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March 23rd Strike:

A Mistake Has Been Made

Was the Union right to call off the 23rd March strike?
In our opinion – No
This is not because we underestimate what has been achieved in getting the Government to agree to talks on all pension issues including that of raising the pension retirement age to 65.

Just a short while ago, Alan Johnson, the Secretary of State for the DWP, was adamant that there would be no talks let alone negotiations on the changes to the pension age. Yet through the threat of industrial action the Public Sector Unions forced a U-turn. PCS was the key in getting these Unions to work together over pensions. Without us it would not have happened. It is just a pity that we did not press our advantage when we had the opportunity.

Further progress may have been made if a suggestion by a Socialist Caucus member of the NEC had been acted upon. He proposed that PCS ask for concrete concessions in the here and now when the employer appeared to be weak and in retreat. 

For example he suggested that the Government put back the change date in the pension retirement age for new entrants or that they be asked to give for the next 12 month a non compulsory redundancy guarantee.

Unfortunately the Union asked for nothing more than the talks. Even though the employer had retreated from their hard line position PCS did not try and push them back further. Maybe the Government would have refused to make concessions. We will never know because the Union did not ask. In negotiations as a general rule “if you don't ask you don't get”. In this case it appears that PCS operated on the proposition of “We won't ask, we are content with what we got”.

Many members are taking the view that the offer of talks is a ploy to get us to call off any action this side of the election. That view maybe be reinforced by the likelihood (acknowledged at the NEC) that that there will be no substantive talks on the pensions issues before the election. It is thought that all that time will be taken up with establishing the negotiation machinery itself.

As things stand the only thing we know is that the Government has not signaled any retreat on their pension proposals. 

For Public Sector Unity - at the top and activist level 

All the Unions in the public sector are involved in the pension talks. That means that if Government makes no concessions then in theory it will have to take on all the Unions at the same time. Therefore for the first time we have a de-facto public sector alliance (which again is an achievement brought about by PCS's hard work). This hopefully means that the Union leaders will work together but it also allows activists in each Union to link together around common pension demands. Earlier this year Leeds NUT put out a call for a cross Union branch campaign over pensions. That call should now be taken up seriously within our Union. We have to link up across the public sector.                 

What about Pay and Jobs?

Even though we disagree with calling off the 23rd March strike we do not belittle or down play the gain of having all the Unions involved in joint talks with the Government. For some people having the talks was good enough. The problem with that view is that we also balloted on jobs and pay as well.              

As Mark Serwotka acknowledged in his column for the March edition of the PCS view “As I write, our campaign to defend your pensions and jobs is building towards strike action on 23 March”.

When asked at an NEC meeting whether the publicity material was too heavily weighted towards the pension issues Mark assured the meeting that it was not and that job losses were mentioned as well. In the strike ballot material the job campaign was mentioned.

Yet on the jobs and pay fronts we have achieved nothing tangible in calling off the strike. There have been no pledges to reduce the number of job losses; no slowing of the pace of the job cuts; no guarantees on compulsory redundancies; nothing on levelling up wages to the highest already existing in the Civil Service.

The Union is taking some comfort from a letter sent to the Union by the Cabinet Secretary, Andrew Turnbull. He says:

“I hope that you will agree that we must grasp this opportunity for a fresh start and move towards the resolution of the range of issues at the heart of the original dispute in the Civil Service dating back to September of last year, and which are the subject of the proposed strike action by the FDA, NIPSA and the PCS on Wednesday. You have acknowledged that considerable progress has been achieved since last September. We are all committed to continuing the process we have begun to develop a more coherent pay system for the Civil Service. Similarly, the formal machinery we have established with the CCSU to seek to avoid compulsory redundancies and relocations is already demonstrating real benefit which we must maintain”.

Unfortunately the Union is overplaying what Andrew Turnbull actually said. 

In a Newsbrief dated the 21st March entitled “Government Concedes Negotiations Over Pension Age” the Union says “The Government has agreed to implement national level measures to avoid compulsory redundancies in the civil service”. Of course Mr Turnbull says that the formal machinery was established “to seek to avoid compulsory redundancies”.  

In the Newsbrief the Union goes on to say “We have persuaded the Government to introduce a fairer, more coherent pay system in the civil service”. Mr Turnbull is clear that the civil service is “ committed to continuing the process we have begun to develop a more coherent pay system for the Civil Service”. Continuing a process “to develop a more coherent pay system” is not the same thing as having persuaded the Government “to introduce a fairer, more coherent pay system in the civil service” - also note that the Cabinet Secretary makes no mention of a fairer system at all.

Therefore leaving aside the pension issue we had gained nothing on the jobs and pay front and therefore had plenty of reasons for a strike on the 23rd.

More than that, if we do not take action in some way the strike mandate will be lost. Under the anti-Union laws it is a case of “use it or lose it” i.e. if we do not take industrial action within in a certain length of time then we lose the strike mandate and would have to ballot again. Some members of the NEC seemed relaxed about this possibility. We are not. The pace and scale of the job cuts is such that the mandate for action has to be maintained 

Isolation from whom?
The Union warns in a joint letter from the President and General Secretary that “For PCS to have proceeded with action on its own, despite the U turn by the Government, assurances from the Cabinet Office and the position of sister unions, would have left us isolated. Action on our own on 23 March would not have produced any improvement on the favourable position we have secured with the threat of action”.   

Leaving aside whether talks alone are good enough (many would want something more concrete) we do not know whether “Action on our own on 23 March would not have produced any improvement on the favourable position we have secured with the threat of action”. After all we did not even ask for anything more. We are content with the talks and nothing more. 

We are warned that we would isolated from our sister unions. Surely if we had explained to them that we had balloted on jobs and pay as well as pensions (as we had) they would understand if we wanted to take action over those other issues? 

If what is meant (and this is the only way to understand it) is that we might have isolated ourselves from the likes of Dave Prentis then we find that highly ironic. At the NEC members of the Socialist Party (SP) spoke of such isolation and of breaking public sector unity.

Yet the SP is clear in what they think of the current UNISON leadership. On their website they said of their comrade Roger Bannister's recent attempt to become UNISON General Secretary  “Roger contrasted the present Left leadership of the PCS - of which the Socialist Party is a significant component - with the passive, bureaucratic UNISON executive. UNISON needs a real rank-and-file organisation to help defend workers, pressurise the leadership and the union officials, and win a Left-led national executive. UNISON's current leadership is too close to New Labour - for public-sector workers that means too close to the bosses”. 

So how can the SP be worried that we might become isolated from UNISON's current leadership who described the concession of talks as “social partnership at its best.”?  If they are too close to the bosses (we agree that they are) this does not bode well for the joint talks and joint action with UNISON over pensions.

A missed opportunity

Socialist Caucus believes that the union leadership should have asked for concessions over pensions, pay and jobs in the here and now. We would have taken strike action on the 23rd if those concessions had not been offered. 

We would ask for a fresh start and try and negotiate agreements that would avoid compulsory redundancies not to just to seek to avoid them. Before the election we would seek talks on the pension issues themselves rather than on the machinery for talks. 

Socialist Caucus believes that it is inevitable that we still need to take action to defend jobs, pensions and services as well as fight for national pay. That is why the campaigns need to be inextricably linked as a means to unite the membership. This is the best way we can combat the inevitable attempts to divide us between existing and future union members on pensions for example. Branches must carry on the work and develop the inter-union links to make it a public sector alliance that delivers the action we need.

Visit our website at www.pcssocialistcaucus.org.uk

Read our publications

See what we argue for

See how we want to make a difference.

If you like what you see, then join us.

Contact us at 45 Shepperson Road, Sheffield, S6 4FG
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