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The TUC has made clear it is happy to deal directly with employers' organisations in an attempt to reach consensus on national policy. But are employers ready for this social partnership?





Within days of Labour's election victory informal discussions on subjects like the minimum wage, the single currency and union recognition rights took place between leaders of the trade union movement and the Confederation of British Industry (CBI).  At that stage there was no firm indication of how, and on what timetable, the new government would deal with these issues. But Labour had made clear its intention of doing business on the basis of "social partnership" - dialogue between the two sides of industry. 





Ian McCartney, minister of state at the Department of Trade and Industry, told Labour Research in September: "We're in the business of trying to foster Partnership in developing policy and setting the objectives and the agenda". 





And at the Trades Union Congress in September Tony Blair charged the unions with the task of trying to "narrow the gap" with the employers. He drew attention to the results of negotiations between unions and employers at European level, which have covered issues like part-timers' rights and parental leave, and called for a similar dialogue here.  One of the first expressions of this new climate was the holding of talks between the TUC and the CBI on union recognition rights.





These involved, according to the TUC, an "unprecedented" level of contact with the CBI. They resulted in a joint report which was presented in December to Margaret Beckett, President of the Board of Trade, by John Monks for the TUC and Adair Turner for the CBI.





The TUC/CBI report on union recognition set out areas of agreement but also areas of continuing disagreement between the two parties (see January Labour Research). In recent weeks, disagreement over union recognition rights has become rather more pointed. 





Acrimony on the recognition issue might be seen as something of a setback for the principle of "social partnership" and there is clearly some scepticism on the employers' side about how far they wish to see this approach taken. But underlying that there seems to be a recognition that greater dialogue with unions is inevitable, chiefly because social partnership plays such a central role in the development of policy within the European Union. 





Directives under the social chapter of the Maastricht Treaty can arise from negotiations between the "social partners" - European employers represented in the private sector by UNICE and unions represented by the ETUC. If agreements are reached in this way, they carry the force of law. This is the means by which negotiations on legislation for temporary workers' rights are currently taking place. 





Britain's decision to sign up for the social chapter can only increase the possibility that something like the social partners approach might eventually take root here. Nonetheless there are important differences between the European model and the process represented here by TUC/CBI discussions on union recognition.  In particular there is no guarantee that agreements reached will form the basis for legislation. Despite this, and the fact that it was not able to reach a consensus on union recognition with the CBI, the TUC has a positive view of the talks themselves, which contrast with the years of exclusion from influence by former Conservative governments.  How much further the social Partnership approach to domestic legislation and policy issues can go, however, will depend in part on the willingness of UK employers to participate in a partnership with the TUC. 





Discussions are now under way between the CBI and the TUC on a voluntary code of practice on age discrimination, with the government seemingly reluctant to legislate in this area. However, the CBI is keen to point out that its recent discussions with the TUC did not amount to "negotiations", and plays down the idea that social partnership will take root in this country.





Discussions with the TUC, it stresses, are not in any case a new phenomenon. There are regular meetings within the framework of the Health and Safety Commission and the ACAS advisory service, and in 1996 the two sides submitted a joint paper to the Conservative government on training. 





Dominic Johnson, head of employee relations, told Labour Research: "We don't foresee moving forward to a system of social Partnership in any formalised sense although we are always willing to have discussions with the TUC on matters of mutual interest". The CBI, he added, has no mandate to enter into negotiations with the TUC, and there is no desire among UK employers to move towards a European system of social partnership. 





Nevertheless the CBI, as UK affiliate to the European employers' organisation UNICE, will continue to have an input into future European directives drawn up under the social chapter. And the bilateral format of the discussions over union recognition invites comparisons with the European process. There is evidently some disquiet among employers about the way that things are going, and it would appear that this is being articulated inside and outside the CBI.  Mark Hastings is policy advisor at the Institute of Management (IM), with 80,000 managers in membership along with 600 companies employing three million people. 





The IM was not directly involved in the CBI/TUC talks on union recognition, although it did make its views known to the government. Hastings told Labour Research that discussions should take place on a much broader basis: "The CBI and the TUC are not the only people in the market". More outspoken criticism of recent developments comes from the Institute of Directors (IoD) which represents 40,000 individual company directors (out of an estimated four million). IoD director general Tim Melville-Ross, writing in the magazine of the Involvement and Participation Association (IPA) in January said: "The EU model of social partnership is still an alien concept to many UK employers."





He wrote: "The government, by asking the CBI and the TUC to agree a policy on trade union recognition, is trying to import this arrangement into the UK. Yet this continental model of social partnership is democratically flawed, the IoD believes. Many UK employees are not represented by the trade union movement, and many small and medium-sized enterprises do not feel adequately represented by the CBI". Unions, he added, "must realise that their role is not to run companies or the country". The CBI asserts that it is broadly representative of UK business.





Dominic Johnson says: "There's no real challenge to the CBI's representativeness, no other organisation comes close and we are arguably more representative of employers than the TUC is of employees". 





Matthew Farrow, its head of small and medium enterprise policy, says the bulk of its members are small and medium-sized companies. The CBI's charter requires it to represent all types of business, large and small. 





The Engineering Employers' Federation (EEF) is both a member of the CBI and, in the recent past, has been seen as a potential partner for merger with it. It represents 5,300 companies employing 830,000 people. Its views on moves towards "social Partnership" are therefore important.  David Yeandle, EEF's head of employment affairs, told Labour Research that he had reservations about the "first experiment" with social partnership (union recognition). He pointed out that the CBI/TUC discussions had produced only limited results, and wondered why the government had chosen such a contentious issue on which to try out this approach. He warned of the need for "openness and transparency" in the proceedings, and the risk of a possible "democratic deficit". 





This is clearly an issue of concern for some employers, and at a European level representatives of small employers have taken a case to the European Court claiming that the social dialogue process is unconstitutional and undemocratic. Yeandle also highlighted differences between the EEF's structures and those of the CBI and indicated that the organisation maintains its own direct lines of communication. On union recognition it was asked by Ian McCartney to submit its views and did so. It also has direct contacts with the European employers body UNICE.





A majority of employers' organisations that responded to enquiries by Labour Research expected there to be more dialogue with unions in their industries over the next few years, about legislation or social matters. 





This included a number that do not now take part in collective bargaining, or that would not usually expect to have an exchange of views with unions over proposed legislation or regulations. The number of sectoral employers organisations in the UK is limited, following widespread moves to company level bargaining in the 1980s, and they mainly represent smaller companies. 





Organisations expecting more dialogue with the unions include the Retail Motor Industry Federation with 12,000 members employing 250,000; the Federation of Master Builders (15,000 members employing 75,000); the Knitting Industries Federation (280 members employing 30,000); and the Vehicle Builders' and Repairers' Association (1,800 members employing 18,000). 





A spokesperson for Scottish Engineering (part of the EEF), with 350 members employing 55,000, told Labour Research that there probably would be more dialogue "because of the move to greater involvement of 'social partners' in EU and UK legislation". Tom Jenkins, from the TUC, points out that the government would like as much agreed as possible between the two social partners. Initiatives from Europe, like National Employment Plans and Territorial Employment Pacts, which relate to job creation, will see trade unionists and employer representatives coming together more frequently.





On the face of it, UK employers do not seem particularly ready for further moves towards a social partnership model for this country. Nevertheless, there is a realisation that this is the way things are done in Europe and that we now have a government which is more sympathetic to the concept of social partnership. 
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