PROFESSOR GREGOR GALL


Speaking Notes: Which Way Next Under Labour?
Since 1997 (and indeed since 1994 when Blair became leader), the Labour Party has conceded only the most minimal and marginal reforms in employment and labour law (in policy and then government):
· Minimal in that whilst there is now a minimum wage and a statutory union recognition procedure, for example, they have been configured and implemented in such as way as to not fulfil their higher potential

· Marginal in that many of the demands of the union movement have been cast aside and those areas where concessions have been ceded to have been on the fringes of the union movement’s central demands.

· As the same time, the rights of individual workers have been promoted and extended to the detriment of collective rights and the collective worker (if even there is a role for unions in still promoting and ensuring the implementation of these new individual rights).

So the question arises – or should arise – as to whether the demands of the union movement have been the wrong demands or whether they have not been prosecuted properly or appropriately.

I’m going to set aside the issue of whether ‘demands’ is the correct term and way to operate with regard to a Labour government (as I believe it is and this is not controversial).

There is no case to answer on whether the union movement has hand the right targets over the last decade as whole and taken in the round if you look at individual union policies, TUC policy and affiliated union policy advocated within Labour.

So this turns to the methods of prosecution. And here I think we can start to discern why we’ve not been as nearly as successful as we want to be.
The routes of the TUC lobbying Labour on behalf of its affiliates and the Labour affiliated unions forming party policy have had their uses but they have proved to be necessary but not sufficient for a number of reasons. 
Amongst these is that they can only create certain pressure as delimited moments in time. So after the meetings are finished and policy passed, where are the means to enforce these on government and MPs (especially when they are foot-dragging or just plain resistant)? 
There is a gap in the chain here which has only been partially filled by the use of the Private Members’ Bill – welcome though that is.

In essence, we have failed to put sufficient pressure on the Labour leadership by mobilising our collective strength outside the confines of Parliament and Labour Party structures either as a direct or indirect means of pressure. Although not easy, it is here that we have more potential power, either in terms of the streets or workplaces in our communities. 

This could take the form of collective action as a direct way of applying pressure (as in the case of the ‘Kill the Bill’ or Pentonville Five demonstrations) or as a way to support the TUC and Labour means. Clearly, I’m not talking about just lobbies but genuinely mass demonstrations.
What we have to take on board is that the clock is ticking with the next general election at May 2010 at the latest.

There is then a ‘window of opportunity’ before the likely defeat of Labour if the present polls are borne out.  The window is there because it is a Labour government rather than a Tory government. Despite all the moves to the right by Labour, we are still more likely to gain something here than compared with the Tories. 

But because this is a ‘new’ Labour – that is neo-liberal – government, then this is a very hard task to achieve, indeed, and all the more so since the return of Mandelson to government as Business Secretary. Under pressure, Brown has chosen not to bend the knee to the left but rather to the extreme right of Labour Party politics and to the business lobby. This shows the depth of being both out of touch and his neo-liberalism being a deeply held ideological conviction.
No matter this, we must try to either get much more out of Labour either as a way to help it- despite itself – get re-elected or give us some protection against a Tory onslaught under Cameron and Osbourne.

So the agenda of the Trade Union Freedom Bill, policy on union recognition and agency workers needs to be reaffirmed and reinvigorated.

The aspects that seem most important are:

· The positive right to strike unhindered 

· The right to take secondary or sympathy industrial action

· The right to apply to create sectoral bargaining where a certain threshold of company level bargaining has already been established

· Rights of access to a workforce for gaining membership (as a prelude to recognition) outwith the CAC procedure – that is where recognition has not yet been applied for as per the 10% membership threshold and majority support for collective bargaining

· The introduction of a proper offence of unfair labour practices 

Two new demands should be that of a) statutory facility time for workplace reps in recognised workplaces so that activists have the time to do their jobs as union office holders, and b) introduction of the institutions of industrial democracy to full or partial nationalised enterprises in the light of the banking bank bail out.

Our demands should not be restricted to just legislation – important though that is because we want a statutory rather than voluntary basis to these changes – but also encompass public policy so that union recognition are the preferred means of regulating the employment relationship, that unions deliver in terms of democratic workforce participation and that co-determination is more efficient. There is scope under public procurement to act immediately on this.   

So we now need to return to the perennial question of mobilisation.
Are these demands sufficient to mobilise union activists, members and their families and networks? Is it a case of leading on some before others or just a matter of presentation? Do we need to present and work for these demands as a part of a wider pallet of issues so that they don’t just come across as ‘union’ rights but rather come across more as ‘worker’ rights?

In other words, what is the relationship between demands and mobilisation? We cannot simply state assume that the most righteous demand will resonate with members and workers because we have to consider their material interests and consciousness.
We need to discover and rapidly so what triggers the kind of conviction we have seen by workers in the Gate Gourmet or London Citizens campaigns.

So we need to merge the most appropriate wants of members with these best of these demands so that mobilisation can take place at national and local levels, involving as it would not just demonstrations but conferences, meetings, lobbies, pickets, letter writing, the surgeries of elected representatives and so on.  
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