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Dockers prepare for battle

A FEW MONTHS ago,
Transport and General Wor-
kers Union (TGWU) boss
Ron Todd was being dis-
missed aa a “dinosaur’.

He was slammed for
being resistant to change,
blind to economic realities,
and for being unable to cope
with a new era in industrial
relations.

But in the days
immediately following the
government’s announcement
that they planned to scrap
the hard-fought-for National
. Dock Labour Scheme, all that
changed.

Union

Todd found himself
winning the praises of both
Labour and Tory front
benches for his handling of
the dockers’ angry reaction to
the news.

Shadow Employment
Secretary Michael Meacher
applauded Todd’s ““responsib-
ility, courage and restraint”.
Former Tory minister Michael
Heseltine echoed these senti-
ments, adding that “we should
welcome Todd’s calming in-
fluence on events™.

Dockers have long reali-
sed that an attack on the
NDLS was inevitable. With
the government determined
to abolish ‘‘restrictive work-
ing practices’ as part of its
attempt to overhaul the Brit-
ish economy, it was simply a
matter of time before atten-
tion was turned on the
registered dockers.

As dockers in ports
throughout the country res-
ponded to the news by staging
immediate stoppages and
walk-outs, most confidently
expected the issuing of a
national strike call within days
to defend the scheme.

But the leadership of
the TGWU had other ideas.

Todd stepped in to re-
assert union control over
events, by endorsing the un-
official action and immedia-
tely ordering strikers back to
work, promising that a

national dock strike would
follow an immediate ballot.

Having successfully suf-
focated the strike action,
Todd won the backing of the
Executive to postpone a ballot
while he sought talks with the
Port Employers, aimed at
seeking an agreement ‘‘at
least as favourable’ as the
existing NDLS.

This was a clear ad-
mission that the fight to save
the Scheme had already been
abandoned, and that the union
was now looking to salvage
what it could from the
wreckage.

The Port Employers
seemed genuinely surprised
that this first round in the
battle had been won so easily.
They readily agreed to open-
ended talks with the TGWU’s
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of the union were at odds.
The dockers concerns are to
protect their jobs and defend
their working conditions.
They realise that scrapping
the NDLS would herald a
whole host of other attacks.

The union’s fear is in
losing a stable and secure
arrangement with manage-
ment, that weakens their
mediating leverage and weak-
ens their negotiating role. The
union’s real concern is to
protect their ‘“‘right to be
consulted” over management
reforms.

Any action that may be
illegal could invite seques-
tration or punitive fines—
threatening the union’s
existence. And because (as
former TUC boss Lord
Murray once observed) the

negotiating team, hoping to
string the wunion out for
several decisive weeks, al-
lowing confusion and
despondancy to spread
throughout the docks.

In typical form, the Left
decried this “sell-out” de-
nouncing Todd’s “capitu-
lation”, ‘‘backsliding” and
“refusal to lead a fight”’.

In fact, Todd performed
remarkably well in defending
the union’s interests. The mis-
taken belief that Todd had
“sold-out’’ only makes sense
if we equate the interests of
the union with the interests
of the workers.

From the start, the
objectives of the dockers and
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first job of a union is to pro-
tect itself, it’s in the union’s
own interest to police its
membership and sabotage ef-
fective and illegal independent
action.

It is for that reason—
and not because of some
abstract ‘‘cowardice’’—that,
if oa ballot over strike action
is held in the coming weeks,
the TGWU will only involve
the 9,500 dockers covered

by the scheme, will not san-
ction mass picketting, and

will try to stamp out any
attempts to spread the action
to unregistered ports.

The difficulty the
Laboour Party bureaucracy
faces in offering even token

“support” to the dockers
struggle. is’ that they agree
that scrapping the NDLS
makes sound economic sense.
As 1992 and the Single Euro-
pean Market approaches,
British industry needs to push
down port costs and remove
obstacles to the flexible man-
agement of the workforce, if
it is to compete efficiently in
the international market
place.

Mealy-mouthed Meacher
admitted that a future Labour
government would not re-
instate the Scheme, but would
examine the ‘“‘new realities”
in work practices in the docks.

Kinnock took issue, not
with the theat to dockers jobs,
but to the confrontational
manner in which the Tories
announced their  plans.
“Their are far better ways to
acheive the necessary
changes’’, he said, ‘“‘than by
provoking the dockers™.

A Port Employers‘ sec-
ret strike-plan leaked to the
press details the preparations
they have made to weather
what they describe as an
“inevitable”” strike’’. They
count on action lasting a max-
imum of six weeks; and on
the 35 non-Scheme ports—
which currently  handle
around 30% of the total
volume of trade —working
normally.

Trade

They admit that if the
strike were to last longer than
eight weeks, or, if the non-
Scheme ports or rail and road
haulage networks were affect-
ed, it would “quickly start
to bite”. Priority-lists of goods
essential to industry have al-
ready been drawn up, in-
cluding plans to ‘““maintain an
adequate supply of newsprint”’
to ensure no. interruption in
the media propaganda war
that would be waged against
striking dockers.

The rank and file dock-
ers attempts to defend
working conditions must be
supported by active solidarity
in all areas. The role the
TGWU plays in keeping the
lid on initiatives it doesn’t
control will prove once again
the need for a revolutionary
alternative to fighting the
State by its own rules. e
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