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My name is Sue Turton, and I’ve been a TV reporter for more than 27 years, breaking exclusives and dodging gunfire. In 2014, I had to take on the might of the Egyptian regime when I was falsely convicted of terrorism charges along with a number of Al Jazeera colleagues, three of whom languished in prison. I started the #FreeAJStaff campaign, causing one hell of a stink in Cairo and helping to get my fellow journalists released. This is a book for people who are equally mad about something and want to get their voices heard.

The voiceless are passengers on the planet, happy to sit and watch the world go by as the bus of daily life trundles along. Even if they see something out the window that really bothers them, they’re never going to push the stop button, jump out and speak up.

But there are others on our planet who do. They’re the ones who shout out, who frantically hit that stop button and jump off the bus to make a difference. They have one hell of a voice!

Can your lone voice make much of a difference, we hear you ask? It really can. These are some young people who spoke up and helped change the world …
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In September 1957, nine black students enrolled in an all-white high school in the US state of Arkansas. They were challenging racial segregation in American public schools. Their stand signalled a key turning point in the fight for black equality.
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Joshua Wong was 14 when he realised the Chinese government was forcing his Hong Kong school to teach a skewed version of history. His campaign to fight against the propaganda grew into a national movement — known as the Umbrella Revolution — bringing hundreds of thousands of Hong Kongers out on to the streets to protest.
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In September 2015, 17-year-old Hannah Camilleri and a group of her friends in Glasgow set up a social media campaign called Girls Against. It was to raise awareness of sexual harassment and assault at music gigs after Hannah revealed that she’d been attacked at a concert of the band Peace. Their campaign prompted many more victims to speak out and got bands, venues and security companies working together to make gigs safer places.
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These young activists were once sitting right where you are now, wondering if their voice was enough to change the world. And look what happened.

According to polls, most of the young people who voted in the EU referendum wanted to remain: 75 per cent of 18—24-year-olds. A decision affecting the future of the country was swung by older generations because more of them spoke out, were taken seriously and went out to vote. And leaving the EU is just one example of many: young people’s views are frequently dismissed or undervalued.

The good news is, the tide may be turning. The youth vote contributed to Theresa May’s humiliation in the 2017 general election by mostly backing her main opponent, Jeremy Corbyn. The surge in young people registering to vote is making politicians everywhere sit up and listen.

Clearly, amazing things can happen when you put your mind to it and come up with a plan. That’s where this book can help.
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First,

knowledge is power. If you know how this world is currently being run, you can work out how to change it. We’ll examine the system’s strengths and also its weaknesses – those things crying out for change.

Then,

we will find the best methods to deliver your message: should you work within the system and get involved with politics, or channel your motivation into protest on the outside?

But having a plan is only half of it …

you also need to be as effective as possible at every step. So we’ve got you a gift: a shiny, smart, fresh-out-of-the-box toolkit. It will help make sure that you have all the right facts, can gather allies from near and far and that your voice really makes a difference – giving you the tools to help you change the world!
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In the first part of this book, we’ll bring you up to speed with the way the political world works at the moment and identify how activists can make a change. You might decide that the current system needs to be turned on its head, but knowledge is power – if you know how the decision-makers operate, you can work out how and where to strike.
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To take on the system, first you have to understand it. So, here are some basics.

The UK is a democracy. That’s a type of political system and it’s the envy of a lot of people all over the world – especially those who have no say in how their country is run. Democracy comes from two Greek words: demos meaning people and kratos meaning power. Smack them together and you get a political system that relies on free elections to choose the decision-makers. If you think about it, that’s kind of awesome. Street-sweepers, science teachers and billionaire landowners all get one vote each. Everyone is equal when standing in the voting booth.
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It’s not until you think about what life is like for people who don’t live in a democracy that you appreciate the freedoms democracy brings.

Take, for instance, freedom of expression – our right to speak openly and even to criticise the government. People started revolutions in the Arab Uprisings of 2011 because they were not allowed to speak out.
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In the town of Salma in Syria, the secret state police ruled with a rod of iron. People would be arrested and taken to the police station if a neighbour accused them of speaking badly of President Bashar al-Assad, their authoritarian leader. Some of those arrested would be tortured, others beaten up, and some would just disappear. There was no freedom to express your opinion or complain about the ruler and his government. That’s why people staged a revolution and why they were prepared to fight and to die for such freedoms. When the rebels took control of Salma and the people forced the President’s soldiers out of the town, one of the first buildings to be destroyed was the secret police station.

 


[image: images]



 

So how does our democracy work?

In the UK, our democratic system is split three ways:
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The Executive is another way of describing those in power, from the prime minister at the top all the way down to city mayors. They write laws and run the country.

The Legislature is made up of the two Houses of Parliament – the House of Commons (filled with MPs we elect) and the House of Lords (filled mostly with people that governments appoint). These two Houses go over each new law proposed by the government with a fine-tooth comb, and keep an eye on each other too.

The Judiciary is responsible for the court system that ensures everyone in our democracy sticks to the rules. They include the bigwigs, such as judges in the Supreme Court, the country’s highest court, as well as the magistrates who volunteer for their local communities. Some democracies, like the USA, have a written constitution – a formal set of laws for the judges to follow. But the UK doesn’t have one; instead, decisions are based on rulings from earlier legal cases, sometimes going far back in history. The reason this system of democracy is genius is that each of these powerhouses oversees the other. That means none of them can get carried away and wield too much power.

Who’s in control of the government?

The government is usually controlled by one of two political parties. In the UK, the two main parties are the blue Conservatives and red Labour – adversaries that have been slogging it out for more than a century. Traditionally, people in the UK used to vote according to their social class. The working class voted Labour and the middle and upper classes voted Conservative.

The Labour Party grew out of the trade union movement and was founded in 1900 to rival the Conservative Party. It promoted workers’ rights and benefits and introduced the National Health Service in the 1940s. The Labour Party is left-wing and believes that taxing the rich to help the poor by providing benefits is the fair thing to do. Labour is known for supporting government services such as the NHS, a minimum wage and those struggling in society. Many in the middle and upper classes can face heavy taxation on their wages to pay for the government services championed by Labour. Those people have traditionally relied on the Conservatives to cut spending on the ‘welfare state’ – the system of government services that tries to protect the health and wellbeing of citizens.
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The Conservatives, also known as the Tories, are right-wing and historically the party of capitalism and business. They’re seen to be supported by captains of industry and the more comfortable sections of society. The Tories think that if somebody works hard and becomes rich, they deserve to keep their money – and their success story will inspire other people to work hard too. They think that businesses are more efficient and better judges of what society needs than an interfering government.

Sitting between Labour and the Tories are the Liberal Democrats – the yellows – standing for personal freedom and equality for all. They believe that by encouraging business a more open society is achieved. The Liberal Democrats are in the middle of the political spectrum. They’re in favour of high taxation, but want to use it to pay for the NHS and other government services rather than giving benefits out to the poor.

Blurred lines

However, these positions on the political spectrum have got a bit blurred in the last 30 years or so. For example, far fewer workers head to factories, coalmines, shipyards and steelworks to earn their pay today. And people often don’t think of themselves as working or middle class.

Margaret Thatcher was prime minister from 1979 to 1990. Her policy to allow council house tenants to buy their homes went some way to blur these lines. It made many working class families who were able to become homeowners think differently about their political stance, making them more supportive of Tory policies. Then another PM, Tony Blair, moved the Labour Party into the centre-ground with a much more capitalist-friendly approach. He reduced the amount of influence the trade unions had on Labour.

Today, it’s much harder to guess which party someone might support based on their job or the size of their house. In fact, during the 2017 general election, there was lots of support for Labour among the middle classes while many in the working classes backed the Conservatives. And of course, there are many other political parties that candidates can stand for. These smaller parties are often very popular in certain areas of the country or with people who are passionate about a specific issue.
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Currently the largest party in the Northern Ireland Assembly. It wants Northern Ireland to stay part of the UK.
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A left-wing party that particularly promotes environmental issues.
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A left-wing party that wants Wales to be an independent country.
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The biggest party in Scotland. It wants Scotland to be an independent country.
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Currently the second-largest party in Northern Ireland. It wants Northern Ireland to become part of Ireland.

 

[image: images]

Another party in Northern Ireland that wants it to become part of Ireland.
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A right-wing party founded on the desire for Britain to leave the European Union.
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A party in Northern Ireland which wants Northern Ireland to stay in the UK.
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Who are we actually voting for in a
general election?

That would be the MPs, or members of parliament, in the House of Commons. The UK is divided into 650 areas called constituencies. There are roughly 70,500 people in each. These constituencies are often called seats – some are considered ‘safe’ seats because the majority of residents in those constituencies always vote for the same political party. Other seats are a bit less stable because voters there are more likely to change their mind, and often vote differently in each election.

Each seat elects a member of parliament who promises to speak up for the interests and concerns of his or her constituents. Every five years or so, the prime minister calls a general election. That means Parliament is dissolved (a bit like the end of a school term) 38 days before the election and the MPs’ jobs are up for grabs. Most MPs will go back to their constituents and ask to be voted back in, but some may choose to step down. Candidates from other parties (or people standing by themselves, called ‘independents’) can now put themselves forward for the job too. The political parties and all the candidates use these 38 days to try to persuade the voters that they would be the best people to run the country – or, at least, to be in charge of their constituency. All parties write what is called an election manifesto (a long-winded essay that lays out how everyone’s lives would be better if their party was in charge) explaining what they would change by bringing in new policies. The candidates then head out on the campaign trail. This means they walk around the streets of their constituencies, smiling and shaking hands, kissing babies, drinking warm pints and listening to voters’ concerns.

Of course, their constituents might take absolutely no notice of what the local candidates say. Voters could decide whom to choose based on the national leaders of each party – perhaps based on their performance during a TV debate. They might pick a party based on their policies concerning local issues like schools or housing. Or they might just vote the way their parents voted.

How do people actually vote?

There are three ways you can vote, but the most popular method is to go to your local polling station. If you’re over 18 and you’ve registered with your local council, you will get a voting card in the post about a week before the election with the address of the temporary polling station you should visit. The polling stations are open from 7 a.m. until 10 p.m. – you just collect a ballot paper and take it into a small booth where you can secretly mark a cross next to the candidate of your choice. Drop your ballot paper into a box at the front desk and you’re all done – a member of our democracy using your voice. The other ways are to nominate someone else to vote on your behalf if you cannot attend the polling station on the day, or to vote by post.

Counting the votes

The winner of the election is the party whose candidates take more than half of the 650 seats in Parliament. However, in order to win a seat, a candidate does not need to receive 50 per cent of the votes cast in that constituency – they just need to win more votes than any other candidate. This system is known as first past the post. Sometimes no party wins more than 50 per cent of the seats, in which case we have a ‘hung parliament’. That means the biggest parties have to try to convince the smaller ones to make a pact to form a government together. It also means there’s lots of arguing about which policies each party is willing to compromise over – they need to agree on enough topics to form a government. This happened after the 2010 general election, when the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats went into government together in a formal coalition.

The Tories called the 2017 general election expecting to increase their majority (because the polls predicted a Conservative landslide) – but the opposite happened. Theresa May’s Conservative party ended up eight seats shy of an outright win and had to find new ‘friends’ to achieve a majority. She did a deal with the Democratic Unionist Party – a right-wing party in Northern Ireland – which added another ten seats to the Conservative total in exchange for a billion-pound cash injection. It isn’t a formal coalition, but the DUP has promised to back the Conservatives in key votes.

How does a party then run the country?

The leader of the winning party becomes prime minister. If it’s a new prime minister, they move into 10 Downing Street the day after the election. First, they visit Buckingham Palace to talk to the Queen. Her role is ‘head of state’ – putting her in the same rank as the president of the United States – but in the UK, it’s mostly a symbolic role because the prime minister calls the shots. However, it’s still up to the Queen to formally ask the new PM to form a government. The PM will go on to visit the monarch each week throughout their term in office, allowing her to express her views on government matters – though she very rarely intervenes. Regal formalities out of the way, it’s then time for the PM to pick some of their own party’s MPs to help them run the different government departments.

How do they decide who does what?

The prime minister is the boss. They’re the head of the government and responsible for all policies. They’re also in charge of the civil service – a small, politically neutral army of people which puts the government’s policies into practice and does the day-to-day organisation.

The prime minister has around 21 top jobs to give out. These include heading up various government departments, known as ministries. As well as running a ministry, each ‘Secretary of State’ also gets to be a member of the Cabinet, the prime minister’s inner circle and the most powerful decision-making body in the country.
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These are the big Cabinet jobs:

 

Chancellor of the Exchequer

Sorts out the budget and decides what the country can afford.

 

Home Affairs

In charge of policing, immigration and national security.

 

Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs

Leads diplomacy with other countries.

 

Defence

Plans how to protect the UK from overseas threats.

 

Lord Chancellor

Oversees the courts and the prison system.

 

Education

Sets policies for schools and universities.

 

Exiting the European Union

Works out how to leave the EU.

 

International Trade

Helps UK businesses succeed overseas.

 

Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy

Oversees UK industry, our energy supply and environmental protection.

 

Health

Sets policies for the NHS.

The Cabinet usually heads to Downing Street on a Thursday morning to discuss government policies and make decisions.

What about the opposition?

The opposition is the political party with the second highest number of winning candidates in the general election. The leader of the opposition is the leader of that party. It is the opposition’s job to carefully watch how the government is behaving and hold them to account. It forms a Shadow Cabinet with jobs just like those of the Cabinet – each shadow minister keeps a close eye on their assigned department and challenges the Cabinet minister if they do something wrong.

What do the rest of the MPs do?

They make up the House of Commons, also known as the Lower House of Parliament. It’s their job to consider new laws and scrutinise the government’s policies. The MPs who aren’t government or shadow ministers are called backbenchers. These backbenchers are sometimes new MPs gaining experience and keen to be promoted to ministers, and sometimes they’re experienced MPs who enjoy being a thorn in the government’s side, asking difficult questions and holding them to account. It might look like a very old-fashioned place with leather seats and lots of ornate woodwork, but strip away all that pomp and plushness and the House of Commons is really just a big room full of people trying to get their voices heard.

The Speaker

You can easily spot the Speaker in the House of Commons – they are constantly yelling ‘Order! Order!’

The Speaker is in charge of the debating chamber – they get to choose who is allowed to speak. The role is held by an elected MP who then puts their name forward for the Speaker’s election. If they are chosen by their fellow MPs, they have to become politically impartial so they do the job fairly. This means they have to resign from their own political party and never express a political opinion again – even after they’ve retired! To be allowed to speak during a debate in the Commons, an MP stands up in what is termed ‘catching the Speaker’s eye’. They can also do it the old-fashioned way and write a request in advance.
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