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Introductory Note

‘What Price Consultation?

This pamphlet is not about Labour’s disastrous by-election result in Ashfield, which
has shaken the trade union and Labour movement all over the country.! It is clear
that this drastic political shift has many contributory causes: inflation — prices have
ripped away while wages have been tightly restrained, and the Government is there-
fore widely unpopular; the miners and hosiery workers have, like many other tradi-
tional Labour voters, been dismayed by the results of entry to the Common Market;
people have felt that their loyalties have been taken for granted while increasing
burdens of sacrifice have been imposed upon them. All these widespread moods of
rejection extend far outside the Nottinghamshire coalfield, and all had their weight
in producing that particular electoral decision at the end of April 1977.

But while the story told below cannot account for all the reasons for Labour’s
defeat, it does provide an important contributory explanation: what it says needs
to be duly assessed by everyone who wishes to uphold the view that Labour repre-
sents a movement, a knitting together of democratic and socialist objectives, rather
than a series of purely technical administrative alternatives.

“Consultation” is a watchword much abused, and never more so than in the case
here documented. People participate in trade unions in order to win some degree of
control over their own working lives, and in local politics in order to wrest some area
of real power over their own immediate environment. Neither task is easy, and it is
frequently possible to meet frustration. It is unwise to assume that democracy is a
simple process. Yet, making proper allowance for this, when the existing channels of
communication become blocked, when vital decisions are prepared in conditions of
clandestinity, then the very practice of democracy is placed in jeopardy. Something

like this has been happening in Ashfield, and it is unlikely to be confined to that area.

For this reason, the events recorded here might reasonably interest others than those
directly affected.

1. The by-election result on Thursday, April 28th 1977 was:
(1974 General Election figures in brackets)

per cent per cent
Timothy Smith (C) 19,616 (12,452) 41.5 (22.3)
Michael Cowan (Lab) 19,352 (35,367) 42.5 (63.4)
Hampton Fklint (L) 4.380 (7,959) 9.6 (14.3)

George Herrod (Nat I'ront) 1,734 (did not contest) 3.8
Mrs Jill Hall (Soc Workers) 453 (did not contest) 1.0

Swing to C was 20.9 per cent (2.6 per cent swing to Labour in 1974)
Electorate: 76,193 (74,701)



1. A Secret Document

In the Autumn of 1976, I received a telephone call from a former student of mine,
who informed me that he had learned of the existence of a complex plan for the
phased closure of all the collieries in the Ashfield area of Nottinghamshire, together
with a number of others which were scattered along the Western fringe of the
County. This plan, he said, was based upon data furnished by the National Coal
Board to the Structure Planning Unit of the Nottinghamshire County Council. He
wished to know whether it was possible to discover if the Miners’ Union had been
informed of this sweeping transformation, which would one day overtake them.
Apparently the plan anticipated the exhaustion of coal reserves across a wide area,

resulting in a serious concentration of shut-downs bunched towards the mid-1980’s.

[ took my caller seriously, and began to check what he had told me. As an active
member of the Rushcliffe Labour Party, my nearest Labour county councillor was
Councillor Vic Lloyd, who sits for the Cotgrave ward. Councillor Lloyd is also a
member of the Nottinghamshire Area Executive of the National Union of Mine-
workers, and, not unnaturally, he was most concerned to explore this issue, when
I asked his advice and help.

It quickly became plain that some sort of detailed plan did exist, and my coun-
cillor began to ask for it. After his enquiries had failed to produce the offending
document, and after a couple of months of other investigations on my own part,
we both decided that the proper coirse of action was to open the matter out to

wider discussion. Meantime, [ had been nominated as a possible prospective candidate
in the upcoming by-election contest for the Ashfield division. This seemed to offer a
convenient platform from which to urge that this question be considered. Accordingly

I wrote an open letter to members of the Ashfield Labour Party, and to branch and

area officers of the NUM. This stimulated a stiff local controversy, which necessitated

a series of further letters: the sequence of these is, once they are interspersed with
the various rejoinders and denials which provoked them, self-explanatory.

In my first open letter on this topic, dated 10th December 1976, after cxplaining

the brief history which is outlined above, I had written:

“Of course, the life of a colliery is not permanent. There may, for all I know, be
a good case for some closures over a longer or shorter period of time. I am, how-
ever, convinced that some earlier closures in our broader area were profoundly
mistaken, notably that at Clifton, where power-station coal could have been
deposited in a power-station yard for a considerable while to come, if the Board
had not, largely unsuccessfully, tried to push its labour force into moving to
Cotgrave. In the event, the pit closed, and many miners left the industry alto-

gether. For this reason, I have been convinced ever since that the fullest consul-
tation is necessary from the very earliest stages, if the Board is to avoid such
mistakes by profiting from the experience and advice of the mineworkers. So I
asked leading members of the NUM whether they had been notified of the
Ashfield proposals. They had not.

“I then asked a very honourable and level-headed County Councillor who is
employed in the mining industry, whether e had been informed. He had not.
Further enquiries revealed that the document in question was “‘confidential”,
and was not even to be shown to County Councillors.

“Here is a pretty case of not very fresh fish! A public body, the NCB, accoun-
table to us all, prepares a secret document and gives it to another public body,
accountable to us all, on condition that our elected representatives are not al-
lowed to see it. Obviously, this is not a very active policy of ‘consultation’.

“Now, I am not arguing that the document in question is without merit. I am
saying that it is without legitimacy. Supposing the Coal Board wants to persuade
Sutton miners to move, say to the Vale of Belvoir. That could be sensible, but it
will be subject to negotiation. People might not want to go. They might prefer
to stay where they are. They have, in any case, opinions of their own. They have
a union which represents them. Shouldn’t their opinions be asked, through the
NUM, before anybody files a report with the structure planners? Supposing the
county could be persuaded to commit funds to developing one area, and encour-
aged to promote changes in another, in order to fit one prognosis, offered by the
Board. Wouldn’t this nullify all future consultation? Shouldn’t the workpeople’s
chosen delegates be involved in whatever argument is necessary about these
questions, from the beginning? Here is a question which takes us to the very
heart of the problem of industrial democracy.

“Of course, there are things we can do about this. We can ask the County
Council officers to divulge this plan to Councillors. We can ask the Board to
divulge it to the Union. We could ask our own Councillors to issue instructions
to all personnel that no plans submitted by any employer may be given any
consideration at all unless they are previously initialled by the proper represen-
tative of the appropriate union or unions. Then employers will have to consult
first, and form plans by agreement. I hope all three of these things will happen.
But more: I hope we will learn from this episode.

“Sutton and Kirkby face serious changes in their industrial prospects, and
these will be very painful for well-established and harmonious local communities
unless they are consulted, and involved in all important planning questions, from
the earliest possible moment. Our people are not pawns in a chess board, or
numbers in a work-roll, but they are individual citizens, with developed loyalties
and traditions, and a profound right to be able to influence the way that their
social environment changes.”

During the next ten days a fairly fierce discussion broke out, and this involved
not only local people in the threatened areas, but councillors and officials of the
planning department. Most of the rank-and-file councillors were no better informed
than I was myself, and it was plain that they had not been carefully briefed on the
industrial inputs to the structure plan. But the staff of the planning department
were unfailingly courteous, and as helpful as they were allowed to be within the
terms of their agreement with the NCB to respect the confidentiality of the infor-
mation which it had furnished to them. Accordingly, by 20th December 1976, I










































