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The new Labour government has been busy encouraging the development of social partnerships at both national and regional levels in the UK and "partnership" is the theme of this month's TUC Congress. 





Back-up examines what social partnerships involve. The concept of social partnership is well established at European level under the terms of the social chapter. This allows agreements between employers and unions at European level to be made legally binding and the latest example concerns a series of new rights for part-time workers. 





In the UK, both the TUC and the Labour Party were advocating social partnership agreements well before the general election and now Labour is in government the issue has been given new impetus. According to the TUC, social partnership is the "recognition that trade unions must not be seen as part of Britain's problems but as part of the solution to the country's problems." 





The TUC believes that social partnership is central to the government securing its key medium-term economic priority of securing full and fair employment - and that it should be developed at all levels from workplace to national.





At the national level, social partnership means: "Government discussing issues with employers and trade unions on a fair and open basis where a common approach can reap dividends, for example attracting inward investment and promoting training and equal opportunities," says the key TUC document, Partners for progress. 





And, in the workplace, "social partnership means employers and trade unions working to achieve common goals such as fairness and competitiveness". 





Recent meetings between the TUC and the CBI on union recognition rights are an example of the social partnership approach at national level. The government is committed to implementing its manifesto pledge to introduce a legal right to recognition where an identifiable proportion of the workforce are in a union - 50% or more has been the most widely discussed threshold. 





The issue initially has been devolved to the social partners - in this case the TUC and CBI as the representatives of unions and employers - who have been given the task of drawing up an agreed set of proposals for implementing the right to union recognition which would form the basis for subsequent government legislation. 





These meetings have taken place without any government involvement and representation although the government has made clear that, in the event of the failure of the social partners to agree proposals, it will intervene. 





The first example of social partnership between the TUC and the CBI to be endorsed by ministers since the general election involves agreement on ways to improve health and safety at work. The TUC, CBI and the Institute of Occupational Safety and Health(IOSH) jointly produced a document, Empowering Safety Professionals for Better Safety Standards, which is expected to lead to the publication of a guidance manual. 





TUC general secretary John Monks commented: "When unions and employers work together with experts, we can provide practical solutions to problems faced every day in British workplaces." Minister for Health and Safety Angela Eagle said: "co-operation such as this between the TUC, CBI and IOSH is likely to be an effective approach in helping to reduce the toll of ill-health and injury." 





At regional level, the TUC recently signed an agreement with Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) covering the South West of England to set up a campaign under its Bargaining for Skills initiative. It aims to raise awareness among employers, trade unionists and TEC staff of the importance of training and the role that trade unions can play. 





The agreement was formally launched in Bath in March and will initially last for one year. Each TEC in the region is contributing pst 10,000 towards the cost, with the TUC making its pst 20,000 contribution in kind. 





At workplace level partnership agreements have been negotiated on issues reflecting the wide spectrum of trade union interests - from pay to job security and from training to employee development. 





An example is the well publicised five-year strategy agreement signed in January this year between management and unions representing distribution drivers at Blue Circle cement. The agreement provides for five years' job security (no compulsory redundancies), creates a new pay review structure and achieves agreement on improved working practices. The Blue Circle agreement involved the GMB and T&G general unions with new working practices being agreed by the drivers. 





In return the company has agreed to continue to invest in its distribution fleet and keep these operations in-house. GMB general secretary John Edmonds described the Blue Circle agreement as "a blueprint for social partnership under a Labour Government." 





There are many examples of social partnership agreements involving training and employee development. Harlands, in Hull, a specialist printer organised by the GPMU, achieved Investor in People (IiP) status in 1994, working jointly with the union throughout the whole process. 





Meetings were held throughout between management and unions at both workplace and branch level. The employees themselves selected the staff members who discussed the progress made towards IiP with the local TEC assessor. The process was so successful that the TEC uses the approach adopted by the company as a model for other organisations seeking to achieve IiP status. 





The Ford Dagenham Employee Development and Assistance Programme (EDAP) is seen as a model for this type of scheme. At any onetime a third of the company's 29,500 employees are taking part. 





There are 240 EDAP students studying for degrees and participation rates for adult learning within the company are three times the national average. Under the pst1.8 million scheme, Ford contributes more than pst 60 per employee a year with joint local committees of management and unions then distributing the money according to demand up to a maximum individual grant of pst 200. 
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TUC general secretary John Monks called for a new way forward in the workplace in his keynote speech to Congress.  He told delegates he wanted "a new settlement based on partnership" breaking away from the "old-style approach" where the employer attempts "to pay the smallest wage possible" and the employee says "I'll do as little as I can get away with".





Instead Monks argued for a determination to "maximise areas of agreement", working to "the best standards" and negotiating "the best terms and conditions" within "the best social framework". He drew attention to the results of negotiations between unions and employers at European level and called for a similar dialogue at national level. 





He urged the government to promote this new partnership by giving unions the right to organise and recruit and called on the employers' organisation the CBI to recognise that "if the bad employer is allowed to flourish through bad practices, the good will be undermined". He also said that the world of trade unionists had to change. "Of course we must be tough on the bad employers .... but we must also seek to work with the good employers and help the not quite so good to become better".





Meanwhile prime minister Tony Blair's address caused raised eyebrows when he told unions to "modernise your political structures as we have done in the Labour Party." Warning that there could be no return to "industrial warfare", he went on: "I will watch very carefully to see how the culture of modern trade unionism develops."





Referring to a comment made by John Edmonds - that the term "labour market flexibility" made him "shiver" - Blair said: "We will keep the flexibility of the present labour market. And it may make some shiver, but I tell you in the end it's warmer in the real world."





However, the prime minister drew a warmer response when he confirmed there would be a white paper on fairness at work early next year, a statutory minimum wage, the removal of the check-off law and equal rights for part timers. He also confirmed there would be a law to enable employees to be represented by a union where the majority wanted it, but left a slight question mark through using the word "represent" rather than "recognise". 











