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Partnership can beat militancy and macho-management

















"Today is a historic day for Britain's trade unions. Today the new unionism comes of age. Today we don't just talk about change. But show that change is now reality.





Not vague ambitions, not PR, not warm words, not targets - but substance.





The 1980s were a traumatic time for unions. We faced a hostile government. We knew they had won power partly because their pledge to curb union power was popular.





Changes in the law, the destruction of so much of our manufacturing base and high levels of unemployment all played a part in making life difficult for unions.





And even in countries spared the excesses of Mrs Thatcher, big changes took place in the world of work.





Membership fell, influence waned. Victories won by union militancy looked increasing hollow as the macho-management backlash took hold. Hire and fire, shake outs, leaner and fitter, short term, restructuring these were the 80s buzz words.





But in turn this reverberated through politics. For this action there was an equal and opposite reaction. Voters just over two years ago gave a government that celebrated job insecurity their very own lack of work experience.





Now we have all had a chance to learn the lessons of these turbulent decades at the workplace. We have no guarantees of our place in the new world of work, but if we get it right there is great scope for growth and influence.





And Britain's unions are rising to that challenge. 





Across the country, in workplaces large and small a new unionism is taking shape - a new unionism that goes with the grain of what union members want, what companies need and what this government believes.





Some say the partnership agenda simply suits employers. This is quite simply wrong. The new unionism came from listening to what our members want. Of course they need us to take on the bad employer - the bullying boss, those who discriminate, the exploiter. We have too many of those still in Britain today, and we will continue to expose them and help them improve.





But listen carefully and most union members tell you that their employer is not like that.





Most employees are not looking for conflict, and they want far more from their job than decent pay and conditions. Our surveys show their top priority is job security. Second employees want a rewarding, worthwhile job with an employer who respects and trusts them with the responsibility to do their job well.





Our new unionism is rooted in our ambition to make that a reality for our members. For sure unions will always have a key role as the emergency service at work for our members when things go wrong. We will stick up for employees who are not getting a fair deal. Vital roles that will always be part of our job description.





But that's too unambitious, it's not enough. That's why we have developed the new unionism alternative - the partnership agenda.





Two years ago the Prime Minister addressed our Congress. He had a clear message. One that he has delivered to a number of different audiences. He told our delegates:





"there is a modern vision out there that is worth something.... We have nothing to lose but our dogmas so let us lose them because we have everything to gain for our people."





In case anyone didn't get the message, someone was helpfully explaining it to journalists in our press room as "modernise or die".





We bristled a little at that. But Prime Minister your presence here today, and your message in the study we publish for this conference, shows that you recognise that there is now the firm evidence that we are making that change.





Of course we still have some way to go - unions need to deepen their commitment and ask themselves hard questions about structure. That's the theme of the Milennium Challenge we have set ourselves.





Many employers are still suspicious, a few are still trapped in an 80s time warp.





And as I will argue later government itself can learn much more from the partnership way of doing things.





So let me make the case for partnership. As with so many topics it is easier to start with what it is not.





Partnership is no easy option. It is not about pretending that everyone at work always has the same interests. It's not about unions throwing in the towel. It's not about coming up with new names for the status quo. Above all partnership is not for wimps.





The key question we have to answer is what is in it for employers. The answer is straightforward. It's about improving performance, enhancing competitiveness, enriching the quality of working life. That's the new unionism, but it's also what smart managers want to do.





Unions recognise that they do not deliver secure employment or rewarding jobs by having nothing more than an annual argument with employers about pay.





Today's successful union is ambitious and will challenge employers. Not through conflict -not by making crises out of problems - but by seeking greater influence over business strategy. The task is to search out areas where there is a common interest in resolving shared problems.





Shop stewards want to understand the pressures on the their employers and develop a trade union strategy that recognises these constraints. The agenda is to improve both organisational performance and the quality of working life for union members. Collective bargaining yes - but matched by a commitment to joint problem solving across an agenda of training, skills and career development.





That is the partnership agenda in a nutshell, and it can now be found across the trade union movement, in all sectors of the economy. The case studies show that far from partnership leading to a reduction in the union role, unions are now influencing management thinking and shaping strategic plans. This is not surrender by trade unions - it is a basis for mutual gains.





And employers are working in partnership with unions, not because it is a nice thing to do, but because they can see that it adds value to their organisations.





This is plain from the employer endorsements in the report. It is real evidence that partnership works and has broad support.





Some employers will say of course that they can develop a partnership with workers without needing to involve a trade union. My response is to ask these employers: do you really believe that your employees are telling you what they think?





As Peter Mandelson said at last year's Congress, the employment relationship is always unequal. The employer has the power to hire and fire. You can't get away from this fundamental truth. Genuine partnership is impossible without an independent employee voice. And as one employer told us: The unions see things that we miss.





Nor is partnership a matter of cosy deals. Of people of goodwill sitting around a table and reaching a comfortable consensus. There will still be arguments between employers and unions. There may even be job losses. Job change is inevitable.





Effective partnerships ensure that these matters are handled on a basis of mutual trust.





There is a world of difference between conflict in a relationship of hostility and suspicion and disagreement where the partners respect and understand each other.





Partnership is hard work. It challenges entrenched employer and trade union views. All the case studies show that there is a need for patient, and often time consuming, dialogue.





The demands of partnership go well beyond the usual portfolio of negotiating skills. For trade unionists as for managers, partnership puts a premium on facilitation, brokering, listening and consulting.





That is why the TUC is reviewing our education programme for full-time officers and workplace representatives to make sure trade unionists understand business issues and economics.





Partnership is by no means the defining characteristic of a majority of workplaces - but there is increasing interest amongst both unions and employers.





The TUC has set a target of doubling the number of identified partnership organisations by the end of the year. Continued practical successes are most likely to convince sceptical employers and even some doubting trade unionists of the benefits of partnership. That's the way we will make partnership the commonsense of industrial relations.





Since the General Election there has been a quiet revolution in the world of work. The UK is now an active participant in EU social policy, the Employment Relations Bill will introduce new rights at work, and we will now have a national minimum wage.





Ten years ago the minimum wage was anathema in boardrooms. Now it's a fact of life. Andlook at why it has been such a relatively pain free process. It's down to partnership. Unions and employers backed the Low Pay Commission. Real dialogue took place. Real arguments. And tough decisions.





The result was a smooth transition , and a pay rise for two million. Of course we would have liked it a little higher, but the real gain is that the minimum wage is here to stay. It's hard to see any serious political party promising to abolish it now.





As the minimum wage shows you cannot have flexibility wihout fairness. And the way to combine the two is partnership. The new settlement cannot endure unless it is supported by a broad political and industrial consensus.





This must withstand new levels of competition and job changes. Rapid change can be threatening unless people at work can see that their interests are properly respected and safeguarded.





Now that change is a constant the most successful and adaptable economies will be those built on partnership. Partnership and dialogue have proved their worth both in the UK and in the EU.





Social partners now negotiate framework agreements at European level to ensure that regulation is tailored to the needs of employers, workers and their trade unions.





Better regulation of the UK labour market could benefit from more of this approach. Regulations made under the Employment Relations Bill will have a lighter touch and be more effective if unions and employers play a direct role in the formulation of the details.





We should build on the best of European best practice. Of course we cannot transplant what works for another country straight to these shores, but we can develop our own arrangements to promote dialogue and partnership - at the workplace, nationally and in Europe.





So far I have dealt with what employers need to do, and made some suggestions for government. But unions have to continue to change too.





Many predicted that we would not survive the difficult years of the 1980s. Well, we are still here, with nearly seven million members. But there is still so much to do.





That is why the TUC has set itself a Millennial Challenge - to modernise the trade union movement and ensure that we are equipped to meet the demands of the next century.





Partnership with employers must go hand-in-hand with a focus on organisation andrecruitment, top-class work related services and a determination to create a more rational trade union structure.





This is a different kind of trade unionism. Modern, relevant to today's world of work, focused on an agenda beyond pay, grievances and discipline.





This conference marks the time when we start winning - winning for our members, winning for the organisations for which they work, and winning for Britain. "








