A Bad
Line
At BT

The strike at British Telecom
was ostensibly about the
bread and butter of indus-
trial relations pay and
conditions. But its real roots
lay much deeper in the trans-
formation of BT which began
prior to its privatisation in
1984,

New technology, privatisa-
tion, competition, and decen-
tralisation of the company's
structure have combined to
throw industrial relations
into the melting pot.

The strike reflected a con-
test over the ‘culture’ of the
company. Under public owr-
ership BT did have a cohe-
rent culture. The ethos of
universal public service fit-
ted with an established pat-
tern of joint union and man-
agement regulation. It was
from this culture that the
Nationd  Communications
Union, (formerly the Post
Office Engineering Union),
drew much of its strength.

But BT managbers say the
ethosnow hastobe serviceto
the customer, which spells
efficiency, flexibility, com-
petitiveness,  profitability.
Working practices and the
conduct of industrial rele-
tions have to be changed to
bring them into line with the
new commercial realities of
competition.

The strike and its aftermath
should help to answer the
question: ‘what does priva-
tisation mean ond a
change of ownership? In
other words who has won
what from the strike and the
settlement?

The strike began after the
breakdown of talks over the
1986 pay award, dueon JUIJ, 1
last year, and the wide
rangii]gg efficiency measures
BT tied into its offer.

The ralying cry for activ-
ists as they entered the
strike, - a cry endorsed by
the national executive of the
union - was 'an offer without
strings. The 110000 en-
gineers said they wanted a
Bay offer to reflect profita

ility, the going rate, and in-
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Telecom workers demonstrating in London

financed by improvements
in productivity.

On that score the company
clearly got what it wanted. In
the find package, the 1986
offer, which was dightly im-
proved, is ill tied to the
introduction of the main effi-
ciency package, the job re-

patterning proposals which
will end established de-
marcations between en-
gineers.

BT did drop some of its
proposed changesto working
practices, such as the 45 mi-
nute extension to the work-
ing day, accelerated promo-
tion for some junior techni-
cians, and direct entry to
senior grades for technicians
with specia skills.

But thesewill betakenupin
a separate manpower com-
mittee with a commitment
from the union that agree-
ment on these changes will
be reached by September.

The unconditional part of
the settlement isthe 1987 pay
award of 4.75% which was
about to be negotiated
anyway.

Overal, atwo year pay ded

flation, rather than a deal  of 12.7%, incorporating ma-
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jor changes to working prac-
tices, is bdow average,
according to analysts at In-
come Data Services, the pay
research company.

It looks then as if BT man-
agement has clearly got the
upper hand in the battle for
the soul of the company.
What then should we make of
the Daily Telegraph's leader
of February 10, which ac-
cused BT of 'going quietly":
buying off the union rather
than prolonging a strike to
crush it.

Seen in the context of the
genera decline in industrial
action, and against the back-
ground of Wapping and the
miners strike, itisclear that
just by staging the action,
and coming through intact
the union achieved some suc-
Cess.

Moreover the dispute was
conducted on ground that
Thatcherism should have
fully colonised. The mgori
of the strikers are sharehal-
ders in the company.
Evidently this has done pre-
cious little to increase their
identification with their em-
ployers aims.
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The engineers are aso
‘core’ workers, with relative
job security, whose red
earnings have benefited
from tax cuts, and low infla-
tion. Not the mogst fertile
ground for discontent.

The union's moderate lead-
ership was elected under
Conservative trade union
legidation. And ironically,
the strength of the action
came, above dl, from the
pre-strikeballots, heldin De-
cember whichrevealed4to 1
support for industrial action.
'This is Norman Tebbit's
strike," Mr John Golding, the
NCU'sgenera secretary was
fond of saying.

Nor did the union give up
everything in the negotia-
tions. Some of the changesto
working practice will benefit
en%i]neers keentogettogrips
with new computer-based
technologies. The main effi-
ciency packagewasvirtually
agreed by the union, con-
ditiond on proper payment
and protection of promotion
prospects. Few in the union
ever doubted it would be in-
troduced.

The 1936 pay offer, which
comesinthree stagesto June
1988, was amended so that all
grades will receive perma-
nent payments. The previous
offer held out one of bonuses
for only some grades.

Beyond that the union has
forcefully asserted its right
to play arole in determining
the emerging culture (I)f the
company. Joint regulation
WithFr?; public service ethos
may be replaced by joint reg-
ulation within a commercia
ethos.

The dispute has shown that
the industria strength of
core workers, in a moderate
union, should not be dis
counted. Just as cod was at
the centre of the economy's
industrial structure in the
19th and early 20th centur-
ies, telecommunications are
at the heart of the emerging
high tech service sector.

If the year-long miner's
strike was an anguished, de-
fiant blast from the labour
movement of old, the short
tactical BT strike may be a
shot across the bows from a
labour movement gathering
its strength for the
future.#

Charlie Leadbeater
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