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Ford strike: Sign of arenewed confidence in the unions

Ford For
Thought

Indudtrial correspondents have
had a new spring in their step
over the lagt few weeks: the
seamen, pit deputies, health
workers and Ford manua
workers have, temporarily
at least, given them some
traditional business. Does
this mini-wave of industrial
disputes signa a turning
point in the unions fortunes
and an end to the dark days
of the early 1980s?
The measure of union
strength has shifted signi-

ficantly since the 1970s. Un-
ion power is not so much a
question of whether unions
can and will exert their
muscle through industrial
action. These daysit is much
more about whether they
can keep pace with changes
in the labour market, to
ensure they are rooted in the
ggowing, level oping parts of
the economy. On thlslon?er-
term measure, several fac-
tors suggest there are
grounds for renewed con-
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fidence, albeit limited.

The recent fals in unem-
ployment, combined with
more concerted union re-
cruitment drives, have led
several unions to declare
their first membership gains
since the late 1970s. Union
members, especidly in lar-
ger companies, are enjoying
strong earnings growth. The
annual increase in average
earnings has risen to 8.25%,
fuelled by increases in basic
settlements as well as pro-
ductivity and overtime earn-
ings. Overtime working is at
the highest level since the
start of the decade and skills
shortages, though nowhere
near as high as in the 1970s
have risen since the early

1980s, especialy in the
south-east.

These factors suggest em-
ployers demand for work-
ers is rising while the union
recruitment figures suggest
unions may be manoeuvring
into more of a podtion to
exploit that rise.

A further development has
been the unions accom-
modation to the govern-
ment's trade union legida-
tion. At Ford 88% of manual
workers voted for strike
action; pit deputies voted by
more than 90% for industrial
action. Unions have become
adept at using balots in
negotiations; they fed more
confident with the backing of
a bdlot, and in strategic
negotiations there seems to
be a greater willingness to
take industrial action. The
level of strikes has started to
rise from a 50-year low.

All these are indicators of a
renewed assertiveness and
confidence among unions. In
the long run it is these kinds
of factors which will deter-
mine the postion of the
unions, But the current dis-
utes do have their dgni-
ficance.

The ferry dispute was fud-
led with an air of despera-
tion. It was as much asign of
the NUSs fundamentaly
weak position as a signal of
strength: an attempt to de-
fend the last remaining sec-
tor of the British merchant
fleet. But it was a success in
one respect: this was the
first really sgnificant case
of a union being taken to
court under the secondary
picketing legidation and
escaping  relatively  un-
scathed.

The pit deputies pay dis-
pute with British Cod has
fundamentally also been a
matter of survival. The sub-
text to the dispute is that the
corporation ~ wants  far-
reaching changes to the de-
puties role and working
practices. As it is, the cor-
poration has offered to have
the pay dispute settled by
independent binding arbitra-
tion. That may in itself be a
union victory, but the long
term planswill remain.

Wha these two disputes
suggest is that, while unions

have regained some
strength, employerswill till

MARXISM TODAY MARCH 1983



st the agenda for change
and the unions by and large
lack a strategic view of what
they want to achieve. Thisis
clearest in the two disputes
which could be really impor-
tant: Ford and the hedth
dispute.

Ore of the dangers of the
Ford dispute for the unions
is that they have never been
clear about exactly what
they wanted from the nego-
tiations. The shop floor
threw out the union lead-
ership's recommendation to
accept a three-year ded
after the company improved
its pay offer. Had that ded
been accepted the British
unions would have signed a
three-year agreement for a
little more money, while the
Wes German unions had, in
addition, won cuts in work-
ing time and the American
unions had won an employ-
ment security programme
which introduced a morator-
ium on plant closings and
guarantees that employment
would be maintained at
107,000 till 1990. The Ford
unions be strong when
judged by bdlots and indust-
rial muscle; but as yet there
is a lack of strategic vison
to determine what the un-
ions are gong to win from
the company's drive for
change.

The hedlth dispute natural-
ly extends itsdf into a
broader political debate, be-
cause hedlth is such amord
issue and the NHS com-
mands such loydty. The
unions have shown greater
strength, they have put the
government on the defen-
sive. But again the strategic
ams of the action are un-
clear. If the nurses, especial-
ly inthe RCN, are bought off
with a higher pay award,
leaving the largely-
forgotten, low-paid ancillary
workers in their wake, the
action will dissipate. The
government's long-term
plans for a transformation of
the service might be limited,
but it would still command
the political agenda.

This might mark the end of
a decade of retreat for the
unions, it does not mark
their resurgence as an eco-
nomic, socid and palitical
force. o
Charlie Leadbeater
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