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Mid-Rhondda: testing ground for British Coal's strategy
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Following on the recent
National Union of Nine-
workers annual conference at
Rothesay in Scotland, the
union leadership and the
membership are faced with
some very hard and un-
pleasant options. Parallels
were inevitably being drawn
with the special conference
which ended the 1984/85
strike. Des Dutfidd, the
South Wales President, put it
in a nutshell when he re-
minded the delegates that
there would no longer be a
national union had that
courageous decison  not
been taken on March 3,1985.

The most contentious issue
now facing the NUM is the
pervasive and rapid intro-
duction of the 'Wheeler Plan’,
which quite smply argues
that in the atmosphere of in-
creasing international com-
petition and greater capital
Investment, the industry will
have to use its installed
capacity more fully and
more effectively to reduce
costs. The objectiveisto re-
duce further manpower and
increase the number of hours
and days that cod is pro-
duced.

The NUM's response has
been dow, understandable,
Fredlctable Conference cal-
ed for the rejection of the
'Wheeler Plan'. How thisisto
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be carried out is difficult to
envisage given that it has
been introduced in different
ways, in all codfidds, with
heavy-duty  faces, con-
tinuous cod-winding, quietly
negotiated  variations in
wage payments and, rumour
has it, changes dready in
shift patterns. The storm
over the Margam Mine sx-
day coaling has served only
to obscure the wider and
more important changes
already happening.

British Coal's strategy now
appears to be to switch from
proposing changing work
patterns in future pits to
attempting to changethemin
existing pits - or impose do-
sure.

It is interesting to note that
in the Soviet cod industry,
substantial changes have re-
cently been made with the
introduction of flexible
working. There are now 360
days of ﬁroductlon (com-
pared with 250 days pre-
vioudly). Output has in
cr " from 718m tons
(1985) to 742.8m tons (1986).
There are four working
ShlftS, six hours each, and 10

a?/s of leisure every month.

this has been achieved
with full consultation and
approval of the Soviet Min-
ers' Union. Changes are
therefore occurring world-
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wide some sensible, with
goodwill on &l side's, others
as in Britain in an amos-
phere of bitterness and dis-
unity.

The great fear throughout
the NUM is that unless it
moves quickly and getsinto a
position of negotiation, espe-
cidly over new technology
the union will be bypassed
and revolutionary changesin
work practices will be im-
posed. I.thhas aIreany hap-
pened with wage settlements
and a draconian code of con-
duct and disciplinary L)roce
dures. The latter stri
the very heart of trade union
rightsand civil liberties. The
decison to cal for industrial
action against the code indi-
cates the seriousness of the
issue.

All this of course begs the
question which was studious-
ly avoided a& Rothesay. The
question is unity, raised
quietly but persistently by

Scargill: warning over Margam

the now retired nationd vice-
president of the NUM,

Michael McGahey - hopeful-
ly not thelast of along line of
intellectuals in the NUM
leadership.

Aswagesand conditionsare
imj , how long will mem-
bers remain loyd to this
'great union'? It became
‘great’ because it was effec-
tive in defending its mem-
bers and that effectiveness
was achieved through hard-
won unity. All of thisis now
compounded by the return of
a Conservative government
pledged to further privatisa
tion, especially of the elec-
tricity supply industry, and
giving dark hints (via the

Centre for Policy Studies) of
hiving off even the cod in-
dustry. Add to thisthe whirl-
wind of flexible working
throughout the British eco-
nomy and it al points to the
NUM's growing impotence
andisolation. A statement by
National President Arthur
Scargill  about  Wapping
being apicnic by comparison
if the UDM tried to organise
Margam, sent a chill down
the spine of many a miner
and further indicated the
bankruptcy of current nihi-
listic thinking.

There were plenty of such
brave words on al kinds of

issues a Roth but no
one was pr ar to
the nettle of disunity wit the

breakaway Un|0n of Demo-
cratic Mineworkers. The
rhetoricof 1984-85 continues
Ipre'vent clear thinking. A
ngness to adopt Lenin's
dlctum 'Maneouvre, tempo-
rise, compromise (Left ng
Communism: An' Infantile
Disorder, 1920 p58) for the
sake of rebuilding unity i
the service of the members
and their communities would

not go amiss.
Privatisation, imposed
work practices, imposed

wages and disciplinary proc-
edures: these are the very
issues around which unity
can be built. Will the new
NUM leadership rise to the
occasion, draw the union and
the industry back from the
brink and provide a credible
alternative strategy embrac-
ing all other energy workers
and the wider community?
Terry Thomas, aSouth Waes
delegate, in the course of the
so-called 'Margam' debate on
the five-day week, pointedly
remarked that the |eadership
had provided plenty of ques-
tions but precious few
answers to the complex and
growing problems now fac-
Ing the union.

He may have been reflect-
ing on the seemmgdy bland
yet deeply profound Sogan
on the old Seven Sisters
NUM lodge banner: 'Palicy,
Leadership, Unity'. And the
ghosts of Cook, Horner and
Paynter at Rotheﬁy will
have been whispering: 'And
the greatest in that tr|n| dy
Unity. What is to be done
now? e
Hywel Francis
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