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INTRODUCTION

In the mid-seventies the trade union movement was at the peak of its power. The TUC, led by Vic Feather, Jack Jones and Hugh Scanlon, virtually had the status of an alternative government.

Indeed, Edward Heath went to the country in February 1974 on the specific question: "Who runs the country - the Conservative Party or the trade unions?" The Conservative Party did not win the election!

Nevertheless the unions, with all their power and strength, still did not perform or take part in any of the functions of government. They retained their original character - that of a protest movement. But with this difference. The protest movement was now strong enough to prevent government from governing whenever and in whatever sphere it wished.

This was not a situation which could continue for long if there was to be any government at all. Either the trade unions would go all the way and take on some of the functions of government (both nationally and in the government of enterprises) or partake in government in some way, or else they would have to find a way of remaining protest organisations for the indefinite future. The matter was debated in the unions and outside of them, but by no means extensively or thoroughly. Neither course of action was fully explained or understood.

Some union leaders did their best. David Lea of the TUC tried to explain how workers' control and a share in government would preserve union power through the responsible use and development of that power, and the relationship of all that to socialism.

Joe Gormley favoured retaining the protest character of the unions but maintained that they could also retain their new found power if they used this power with the greatest caution.

Both Lea, the workers' controller, and Gormley, the collective bargainer, understood the power stalemate which existed in the mid seventies and they devised practical ways of resolving that stalemate. One may have been a progressive and the other a conservative, but both were practical and feasible.

Unfortunately, Lea and Gormley were exceptions. Most trade unionists did not understand the stalemate, and most of those who did understand it tried to muddle through an impossible middle course. They affirmed, as Hugh Scanlon put it, "management's right to manage" along with the government's right to govern. But at the same time they determined to preserve the power of veto which the unions possessed, in an undiminished form.

The nearest thing to a major debate was organised by the National Union of Mineworkers at Harrogate in December 1977. The NUM journal The Miner, billed the Conference as the beginning of the debate on workers' control versus free collective bargaining.

In fact it was the end of the debate.

Attempts to establish forms of workers' control in both public and private sectors over the previous couple of years (especially the attempts of the Bullock Committee) had been effectively defeated by the combined efforts of Hugh Scanlon, Frank Chapple and Arthur Scargill. Arthur Scargill appears in the pages that follow to get the worst of the discussion. But he was already victorious before Harrogate took place.

His opponents neither explained nor agitated for their position in any serious way, and Arthur was never compelled to take his own position to its logical conclusion in debate.

We have since been experiencing the working out of the crisis of the mid seventies. It was a crisis of the trade union movement and it is the trade union movement which is having to live with the consequences.

First we had the 1979 "winter of discontent" which brought down the Labour government and brought Thatcher to power.

Now we have a protracted miners' strike and the next best thing to a civil war inside the trade union movement.

The resolution of the crisis has been taken out of the debating chamber and onto the streets. The union movement which refused to either develop its power or define it, is now having that power taken from it.

If we are to understand our present crisis, let alone do anything about it, we need to look at its origins. These can be seen in the debates of the mid seventies. Here we present one of the most important of these.

Ernest Bevin Society. September, 1984.

If it is really true that the NUM wants nothing to do with the management of the mining industry until socialism is created, what in heaven's name are you doing sponsoring NUM Members of Parliament in the hope that they will run an economy that still falls short of socialism?

TONY BENN
Secretary of State for Energy

It is certainly not surprising that the miners should be in the lead again, because it was the mining industry and the NUM which pioneered industrial unionism, which campaigned longest, hardest and most successfully for public ownership, and the question is - what is the next step to be in the organisation and running of this industry?

The membership of the unions in the industry must decide what that step will be and, whatever else you mean by industrial democracy, it cannot be imposed by the Government, it cannot be imposed by the National Coal Board and it cannot even be imposed by the National Executive Committee of the NUM without the goodwill and support of the membership.

Whatever is adopted must grow out of the experience of the members of the NUM, experience gained from their work in the pits.

What Is Trade Unionism?

What is the basic motivation of trade unionism? It is, in the first instance, to defend those who work in industry, secondly to negotiate with the employers in industry the wages and working conditions, health and safety and prospects of the people in that industry.

But it would be quite wrong to limit our understanding of trade unionism to that, for many of the banners carried at our demonstrations contain the three key words "Educate, Agitate and Control".

Ultimate Aim

From the very beginning, there has always been a strong stream in our trade union movement - in contrast to that of other countries - that the ultimate aim must be to control the industries in which we work.

The use of trade union power in its initial stages was to limit the power of market forces, for we have never agreed that market forces produce the right distribution of wealth and power in our society; to limit the powers of the owners of the industry and to limit the hitherto unrestrained discretion of management to run the industry.

Nationalisation

How many people working in nationalised industries are really satisfied by what came out of the nationalisation statute?

I believe the answer must necessarily be that there was much disappointment in a number of important directions and the disappointment in the case of the coal industry can be very simply stated - it was that, in the early stages of nationalisation, the coal industry contracted when many in the NUM would have liked to see it continue to expand.

We have to realise that nationalisation without the NUM being involved at the heart of the industry's policy, without an integrated fuel policy, and without real change at the place of work, fell far short of what was expected.

Plan for Coal

But a very substantial change in the relationship between the NUM and the mining industry has been achieved by the Tripartite arrangements which produced the Plan for Coal - a joint strategy for the industry has now been hammered out on the basis of joint discussion and joint agreement.

The next step after the Tripartite Agreement was the long haul to get the integrated fuel policy which the NUM has so long demanded, and as part of that the Energy Commission, which includes all the energy unions and the managements of the nationalised energy industries, has just had its first meeting.

These are all major events in the development of industrial democracy, but you and I know that this progress - and it is formidable progress - has not yet had its impact at the place of work except insofar as those of you in the pits have a more secure future in an industry whose future is secured by an integrated fuel policy.

There are three schools of thought about industrial democracy from which, in effect, the NUM will have to choose.

The first is a school of thought prevalent within private industry of what I would call participation without power; the second might be termed power without participation, and the third is a step-by-step programme towards full self-management and workers' control within the mining industry.

Since these schools of thought are very often confused, let me discuss them separately. The first need not detain us too long.

Participation Without Power

It is the idea, very widely held by business leaders in the private sector, that the way to get round trade union strength is to offer participation without real power. All the words used about industrial democracy have got to be judged by the simple criterion - do they permit a real shift of power, or not?

I've also heard that better communications - if the workers only knew more fully what the management were thinking - would end the conflict in industry. That's a theory you can read in the management magazines.

Involvement that falls short of a shift of power is very widely distrusted [sic. discussed?] by those whose real objective is to bypass the trade union by offering the shadow of control in place of the substance of independent trade unionism. Nobody in the labour and trade union movement can be interested in participation without power.

Power Without Participation

The second argument is the insistence that we've already got real power and that this is stronger without any form of industrial democracy than weakening it by adding to it something which falls short of full power.

Trade unionists aware of the seductive arguments to move the trade unions away from that real power are going to be tempted to respond by saying, "Very well, we will stick with the power we have and will have no part in any form of industrial democracy that falls short of 100 per cent workers' control in a 100 per cent socialist society."

No one can dispute the power of independent trade unionism -  the capacity to represent the membership free from any cloying links of semi-responsibility, free from the compromises that are inevitable when you are engaged, directly or indirectly, in management decisions, avoiding the compromises that are inevitable if you are involved in partly running a system that, far from being socialist in character, is primarily capitalist.

Participation & Capitalism

The argument is that it is not right to involve the trade union in any of these processes until socialism has arrived, but being a Labour Minister in a Labour Government in a capitalist society is, in a way, a sort of worker on the Board.

If I devote time to this argument it is because it is the daily problem that I experience, and it's not an easy thing to do. On the one hand you have to safeguard the interests of the members of the community and to combine with it a desire and an impetus to transform the society you are engaged in managing.

The theory, however understandable the ideological position may be, that socialists will remain in opposition until socialism is created and then we'll come in and run it is absolutely contrary to the whole history and tradition of the British Labour Movement.

Isolation

If it is really true that the NUM wants nothing to do with the management of the mining industry until socialism is created, what in heaven's name are you doing sponsoring NUM Members of Parliament in the hope that they will run an economy that still falls short of socialism?

What on earth is Alex Eadie doing, first as an NUM-sponsored MP and as a leading and distinguished Minister in the Labour Government, responsible for the development of the coal industry in a capitalist society if the strategy of the NUM is to stand back and wait, like Joshua walking round Jericho tooting his horn until the walls fall down and he moves in to collect his inheritance?

Step-by-Step

There is a danger in the debate on industrial democracy within the NUM of accidentally rejecting the whole of our history of building on strength to strength and going stage by stage.

To sum it up, we've always believed in fighting for socialism and not waiting for socialism because, in the process of fighting for it, you breed the leadership which is capable of running it when it actually has been won.

Therefore it will not surprise you that the programme I'm putting forward is that a step-by-step movement towards self-management is right.

Does anyone really believe that the NUM would not be strong enough to prevent a phoney scheme from weakening its basic strength?

We must build on the structures of strength and how you do it must be decided within the membership of the NUM itself. It's not for me to tell you how it should be done.

Whatever comes forward must come after discussion and agreement by the unions within the industry, including NACODS [The National Association of Colliery Overmen, Deputies and Shotfirers] and BACM [The British Association of Colliery Management]. The overwhelming majority of people in the industry are members of the NUM, but NACODS and BACM grew out of the NUM.

Attitude to Management

We must be clear about the attitude to management implicit in industrial democracy. I've never yet met a shop steward, in discussion on industrial democracy, who didn't want to see the finest management managing the company. What they do want is that the management should be accountable to them and not some remote multi-national boss in Tokyo, Milan, New York or wherever it happens to be.

I'm sure that what sometimes appear to be the insuperable problems of how to preserve the discretion of management, the skills of management, the statutory responsibilities of management in the mining industry are wholly soluble if it's possible to get discussions going at the working level between all three unions in the industry.

Miners’ Next Step - Workers’ Control

I do believe that the time has come for the miners' next step. Great progress has been made and, although there have been difficulties and failures in the past, no one should apologise for what we have achieved so far. It is a very formidable record and it takes us to a point from which we have to move forward.

Our past history, our present experience and our future prospects all point to a staged move to full self-management and workers' control within the mining industry.

It is impossible to have workers' control within a capitalist society. Capitalism, by its very nature, produces contradictions which cannot be resolved until and unless we change the system of society. We have to change the system, otherwise workers' control cannot be obtained.

ARTHUR SCARGILL

Yorkshire NUM

Over the past few years the question of Workers' Control has been discussed widely. Initially, it was confined to the academics and intellectuals but, in recent years, has involved the TUC, Labour Party, Liberal Party, CBI and even the Conservative Party.

Suspicion of Workers’ Control

The one common denominator between all these organisations is their apparent acceptance of some form of workers' involvement. With this in mind, I think that our Union, and the Trade Union movement in general, should consider the matter seriously and regard attempts to introduce workers' control and/or participation with deep suspicion.

The case for workers' control is not new. It has been with us for well over 50 years and has received in that time, varying degrees of support. Former leaders of the NUM, like A.J. Cooke and Mabon in South Wales, argued for workers' control in a pamphlet called The Miners’ Next Step.
 In recent years, the case for workers' control has found faith with Ministers, such as Anthony Wedgwood Benn, and leading members of the Labour Party National Executive, such as Eric Heffer.

The Case Does Not Stand Up

I believe that their case does not stand up to close examination and that to pursue it will inevitably weaken the British Trade Union movement and delay, if not stop, the advance towards a socialist society.

We have many examples of workers' participation and involvement in British industry and it is interesting to look at one or two ways in which workers' participation has been attempted, and, more important, the consequences of that attempt.

Consultative Machinery

The National Coal Board, a number of years ago, introduced the Consultative Machinery - its aim, according to its architects, was to involve miners at all levels in what was taking place in the coal mining industry and to listen to their views in the hope that they could contribute towards the success of the industry.

I am quite sure that every person who has any knowledge of the Consultative Machinery will agree with me that its main function has, in fact, been as a vehicle for "pushing" the decisions and views of senior management in the coal mining industry.

Conflict of Interest

At local level, its main function has been the analysis of production targets, output figures and absenteeism in the industry and it is with this latter that we can see most vividly the conflict of interest which comes about with worker participation.

A number of years ago, the Consultative Committees at colliery level introduced an Absentee Committee to analyse the reasons why men were not attending for work, to interview them and, if necessary, take disciplinary action including dismissal where the Absentee Committee thought it warranted.

I can remember quite well an example of how this worked at a colliery in the Barnsley Area a few years ago.

Example: Absentee Committee

The members who comprise the Absentee Committee began to look at the statistics and forgot they were representing human beings. They were, in spite of themselves, more concerned with the fact that 20 per cent of the men had been absent over a certain period of time rather than assessing, as Trade Union representatives, why these men had been off work.

When a man advanced an excuse that he had been off work because his wife had been taken ill, or that his children had been taken into hospital, the Committee looked sceptically at the case. They became, in spite of their determination not to, "management orientated".

They started to take decisions which were completely out of character with the accepted role of Trade Union representatives. What followed was to show the conflict of interest more clearly than any academic could ever explain.

Union Put in Impossible Position

The man who had been dismissed took his case to the local NUM and asked them to represent him in an attempt to persuade the management to withdraw the notice of dismissal. It should be remembered, of course, that the Union Branch in question had already participated in the decision to dismiss the man concerned and this placed the Miner's Union Branch in an impossible position.

He then took his case to the Branch Meeting and the Branch members overwhelmingly supported his case.

Bizarre Results

The situation was now bordering on the bizarre, i.e. the representatives of the Union having participated in the decision to dismiss the man had then taken a decision that they could not represent him in negotiations with management because they had been part of the management decision to dismiss.

In effect, the rank and file at the pit were challenging not only the NCB at local level, but also the NUM at local level. The men at the colliery threatened strike action and the result was that management had a rethink about the case and the man was reinstated and, according to my latest information, is still employed at the colliery some 10 years later.

A Union in this situation is completely impotent and can do nothing except watch the rank and file pressurise management and, in effect, the Union to rethink their decision.

Discredited Union Leaders

This has the effect of weakening the Union and discrediting the leadership in the eyes of the miners. It also weakens the Union's ability to negotiate effectively with the management because miners begin to distrust a leadership who are prepared to participate in dismissing a member of the Union when this is clearly a management function and a management decision which can, and should, be challenged by the Union as the representatives of the membership.

Bullock Report

The recent report of the Bullock Committee, which recommended representation on the boards of management, would "compromise" the trade union representatives more than ever.

The National Coal Board, I have no doubt, would be prepared to accept worker representatives on the National Coal Board. If this took place, the Miners' Union would find itself facing decisions which had been taken not only by the National Coal Board but with the agreement of NUM representatives. It would be, on many occasions, a decision which was in conflict with Union policy.

The people who accepted seats on the boards of management would be regarded with deep suspicion by the members of the Union and the workers would be constantly faced with the problem of having to examine decisions which had been taken by the National Coal Board, part of which consisted of their own Union representatives.

Workers’ Control Impossible

It is impossible to have workers' control within a capitalist society. Capitalism, by its very nature, produces contradictions which cannot be resolved until and unless we change the system of society. We have to change the system, otherwise workers' control cannot be obtained.

What we can have within our society is class collaboration and compromise with the mixed economy.

Those who advance the theory of workers' control in a capitalist society are putting forward "the intellectual’s dream of Utopia" - idealistic, unworkable and unobtainable!

Worker Directors in British Steel

The attempt to introduce worker directors in British Steel a few years ago proved unmitigated disaster. The rank and file in the Steel industry regarded the representatives on the board of management with open hostility and, at the very least, with deep suspicion.

They saw, in my view quite correctly, that participation on the board of management produced a conflict of interest which was irreconcilable with the role of a trade union leader.

There have been attempts at workers' participation in Europe and these only serve to justify my case.

Germany

In West Germany there has been legislation since 1952 providing for workers’ councils and trade union representation on supervisory boards. It is fair to say that the unions in Germany are gaining, increasingly, a reputation as "company unions" as a consequence of their involvement in the processes of management.

France

In France, where there has been legislation for a considerable period of time, the only thing to distinguish their workers' involvement system has been its utter failure.

Scandinavia

The Scandinavian countries have long been held as a shining example of how to operate schemes of workers' participation. There are workers in countries like Sweden who openly criticise the worker involvement that takes place in that country.

It should be remembered that systems of participation, like those in the Scandinavian countries, still leave the ownership and ultimate control in the hands of the ruling class. The respective roles of the working class and owning class remain exactly the same and for all the grandiose claims, it is generally accepted that, in most of these countries, the ruling class have now probably a tighter control than our ruling class here in Britain.

The Co-Operative Movement

The best example I can offer why workers' control cannot work is the Co-operative movement. I speak as one who has been involved in the Co-operative for many years, including a number of years serving on the Regional Committee of Co-operative Retail Services.

We should remember that the Cooperative movement is completely owned by those who shop at the Co-op and hold a share book. It should equally be remembered that the Co-operative movement operates within a capitalist system and, as a consequence, finds itself competing alongside firms in the private sector and also finds that it is subject to both national and international economic pressures.

The economic principles which determine the Co-operative movement's attitude today have more in common with Marks and Spencer than with Karl.

Those who sit on boards of management in the Co-operative movement find themselves taking decisions from a management-orientated point of view. It may be that many of the representatives are trade union officials themselves but they inevitably find themselves wearing a different "hat" when they begin to sit on the Board of Directors of the Co-operative movement.

If there is any doubt as to the truth of what I am saying, I would say "ask the unions who have to negotiate with the Co-operative Boards and look at the strikes which have taken place within the Co-op movement particularly in recent years, of those who deliver milk".

We Do Not Need Worker Participation

I submit that we do not need workers' participation to play our part as a trade union inside the National Coal Board or any other industry in Britain. Provided the trade union is prepared to exercise its strength, we can convince management to change its views or, at the very least, modify them in many fields.

It is often argued that workers' representatives on the National Coal Board would be able to take decisions in planning and investment. I submit that if this is true it is entirely consistent for those who support the theory of workers' control to advocate that the representatives on the board of management could make similar decisions on wages and conditions.

Experience shows clearly that this would be disastrous for the trade union movement. If the miners in 1972 had been part of NCB management, they would have had before them the statistical data then available and, undoubtedly, the decision would have been taken not to concede a wage increase because the finances were not available.

What was required in 1972, and what was eventually decided, was a political decision and not simply an economic decision.

There is no reason why the Unions should not extend their traditional role in collective bargaining to the area of planning and investment without becoming part of the management process.

Those in our Union who support the concept of workers' control are supporting measures which will hold back the development of the working class in its advance towards a socialist Britain.

Participation Will Perpetuate Capitalism

Those who advocate workers' control in capitalist society are, in fact, the "apologists for a socialist alternative".

Participation will only perpetuate capitalism. The NUM should not be misled into supporting the theory of workers' control within our existing society.

It cannot work and it is against the basic constitution of our Union and the wider Labour movement. Our constitution calls not for collaboration with capitalism, but for a change of society.

It is only when we have achieved socialism that we can have workers' control.

Many of us feel that miners have the ability and capacity to play a major role in the running of our industry. It is not our intention to prop up capitalism, but rather to formulate and fashion new systems of management that will enable the socialist cause to advance.

PETER HEATHFIELD
Derbyshire NUM

G.D.H. Cole prophesied in 1917 that mining and the railways would be the first industries to seek self-management. He anticipated that, following nationalisation, or state management, workers through their trade unions would demand involvement in the running and control of these industries.

We Have Limited Ourselves

Sixty years have gone by since Cole discussed these ideas, and 30 years have passed since the mines were nationalised. Hopefully, the Harrogate Forums will ensure a more in depth examination of Industrial Democracy than has occurred hitherto. We have rather meekly limited ourselves - like many other sections of the British Labour Movement - to inept practice of an unsatisfactory concept-consultation .

The whole business of "workers' control", or "industrial democracy", has been kicked around in our Union for some time now and while there have been schools, conferences, papers, pamphlets galore involving NUM members in discussion and analysis of the ideas, the subject is obviously felt as a thorn in its side by our NEC which explicitly urged National Conference in 1974 to reject, failing remittance, a Resolution from the Kent Area calling for an extension of Industrial Democracy providing for workers' participation in policy and decision making at all levels of the industry and to provide also for majority representation of workers to management bodies at all levels.

Similarly, Annual Conference in 1976 rejected the South Derbyshire resolution which called for Management Boards to be made up of not less than 51 per cent of Trade Union representatives. Although not totally satisfactory, acceptance of the resolution or remittance would have ensured the debate had continued. However, the NEC opposed the resolution.

Our official position has been one of concern that if we take over the cares and functions of management beyond a very limited point we may cease to carry out our proper functions as trade unionists individually and as a union on the whole.

That's a very valid concern, in my opinion. But, I think that it's a way of avoiding the real issues, and that we skate very close to being dishonest with ourselves and our fellow trade unionists. We must ensure that the NUM retains its identity. We must also ensure that Trade Union representatives elected to management bodies reflect the policies of the Trade Union and are accountable to it.

One of the valuable things about the several conferences on workers' control and the mining industry which have been held over the past few years is that people get a chance to discuss what that elusive phrase "industrial democracy" means. We get beneath the surface of all the business about "worker-directors" and "class collaboration".

Avoiding Real Issues

Of course these concepts lurk as real dangers, but they no more than sum up the meaning of workers' control than "impersonal bureaucracy" sums up the National Health Service. At Harrogate, we should be able to clear some of the doubts and misunderstandings that workers' control props up capitalism and retards social progress. The reaction earlier this year of BACM to the NUM's limited demands indicates their unwillingness to change management systems and their resistance to ordinary miners playing a part in the control of mines.

The recent attempts to reintroduce piecework systems into coal production stem from management failures to organise successful work patterns. In 1966, on the introduction of the NPLA [National Power Loading Agreement],
 Lord Robens stated "with the right technology correctly applied productivity would improve".

It is not the miners' fault that output is falling. Delays, breakdowns, manpower shortages, late arrivals of materials, etc. are still responsible for major output losses. We still hear of rippers having to go outbye and drag arches several hundred yards in order to secure the roof.
 

Clear Up Misunderstandings

Many miners have positive views on what's going wrong, but their opinions are not listened to in management quarters.

Because of the dangers and hazards of coal mining, there is no doubt that we should be at the top of any wages table going; but beyond maintaining our position there, we have to develop an outlook which goes beyond the next couple of years. We have to start looking ahead to the time when North Sea oil and gas are really moving.

A proper Fuel Policy is essential; for that we need to co-operate with other Unions involved to work out the problem of how we are to have access to the facts, the information used by both Government and the management of the oil companies, the NCB and the CEGB to make their decisions - because these decisions presently taken way above and beyond our knowledge and control, will crucially affect the coal industry and the coal miners.

Miners Have Positive Views

What steps can we take? An extension of collective bargaining is one answer or part of the answer; both at pit and area level, the management could be moved some on safety, or manning.

But that still doesn't let us in on the decisions coming from high up which determine for instance pit management's approach to hiring and firing, planning, purchasing and stores, etc.

How can it weaken us to learn how those decisions are taken?

How can we lose our strength by increasing our knowledge?

It seems to me that our NEC, with respect, has itself caught in a bit of a muddle.

Suppose that, at pit and panel level, certain management decisions were subject to agreement with NUM. Suppose we had the right of veto over managerial appointments, over orders for equipment, over subcontracts, over safety tests of new underground machinery. After all, it's our lives that are at stake.

What's the point in fighting for proper wages, the so-called fruits of our labour, if we're in no condition to benefit from them?

What Do We Do?

Our is an industry which is ready for experimentation in OUR terms. It's nationalised; we're employed by a single firm, producing a single product; and a single trade union - the NUM -  covers those most responsible for getting the product out.

Many of us are well aware of the potential here. Our National President, Joe Gormley, has expressed the opinion that workers' control is highly desirable -  with at least 51 per cent control  - as an ideal.

Mines Ripe for Workers' Control

But the stumbling block seems to be the feeling that no Government would introduce legislation making possible some of these changes, so any push on the part of the NUM would be a waste of time. Well, I cannot recall any of our demands being handed to us in a silver platter; usually years of campaigning and some very tough battles have gone before achieving anything!

Tony Benn

But does the current Government present such a stumbling block? Think back to our 1975 Annual Conference in Scarborough, and to the speech made there by Tony Benn, the Energy Minister.

He said this: "... With public ownership achieved and investment going on apace, what is the next area in which we would hope to see this (coal) industry move? I venture to suggest to you that it must necessarily include developments in the area of democratic self-management.

"Clause 4 of the Labour Party Constitution, which is often referred to but is not often read and understood, speaks of 'the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange' but goes on to say 'under the best obtainable methods of popular administration and control'.

No Window Dressing

"... And although workers ... quite properly reject window dressing which gives the appearance of power without the reality and reject solutions imposed from above... somewhere is the thought that public ownership must mean more than a new name over the door.

"I hope very much in the NUM, in the way you think best, and at the pace you think best, that you will build on the strength and structure of a very powerful and important union ... that you will help to reopen a historic debate upon the role of workers in the control of their own industry and in your own time come forward with solutions."

Harrogate presents us with the opportunity to broaden the discussion on Industrial Democracy. Although we shall not be determining policy, we must ensure that mineworkers have the information to continue the debate.

We have the Ability

Many of us feel that miners have the ability and capacity to play a major role in the running of our industry. It is not our intention to prop up capitalism, but rather to formulate and fashion new systems of management that will enable the socialist cause to advance.

Democracy at all levels is a permanent struggle, an expanding awareness. Our failure to advance the cause of such awareness will inevitably lead to the decline of democracy.

Surely the whole history of trade unionism has been the history of making more issues the subject of joint regulation or indeed autonomous regulation by the union. Isn't that also what we are here for?

DAVID LEA
Trades Union Congress

Thirty years after the great advances made by the Labour Government in the 1945-50 period we now have another great debate. It is a debate which is as fundamental as the debates about the post-war reconstruction and the public ownership of the basic industries.

Thirty years are long enough to reflect on the experiences we have gained, both at home and abroad. Abroad, we have seen the developments both in Western Europe and Eastern Europe, and even the most cursory examination of these developments gives us a good deal to reflect on.

Industrial Democracy and Socialism

There are those who say that industrial democracy would be fine in a socialist society and that, indeed, when we get to a socialist society then let us have industrial democracy at the same time.

But if you don't make progress with industrial democracy as we go along, will the socialist society be what you want when you get there?

The same point applies to the other nationalised industries across the board. Indeed, the statutes of all the nationalised industries are virtually unchanged from the 1940s. That is why we have said through the TUC's Nationalised Industries Committee that it's about time we had a look at them.

Nationalised Industries

There are common factors between the nationalised industries at board level. But this is in no way to say that this level is more critical than the level of colliery planning committees or area policy committees. Obviously, in one sense, what happens on the ground has to be the most important.

It is surely equally apparent why we can't as a TUC start at the bottom and lay down any sort of universal scheme of union involvement at local level.

We re-opened the question of industrial democracy in our evidence to the Donovan Commission in 1966. That was after 20 years' experience of nationalisation and now another 10 years have elapsed. It was 10 years ago, in 1967, that Congress called for a report to be prepared.

Less Talk & More Action

Now that recommendations have been made, I would say that the mood of Congress, taken overall, is that it is about time that we got beyond the stage of endless talk and saw some action. This mood was indeed reflected in the terms of the composite resolution which Congress carried by an overwhelming majority.

There are a number of strands in the Congress resolution and in considering new systems of representation, I would underline the last sentence of the resolution which reads as follows: "Congress further believes that the objective of making the public sector of industry serve social purposes will be strengthened by effective worker participation on management boards and urges immediate steps to implement the proposals of the Nationalised Industries Committee for parity trade union representation on the boards of nationalised industries where it is the wish of the members."
The Right to Representation

I would draw your attention to the last phrase in particular, namely, "where it is the wish of the members". We are not talking - nor was Bullock taking either - of a universally mandatory solution. In this respect - as in others - what we have come up with is quite different, and I would emphasise this  -  from the legislation they have in Germany, or many other countries where there is a law which spells out a formula which has to be operated in each industry .

That is not what we have proposed. What we have proposed is the right to representation - and equality of representation - when the unions in the industry want it.

We did not propose on Bullock that unions with a minority interest could veto the whole process, but on the other hand we recognised that they had a right to be represented on any joint union machinery which emerged, whether they exercised that right of representation or not.

But before going into more detail, let us agree on our starting point. Developments in the field of industrial democracy must be based on clear trade union principles. That much we can all agree.

But what are these basic trade union principles?

Principles of Trade Unionism

I would suggest that when you get to the heart of the matter there are essentially two basic trade union principles.

First, in all their activities unions must be representative of their members. And the second principle bears closely on this. Not only must the representatives be elected by the membership, but they must be directly accountable to them.

Once those principles are satisfied perhaps we don't need to be so dogmatic about trade union methods.

Jobs of Unions

Trade unions have a range of jobs to do. At national level we are interested in securing economic expansion, a fair tax system and so on.

This requires a wide involvement with Government and a degree of public control in the planning of the major industries.

You are involved in - indeed you have reached agreement about - the tripartite plans for the coal industry at national level in which you accept the role of government, and equal participation with the NCB. So the argument is to some extent an argument about the degree of involvement, rather than the principle.

So let us not allow the rhetoric to get in the way of the reality. What then are the real issues lurking beneath the rhetoric?

What Are the Real Issues?

First, in discussing major plans - say on a reorganisation in the colliery - do you want a decisive voice or would you accept a position where you can be systematically outvoted?

Not all of you will give the same answer. Some of you may say you want to be consulted but take no responsibility for the decision. Well, that is one clear position, it's where you are now.

But if the answer is that you want to affect the decision, can you have it both ways and say that you want to have a decisive voice, to have enough seats on the decision-making body to be able to determine what happens, and then have no responsibility for it at all?

The Development of Workers’ Control

Surely the whole history of trade unionism has been the history of making more issues the subject of joint regulation or indeed autonomous regulation by the union. Isn't that also what we are here for?

But the question then arises, why not 51 per cent involvement or more? I'm sure that other participants in this conference will have their own interpretation of the phrase "workers' control". But it's not a very precise phrase to indicate what the proposition is.

In any industrial society, whether it's Yugoslavia or Sweden, Poland or Spain, there is going to be a mechanism for the allocation of capital.

This has to be decided in conjunction with the Government or through a capital market more directly.

But it takes two to tango, so you have to have a type of agreement - call it, if you like, collective bargaining between labour and the state, or between labour and capital.

Role of Management

But leaving that aside, it also raises at operational level the whole question of how we see the role of management .

Which leads therefore to my third and final question, how should we now see the role of management? Should we view it in just the same way as for the past 30 years, or is that changing too?

It is only fair to add, of course, that there is more to this than meets the eye.

There is the question of unions representing management grades, and indeed we welcome the affiliation of unions representing management grades to the TUC.

Mining Management

One development in the last year of which you are all aware has been the affiliation of the British Association of Colliery Management to the TUC, and Mr. Schofield is now a member of our Fuel and Power Industries Committee, along with four NUM representatives and a representative of NACODS.

We have welcomed this, as indeed has the NUM. It is very relevant to this discussion. Closer working relations between unions representing all grades of workers are one of the keys to the successful development of industrial democracy.

There are many practical difficulties of course in defining the role of management, and it is for each industry to work this out for itself. If it is of any comfort to say this, your problems in this respect are certainly not unique. But to solve these problems is surely a positive challenge to us all.

Yes, management's role has to change. Obviously if we say that management's job is absolutely unchanged, then everything else is unchanged as well.

It's like talking about the British constitution, which in practice changes as the years go by, much to the alarm of Lord Hailsham. The role of management has changed, is changing, and has to go on changing.

Management will increasingly operate on the basis of an agreed strategy in which I am sure you will increasingly wish to play a full part at every level.

Let’s Start Tomorrow!

The three questions I have posed are all difficult questions. The answers aren't straight-forward. In answering them, we want to make sure we are going in the right direction.

But if we are clear about the direction, then we must not hesitate too long before getting on with it. We know that Rome wasn't built in a day. But it would be equally appropriate to conclude by borrowing a phrase from Mao Tse Tung: "If it's going to take a thousand years, then let's make a start tomorrow."

VIEWS FROM THE FLOOR

JOE WHELAN - Nottinghamshire

Nottingham Area Secretary and NEC member JOE WHELAN stressed that it was time for the NUM to take "a more vigorous stand on this question and we should demand a bigger say in the running of the industry to bring about real industrial democracy.

"Eighty per cent of British industry is still privately owned and run for private profit. The nationalised industries are a step forward and they have brought about greater consultation - but it has been consultation after decisions have been made.

Pit Closures

"I appreciate the fact that we have a Colliery Review procedure but where a pit is being closed the decision is made by the NCB and the NUM then has to gather its experts to try and stop the closure.

"Take another example - the arguments over the training of workmens inspectors. If we had more control, we wouldn't be arguing over this. And there's also the scandal where private manufacturers are making millions out of the industry when we should be making our own machinery in our own workshops with our own craftsmen."

KEN TOON - South Derbyshire

South Derbyshire Area Secretary and NEC member KEN TOON said that his Area believed that it was possible, without taking away the industry’s statutory responsibilities, for it to progress in a way better than the present set-up.

We Are Qualified!

"If people say we are not qualified to run the industry," he said, "they should remember that the country is governed by elected representatives in the House of Commons and at local government level.

"There are lots of things we don’t like about the consultative procedures, but that's all the more reason for us to be in there fighting. Let's agree to get on with industrial democracy and take the decisions ourselves  - and then we will only have ourselves to blame if they are wrong decisions."

MERION EVANS - South Wales

South Wales delegate MEIRION EVANS pointed out that there was not just "confusion in the NUM about industrial democracy, there is confusion in the whole Labour Movement."

Participation

"The NCB proposals are a form of worker participation", he said, "and are similar to the scheme operating in Germany and in no way do they give working people control.

"I support the proposals that the NUM put forward in 1976 for elected management teams. There must be representatives of workers on whatever boards are set up, but those representatives would have to be elected by their respective unions.

"We should be entitled to workers' representatives and we need two-thirds union representation. The NCB proposals would be a first step."

BERNARD DONAGHY - Lancashire

Lancashire Area President BERNARD DONAGHY reminded delegates that neither the trade unions nor the workers' control the economic circumstances in which they work. "When you are talking about industrial democracy," he pointed out, "you have to bear this in mind.

Corruption & Collaboration

"Power corrupts and we live in a very corrupt society, and I am concerned about the corruption of power. If we have pit committees democratically elected, what safeguards can we believe in to fight corruption? How can I advocate a system of democracy to members at the pit when I am not subject to any democratic election?

"I want to know how much responsibility we can ask our members to take on without having real power. Will these management teams with a majority of our members have the power to appoint colliery managers? Would BACM members be prepared to apply for a job knowing that the men who will appoint them will be ordinary miners?

"Co-operation and consultation we have in the industry, and we should have more of it and we should have it as a right. But collaboration, no. The role of a trade union in any society is to be independent and look after the interests of its members."

JACK DUNN - Kent

Kent Area Secretary JACK DUNN remarked that he was worried that the Forum had been called "not because of the desire to obtain a better form of industrial democracy but because of the Fifth Directive of the EEC, because of the Bullock Report and imminence of Government Planning Agreements."

The Kent Area had done a massive amount of research into the subject, he explained, "But we have talked to workers in other countries to find out their reactions and it is tremendously different to what we have been told.

"We will claim that we know more about this from workers than from the National Coal Board. In Germany, we met workers who regarded their system of 'co-determination' with the same cynicism as our lads regard consultation at pit level.

Participation Not Enough

"We are against participation - we are for workers' control, we are for the miners taking over this industry, so let's have an end to the confusion over what industrial democracy means. We are talking about democracy for workers that involves workers.

"We appreciate that social and political change in any country has a distinct relationship with that country's development, and we want a British form of industrial democracy that corresponds to British conditions and British historical development .

Step Towards Socialism

"We do not say that industrial democracy is a means of obtaining easy reforms, but we do see it as a step forward for socialism in Britain. We want to get rid of privilege, patronage and the profit motive - we want social control of society as a whole.

"The parliamentary system is here to stay, so how do we get about achieving socialism? Economic struggle does have a place, but it is not the only way to achieve radical social change. The strikes in 1972 and 1974 were tremendous examples of economic struggle, but apart from the very important fact of creating political consciousness, what impact have they had on weakening capitalism in Great Britain and increasing the desire for socialism?"

LAWRENCE CUNLIFFE - Lancashire

Lancashire delegate Lawrence Cunliffe stressed that "we have not done our job at the grass roots level on industrial democracy".

"After this Forum," he said, "We’ve all got to go back to the pits and graft - we will not get any feedback unless we do that because there is still a large degree of bewilderment and confusion.

Toe In the Door

"This is not something we can simply decide to adopt. It will be a long, steady, gradual progression and if we can't get it all overnight then we go for the next best thing. What the lads will expect is some form of general control and we are starting to get our toe in the door." 

DES DUTFIELD - South Wales

"There are no halfway measures in this matter," declared South Wales delegate Des Dutfield.

No Halfway Measures

"You either have control or you do not have it, and unless and until we have it the responsibility for the running of the industry must lie where it is now, and not on the shoulders of the workmen."

KEN CAPSTICK- Yorkshire

Yorkshire delegate Ken Capstick warned that the NUM must be careful not to "fall into the trap of taking part in management committees".

Risk of Collaboration

"We will be taking part in decisions based on management priorities," he warned. "We have a nationalised industry, but it is run on capitalist lines. We do live in a Them-and-Us society and we run the risk of becoming 'Them' in the eyes of the rank-and-file."

Industrial democracy is part of the social evolution of our industrial society, and one of those things that everyone believes in. But everyone believes in it in a different way, and I sometimes think that too much has been said and written, and too little effort concentrated on deciding precisely what to do next.

Mr. ALLEN

National Coal Board

I feel that the mining industry has a particular opportunity -  and a special duty to contribute to the debate on industrial democracy. We must give a lead to industry generally - as we have so often done in the past.

However, while we have so much going for us, we have our problems in evolving industrial democracy. It is true that we know each other better than in almost any other industry. But families know each other well and yet manage to have disagreements. If you are going to have a row, then there are few rows worse than family ones. So we have to be careful how we go.

Part of Social Evolution

Industrial democracy is part of the social evolution of our industrial society, and one of those things that everyone believes in. But everyone believes in it in a different way, and I sometimes think that too much has been said and written, and too little effort concentrated on deciding precisely what to do next.

We need to look carefully at what others have done to learn by their successes and to avoid their mistakes. There is no need for us to reinvent the wheel if it has already been invented. So we in the Board and you in the Union, have rightly been looking to see what has already been done on participation in other countries and in other industries.

But when you get down to it, it is extraordinarily difficult to just transplant ideas from one place to another. One reason is that the most important single thing in any effort at participation is the goodwill and enthusiasm of all concerned. You cannot impose participation. You can only get people to participate by getting them to agree. Simply to create an organisational structure without the will to make it work will lead us nowhere.

Little Experimenting

Back home, there has been much discussion of employee participation but relatively little experimenting. There have been a few workers' cooperatives - usually set up when the more traditional organisation failed - and there have been various ideas in the private sector.

The private sector is very different from nationalised industries, however. The current White Paper on the Companies Acts and the proposals for the EEC 4th Directive testify to the acceptance of the view that the Companies Acts cannot go on pretending that the worker does not exist.

If we turn to nationalised industries, we find a great deal of discussion taking place, with each industry tending to seek out its own solutions. The Post Office Corporation experiment will be of great interest to us all. It was designed to start at the top and work downwards.

On the other hand the Steel Industry trials with worker directors have aroused strongly conflicting views of their success .

Starting at Colliery Level

In the mining industry, the JPAC [Joint Policy Advisory Committee. See 'NCB proposals', below] Sub-Committee were determined to start at the colliery level (which is, after all, the place where most of the people in the industry work and most things begin). The Board entirely agree with starting at the colliery, getting the arrangements there right, and then building into a solid colliery basis any changes that are needed at Area and thereafter, nationally.

The face is that, despite all the dramatic initiatives that others (such as British Leyland) are described in the press as having taken, the Board and the unions in our industry still have in my view, the opportunity to make the key contribution to the next stage in the participation debate.

There are many things achieved by the mining industry in the past 20 or 30 years in which we can take great pride. It is my belief that among these things  - and not least among them - we can be proud of the way consultation and joint participation has developed.

Cynics

There are cynics who say that consultation in industry means the provision of an opportunity for the Unions to hear what management have decided. I can only say to those cynics that anyone who knows the mining industry could not accept such a premise. The Unions in this industry in recent years, both formally and informally, have played a significant - and forceful - part in determining future strategy. Not only with management but Government also.

Planning

Plan For Coal represents a genuine joint tripartite responsibility.

Also at national level the attitude and policies of the British mining industry towards our colleagues in other mining industries, throughout the world, but particularly in Europe, have been devised jointly. Our participation in the work within the European Community represents a harmonious joint effort.

I hold the view that within our industry the integration of effort in the common cause between the National Coal Board and the National Executive Committees of the industry's unions has already reached a sophistication way ahead of any other industry in this country. I also believe that it is -  in real terms - comparable with anything achieved elsewhere.

Only recently, the Government, the Board and the Unions have agreed on a basis for planning agreements. We are the first nationalised industry to introduce planning agreements and of course it is the look forward involved in such agreements which shows up the real alternatives which are open to us.

Consultative Committees

Since their inception Colliery Consultative Committees have done [and are?] still doing sterling work in our industry.

It is at this "grass roots" level where perhaps consultative and participation is most important. It is at the collieries where the wealth of this industry is produced and it is there where the men who produce it must feel involved.

Many at this Conference this morning will say that consultation at colliery level is not as effective as it should be. I would be bound to agree that the effectiveness of consultation varies from pit to pit. In many places it is still a significant factor in the successful operation of the colliery whilst at other places it has tended to become less effective and has perhaps grown a little tired.

We have changed in the past 30 years from making decisions by "TELL" to making decisions by "SELL" through a development of consultation and we move now into an era of joint decision-making .

Collective Bargaining

I was particularly interested in articles by Mr. Heathfield and Mr. Scargill in the recent Miner. Mr. Heathfield was saying that there can be no extension of collective bargaining and also that certain management decisions might be subject to agreement with the NUM.

"Many of us feel that miners have the ability and capacity to play a major role in the running of our industry", he wrote. I agree with much of what he said.

We need to be quite clear at the outset, however, that collective bargaining is one thing and arrangements for joint decision-making another. Collective bargaining is about matters in which the unions' traditional role has been to do the best for their members, and there tend to be necessarily (and quite rightly) arguments between trade unions and management .

Participation & Capitalism

Another contribution in Miner was by Mr. Scargill. He said -  and I am paraphrasing a long and complicated set of thoughts - that it was no use seeking participation inside a capitalist society. Part of his argument was, of course, essentially a political one on which you did not invite me here to comment. It is enough for me to say that, in welcoming the nationalisation of our industry at the end of the last war, we did not, in this nation or for that matter within the Coal industry unions, make it a condition of progress that capitalism should disappear .

Nationalisation

Our industry having become nationalised in response to pressures from the trade union movement and its political wing, the Labour Party, it is up to all of us to get involved in rendering it the successful operation it must be. I consider that the real radical in our situation is he who will assist the industry to reach its potential and so ensure to customer, worker, and the nation, maximum returns.

The Board wants the full-hearted commitment of your members to a corporate strategy and they recognise that such a commitment can only come from involvement in the decisions which are part of that strategy.

A fundamental belief, amongst all else, which attached to those who fought long and hard for the nationalisation of our industry was that it would provide for the generation cf a common purpose. Meaningful steps along the route marked Industrial Democracy and Employee Participation are what we require.

Agreement Necessary

Another point - which seems to me quite fundamental - is to appreciate that whatever solution we adopt must be acceptable to all concerned. And all concerned does not mean simply the Board and the NUM - it means all the unions and all their members and it requires the support of the Government too.

We cannot make people want to participate - it is a contradiction in terms. What we can do is to provide a climate in which they will want to participate.

If there are two clear messages which come out of all the previous attempts to improve employee participation they are these - don't expect an Alpine plant to grow in the Fens and don't expect to build a tree -  let it grow. In other words, a participation system has to be one which fits its environment and which grows up in it.

NCB Proposal

So the Board's proposal which is set out in a draft Colliery Policy Committee constitution of May 1977 is based on the thinking that it will concentrate on involving people at collieries first, that it will involve some genuine joint decision making on the problems which are really important and on which we can with good will, reach agreement, and that it will build on achieving some limited success, rather than trying to do everything at once.

The decision to start with collieries first was not just the Board's. The Sub-Committee of the Joint Policy Advisory Committee - representing the Board and the unions - agreed to make a start on a new Colliery Committee.

On this basis, there was one clear and important area in which joint decision-making could work.

Management

First of all, let me say that we do not believe that any complex industrial activity - perhaps least of all a colliery - can, in its day-to-day operations be managed by a committee. The functions and responsibilities of day-to-day management - including the onerous statutory responsibilities in our industry - are absolute.

In the joint discussions which have taken place on this subject, this concept has never been in question.

So what we have to consider is what are the policy matters - within which the manager will manage - which shall be for the genuine authority of the Policy Committees.

National Plan for Coal

In this industry it is necessary to have an overall strategy and an overall plan in detail for the years ahead. Within this plan each Area has a contribution to make based on estimates of its production capacity - the markets for its coals and, in turn, the financial contribution it will be expected to make.

In order to fulfil their part in the National plan each Area must in turn have a plan for the years ahead. But that must be an integrated part of the National Plan. The management of an Area cannot, of itself, decide the shape of its activity except that it will achieve part of the National plan. It follows that the resources made available to an Area will be those which best meet the national plan.

Likewise, each Area, to fulfil its plan, must have a plan for the years ahead for each of its collieries. And each colliery's plan must be designed so that it can fulfil its part in the Area, and subsequently, the National plan.

Here again it would not be practicable for the management of a colliery, of itself, to decide the shape of its activity except in so far as it will achieve its part in the Area plan. The resources made available to each colliery, therefore, must in turn be those which will best meet the Area plan.

Input from Below

However, the National plan, the Area plans and in turn the colliery plans which are a constituent part of the whole are not "sent down from above" on tablets of stone.

The National plan is the end product of preparatory work at collieries and Areas. Preparatory work which embraces the views of people at collieries and Areas as to what they think it feasible for them to achieve. And what is regarded as feasible embraces the view of people at colliery and Area levels of the resources etc., which they will require.

In short, the National plan for this industry is the end result of a chain of consideration and decision-making. And the Colliery Policy Committees will be the first link in that chain. Just as the new joint planning Agreements at National level will provide the last link in the chain.

Participation at Colliery Level

The Board's proposal for this first step in achieving employee participation is the creation of colliery policy committees with the authority to approve the Colliery Action plan and with the continuing responsibility to update it and to keep under review the progress made in achieving the plan.

They will be deciding the future plans for the operations of the colliery at which they work. They will not be being consulted after decisions are made by management. They will not be being consulted before decisions are made by management. They will make decisions themselves.

There is one other point on the membership of the Policy Committees and the manner in which they will function which I should mention. The Board's proposals are based on the belief that participation can only succeed on the basis of mutual agreement and a willingness on the part of all the parties to make it work.

Consensus Not Majorities

The Board believe that we can only successfully manage our affairs essentially on the basis of consensus and not on the use of weight of representation and power of the vote.

In our view it is on that basis that the Colliery Policy Committees will most successfully operate. The fear that the involvement of the representatives of the workforce might be inhibited by management is, in my view, unfounded.

In any event, the character and the standing of the unions in this industry are such that any possible obstruction would be removed.

� In addition to calling for industrial democracy (and the elimination of the power of the shareholders) as the eventual objective of working class struggle, The Miners' Next Step was primarily a demand for workers' control over the union in opposition to the sort of top down leadership that was personified by 'Mabon' (William Abrahams). And, contrary to widespread belief, AJ Cook wasn't one of its authors, at least so say Hywel Francis and Dai Smith in The Fed - A History of the South Wales Miners in the Twentieth Century, University of Wales Press, 1998 (but originally Lawrence & Wishart 1980), pp.13-16. Scargill, or whoever was transcribing his remarks, may have confused Mabon with Noah Ablett. - PB


� The NPLA replaced the piece rate system with a national wage structure. - PB


� 'Rippers are men who remove the rock above the coal seam and set rings (arches) to raise the height of the gate or road as the coal face advances. Outbye means going towards the pit shaft from the coal face. (opposite of inbye).' Definitions from Wikiperdia Glossary of coal mining terminology. - PB
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