
is proposed, it is important to challenge commercial assertions about the law 
on compensation.²³
 

• Third, the companies argued they could bypass the UK courts by using the 
investor-state dispute settlement (ISDS) provisions under various free trade 
agreements to win large settlements. For example, investors have used ISDS 
provisions in the Energy Charter Treaty to sue Spain many times and of the 51 
decided arbitrations, 21 have been in favour of the investor.²⁴ In response, La-
bour argued that, in the case of the water companies, the prospect of corporate 
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wins against the UK was much lower. There have been very few successful 
investor-state disputes against the richest OECD countries of the Global North, 
including the UK. And more generally there has been big global resistance and 
popular campaigns against these ISDS clauses and their use: many countries in 
the Global South, including Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, India, Indonesia, and South 
Africa, have started terminating, renegotiating or rejecting bilateral investment 
treaties altogether; the EU is committed to prevent ISDS from being used by 
companies in one member state against another in the future (on sovereignty 
grounds) and right wing regimes such as that of President Trump in the US 
have also rejected FTAs with ISDS clauses (for nationalist reasons). One nota-
ble result has been the ending of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), which had originally led the spread of ISDS, and its replacement by 
a new trade treaty without ISDS clauses; and in late 2022 many EU countries 
were also withdrawing from the Energy Charter Treaty, including Germany and 
Netherlands.²⁵,²⁶

Internet and post

Labour’s finalproposals also included the nationalisation of the broadband 
part of the privatised telecomms company BT, creating a new public company 
which would roll out full fibre connections to every home in the country, at 
no charge.²⁷ This meant replacing a system of market incentives based on a 
patchwork of tax reliefs and grants to private investors with a public entity 
charged with an ambitious goal. This new public monopoly would significantly 
reduce the cost of creating a universal network, avoiding wasteful duplication 
and partial coverage, from which the public would benefit.  

The case for public ownership was thus based partly on the efficiency savings 
from developing the network as a public de facto monopoly, and on the eco-
nomic and social gain of universal full fibre broadband and free connection 

— needs which became even clearer during the COVID-19 pandemic with the 
growth of working from home and home schooling.  

This would also have created a strong arm of regional development. The instal-
lation of the fibre network itself would involve thousands of local jobs, and a 
visible programme of regeneration continuing over some years, with tangible 
benefits for every household. Full fibre connections would also enable people 
in rural or small urban areas to take advantage of the possibilities of working 
from home, business and educational activity.  

There was also a commitment to renationalise the mail delivery service of the 
Post Office, which had recently been privatised; and to create a post bank, 
providing public banking services through the post office network. A similar 
Post Office Bank had been set up in the UK in the 1960s, producing technical 
innovations such as electronic transfers, but was later privatised as the com-
mercial banks resented the competition. The Post Office Bank would also have 
promoted regional development by enabling local access to small business 
loans.²⁸
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► International promotion of public services 

Labour proposed progressive policy changes for the UK's international role in 
aid. The UK government's Department for International Development (DFID, 
now closed and replaced by the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Of-
fice) had become a major promoter of private equity investments and PPPs 
across the Global South, which were seen as profitable investment opportuni-
ties in 'emerging economies'. This played a significant role in reproducing the 
neocolonial extraction of wealth and resources from countries in the Global 
South to the benefit of northern capital.  

Under Corbyn's leadership, there were two proposals for a fundamental shift 
in the UK’s development policy. First, Labour rejected the use of privatisation 
and PPPs, and restated its policy in terms of human rights and gender equality, 
including support for fairer international tax rules and for trades unions and 
women's organisations. The function of the UK's main development finance 
institution, the CDC Group (now renamed British International Investment), 
would be completely transformed from promoting PPPs to become a green 
development bank. 

The second proposal was to divert all of DFID's existing funding for public ser-
vices, which was used to support privatisations, into a new global centre for 
the promotion of universal public services in educa-tion, health and water. The 
proposed unit would provide a centre of international advice ‘to ensure that 
it is coordinated and focused on strengthening the public sector’ in middle 
and low-income coun-tries. The idea emerged from researchers and activists 
working on public health, and was then general-ised through a process of or-
ganised discussion with campaigners and researchers in other services. The 
unit was intended to provide a global centre for research and discussion of 
public service provision, using conferences to bring together researchers and 
activists from across the world:

"The unit will pool existing global knowledge on public services, 
as well as conduct and com-mission new research to ensure that 
all DFID’s work is based on robust evidence and best prac-tice 
on public services delivery. It will engage a range of experience 
and expertise from across the world, including from academia, 
grassroots organisations, civil society including women’s rights 
organisations, trade unions and development practitioners. It will 
work alongside gov-ernments from the global south, development 
agencies from across the world and international institutions, 
such as UNCTAD.

"The scope of policy and research will include exploring the root 
causes of lack of access to such services, best practice on ensur-
ing public services are inclusive and gender-responsive, the role 
of public sector employment in delivering the highest standards 
of employment rights and de-cent work, the positive role of pub-
lic services in social and economic development, the impact of 
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different funding mechanisms on public services, and how public 
services can work within environmental sustainability goals. 

“The unit will organise global and regional conferences, starting 
with an initial conference on the role of public services in tackling 
inequality, bringing together stakeholders and allies in or-der to 
develop a detailed plan of action and identify priority countries." ²⁹ 

There is little prospect of the UK government setting up such a centre in the 
near future. However, following a successful conference in June 2022, a new 
network between academics, unions and social movements, called Shifting Nar-
ratives, has been created, to build further research, education, conferences and 
events, and provide a forum for co-ordinating progressive advice.³⁰  

Labour lost the general election of December 2019, and the right regained 
the leadership of the party. Despite the large Conservative majority in the 
election, direct surveys of voters show that Brexit and leadership were the 
key issues influencing the way people voted, not party policies on public 
owner-ship.

On the contrary, opinion polls taken at the time of the election in 2019 showed 
that a substantial ma-jority of UK voters supported nationalisation and public 
sector operation of key services — as proposed in the Labour Party manifesto. 
The same voters who elected the Conservatives were also strongly in favour of 
nationalisation and public provision of postal services, water, energy, railways, 
and buses (though not telecoms). Moreover, this majority support was very 
consistent across all age groups, re-gions, class, income, gender, and ethnicity 
and had grown significantly since 2017. It is also strong across all parties: ex-
tremely strong among Labour voters, but Liberal Democrat voters also support 
pub-lic ownership and operation in all sectors, and even Conservative voters 
are evenly divided and actually supportive of public ownership of water and rail. 
Further surveys in 2022 confirm that this support has become even stronger, 
with three to one majorities supporting public ownership.

This is a new political consensus among the general public, which has devel-
oped as a result of Labour policies and the campaigns of We Own It and others, 
against the background of continued economic and operational problems with 
privatised services.

Even the Conservative party no longer offers a general defence of privatisa-
tion, and since the election, Conservative governments have renationalised rail 
franchises and introduced a bill to set up a new national energy authority and 
nationalise part of the National Grid. There continues to be public discussion of 
the desirability of public ownership, driven by continuing failures of privatised 
water companies (sewage spills, water shortages) and energy companies (huge 
price increases). The UK unions are continuing to publicly support public owner-
ship in these sectors, and the We Own It campaign has gained supporters, not 

5. Losing an election, winning support for public ownership 
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lost them. In Wales and Scotland, the devolved governments have continued 
to develop progressive policies for a stronger public sector, notably in public 
transport. 

The economic and political context of the UK is different from those of middle 
and low-income countries, especially those where the International Monetary 
Fund or World Bank continue to impose neoliberal policies through condi-
tionalities. But it is perhaps possible to offer some comments on the general 
relevance of Labour’s experience from 2016–2019.

Trend in development of progressive plans: Labour 
in UK, Biden in US, New Delhi public services  

Labour's policies are just one example of new progressive policies with a strong 
role for the public sector. Other examples include President Biden's American 
Jobs Plan of 2021,³³ the dramatic implementation of quality, democratised public 
services in New Delhi,³⁴ and the attempt to construct a new constitution in Chile, 
despite its rejection³⁵. These all demonstrate that there is a growing demand for 
transformative policies, and a growing number of attempts to implement them. 
Every one of these attempts may be flawed in terms of their own countries, 
and none should be treated as templates. But there may be relevant lessons 
in each experience.

–›

6. Some international lessons 

Figure D. Huge public support in UK  
for public ownership 2022 (survey of 4,396 people)

Source: We Own It ³²
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The process: role of public debate, engaging social
movements and unions, and opposition

The role of public debate stands out as a powerful element in both the devel-
opment and the reception of Labour's policies. This is more than an issue of 
media relations strategy, rather a continuous process of changing perceptions 
and narratives about the public sector. The political economy of this process 
involves both mobilising supportive actors, especially social movements, unions 
and supportive research institutions, and countering hostile elements, including 
internal opposition as well as the expected resistance from international capital 
and the dead weight of the international financial institutions' conditionalities. 

Multi-level reconstruction of public sector 
and economy

Like the examples in New Delhi, Chile, and the US, the UK Labour Party’s experi-
ence shows that it is possible to draw up detailed plans for new democratic and 
powerful public authorities, not only at national but also at regional and local 
levels. Beyond the initial extension of public ownership, the structure of these 
bodies can create favourable environments for continuing political activity to 
strengthen the public sector. 

Efficiency and equality are continuing drivers for 
public ownership

The continued growth in public support for public ownership across sectors 
reflects the material, social and economic impacts of an increasingly dysfunc-
tional system based on privatisation. In the UK and elsewhere, the experience 
of COVID-19 has shown how public health systems can respond to pandemics 
in a way that the private sector cannot; the climate crisis, and inflation, continue 
to demonstrate how commercialisation of energy exploits people instead of 
protecting them. The value of public ownership lies in the way it deals with 
these material factors of efficiency and equality in delivering public goods.

Drafting another world is possible

The Labour Party experience between 2016–2019 was just one attempt to design 
a transformation of the economy and the role of the state. There are others, 
and will be more. It is encouraging that, even though the details can and must 
be disputed and debated, it is possible to use organisation, public debate, and 
disciplined analysis to plan how another world is not only possible but can be 
achieved.
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Annexe: Policy documents

Manifesto 2017For The Many Not The Few

Manifesto

Economic 
framework

Insourcing

Internet

Energy

Water

Aid and development

Democratic structure

Social care

November 2019

November 2019

November 2019

November 2019

September  2019

July  2019

November 2019

September  2019

September  2018

August  2019

May  2019

August  2019

September  2019

September  2019

September  2019

It's time for real change

Green Industrial Revolution

Green Transformation Fund

Regional manifestos

Universal Basic Services

Democratising Local Public Services 
A Plan For Twenty-First 21st Century Insourcing 

'This is public ownership for the future' 
– speech  by John McDonnell MP

Bringing Energy Home 

Clear Water 

A World For The Many, Not The Few

When We Own It (We Own It report) 

Labour’s International Public Services Unit 

Towards the National Care Service 

Electric car charging network

30 by 2030: decarbonisation 

https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/labour-manifesto-2017.pdf
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Real-Change-Labour-Manifesto-2019.pdf
https://labour.org.uk/manifesto-2019/a-green-industrial-revolution/
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Green-Transformation-Fund.pdf
https://labour.org.uk/page/regional-manifestos/
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/12730_19-Universal-Basic-Services_v5.pdf
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Democratising-Local-Public-Services.pdf
https://labourlist.org/2019/11/this-is-public-ownership-for-the-future-mcdonnells-broadband-speech/
https://labourlist.org/2019/11/this-is-public-ownership-for-the-future-mcdonnells-broadband-speech/
https://www.labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Bringing-Energy-Home-2019.pdf
https://www.labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Conference-2018-Water-pamphlet-FINAL.pdf
https://www.policyforum.labour.org.uk/uploads/editor/files/World_For_The_Many.pdf
https://weownit.org.uk/when-we-own-it
https://www.policyforum.labour.org.uk/commissions/commissions/international/dfid-public-services-unit
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/12703_19-Towards-the-National-Care-Service.pdf
https://labour.org.uk/press/labour-announces-mammoth-expansion-uks-electric-vehicle-charging-networks/
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ThirtyBy2030report.pdf
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