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PUBLIC SECTOR
F

WAGES STRUGGLES
ARE POLITICAL
STRUGGLES /
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Labour party. We work for the 
creation of a genuine socialist 
alternative which is a campaigning 
alternative.

Indeed, the present situation is 
important to us for its overall 
political relevance, its relevance to 
the development of the conscious­
ness of the movement, not just the 
election.

The recent upsurge in wages 
struggles is revealing. It shows 
that many workers, not just ‘ m ili- 
nts’, that is those already 
experienced in struggle who have 
developed an understanding of

ing for a vote for Labour. This is not 
an agitational paper, and even if it 
was, we would not legitimise 
parliament and bolster illusions in 
social democracy by calling for a 
Labour vote. Rather, we believe 
that comrades should vote Labour 
where there is no acceptable 
alternative to their left, but we 
believe that the main focus of our 
activity should be to put forward 
anti-fascist propaganda, propa­
ganda in support of the Irish 
struggle etc., that can lead to the 
strengthening of working-class 
political currents to the left of the
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the necessity for opposition to the 
system, are perfectly aware that 
their own interests override any 
talk about the ‘national interest’.

The publicity given to the 
present disputes, above all those 
in the public sector, shows the 
awareness on the part of bougeois 
commentators of the integration of 
both political and economic 
decision making. As we have 
argued repeatedly in our coverage 
of the public sector, the state is the 
employer and the government 
takes the decisions about levels of 
service etc. We have concentrated 
Continued on page 2
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RECENT months have seen a determined fightback 
against the government’s plans for another period of 
wage restraint particularly by workers in the public 
sector unions.

A number of other major areas such as the teachers, civil 
servants, and possibly miners, railwaymen and power 
workers as we I are also about to enter into similar struggles.

It is true that because of a combination of inadequate 
leadeship from the bureaucrats, the lack of a tradition of 
struggle of many of the workers and unions involved, and 
distorting headlines and pressure from the Press, workers at 
present in dispute are likely to settle for inadequate rises.
A main feature of the present
round of pay disputes is that the
problems of the low-paid have
been brought to public attention.
However, it seems likely that they
will be bought off by a mediocre
rise and some kind of compara­
bility deal.

Comparability deals are a con.
Recent events in the Civil Service
show this. There, workers were
bought off last year by the
assurance that they would be
allowed “comparability” via an
independent pay research unit.
The unit has recommended
around 25% rises, but the govern­
ment are now talking about
phasing any increase that they do
allow over a period of years.

It is clear that the low-paid are
unlikely to come out of the present 
round of negotiations any better off
than they were before. After all, the
low-paid are necessary for
capitalism, they are the pool of
cheap labour doing dirty jobs on
which our society depends. The
hypocrisy of the Press praising the
bravery and loyalty of workers
such as nurses and then
condemning them when they try
for a fairer wage is sickening, but it 
does conform to capitalist
interests.

What effect will the prsent round
of disputes have on the forth­
coming elections? Well, the
Labour government knows that its
image as the party that can
‘control the unions’ has been
dented. As a result they have 
cobbled together a ‘concordat’,

which is unlikely to hide the fact 
that no government, whatever its 
supposed outlook and 
allegiances, is able to impose con­
tinuous pay restrainton the 
working class.

Undoubtedly the coming 
election poses a problem for 
socialists. As we have argued in 
the past, although it is true that 
‘whoever you vote for, the govern­
ment always gets in’ it does make 
a difference which government. 
The election of a Thatcher govern­
ment will mean a real setback for 
the working class. It means 
repression will be intensified in 
Northern Ireland and against 
Britain’s black community. There 
will be even greater attacks on all 
our public services, schools, hos­
pitals, social security benefits etc. 
It will mean a legislative attack on 
the rights of the trade unions. It will 
mean a very determined attempt 
to increase the profits of British 
industry at the expense of the 
class.

Nevertheless, it can be argued 
at there is little difference between 
Labour and the Tories. Certainly 
both parties, despite the rhetoric of 
Labour’s left wing, are com­
mitted to running the country 
within the framework of capitalism. 
Certainly, Labour has slashed 
public spending and allowed 
profits to rise in an attempt to solve 
the crisis at the expense of the 
class. The fact remains that they 
will not hurt as severely as a Tory 
government.

We do not believe in campaign-
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on the service side of the public 
sector, that is education, the 
National Health Service, the Civil 
Service etc, but the same 
integration also appears in the 
conduct of state monopolies such 
as the railways and the Post 
Office, which now have to be 
‘profitable’ although in theory they 
should be run for the benefit of 
the people.

Workers in the public sector who 
challenge their employers’ wage 
deals are therefore immediately 
challenging the assumptions that 
the government makes about 
those services; that they have to 
be profitable, that wage rises will 
result in cuts in capital expenditure 
on hospitals, schools etc.

Workers involved in wage 
struggles in the public sector then, 
face a more determined 
opposition than those in the 
private sector. The opposition to 
them is united at a political and an 
economic level. However, once 
they start to fight they are forced 
into a reassessment of the 
priorities that the state would have 
us believe exist. Their opposition 
is not just to one isolated employer 
but to the present structure of the 
welfare state and state 
enterprises. We shall have to take 
care that this feeling is not 
exploited by the right wing as an 
opposition to the idea of public 
ownership itself, but rather argue 
that it is the present forms of public 
state ownership that have to be 
changed.

The present situation should not 
oe a cause for pessimism amongst 
our readers and supporters. 
Recent and continuing struggles 
reveal the combativity of the class. 
As we see it, the task of socialists 
in the months ahead is to argue, 
against electorialist schemes, for 
the strengthening of the capacity 
of the class for solidarity, self­
organisation and self­
consciousness.

The betrayals of Callaghan and 
the onslaught of Thatcher will be 
resisted by a working class that 
develops an awareness of its own 
interests as a class through 
struggle. This process is taking 
place now, in the public sector and 
elsewhere. We participate in these 
struggles, support them, and fight 
fortheir extension.

SUPPORT DIRECT LABOUR
In this public sector feature we want to take a brief look 
at the situation of a group of workers who don't often 
hit the national headlines — those employed by local 
authority "Direct Labour Organisations" (DLOs). These 
workers are responsible for much of the repair and main­
tenance of council property, and for a proportion of 
new construction and improvement work in the fields of 
council housing and other public building. There are

about 200,000 of them, and many of their jobs are at 
risk.

DLO workers are caught up in the difficulties which 
everywhere beset local authority housing provision. 
Although they are engaged occasionally on projects 
other than council housing it is this which is their main 
concern.

Our graph shows the pattern of 
council house new building over the last 
10 years. Such a decline could be 
explained by the circumstance that the 
housing pool was requiring in this period 
fewer and fewer new houses to keep 
pace with need. Unfortunately, we can't 
find any national figures for waiting lists 
against which to check this possibility, 
but our local experiences do tend to 
suggest that it is not a likely explanation. 
On the contrary, lengthening waiting 
lists, and transfer lists, seem to be 
common.

The decline in new council house 
provision has its background not in 
falling need, but principally in a number 
of economic factors. The amount of 
money going on housing expenditure 
rose dramatically in the late 60s and 
early 70s. But this money was increas­
ingly being claimed by considerations 
other than new building. In 1968-69, 
89% of council housing money was 
spent on new homes, but by 1974-75 
this had fallen to 50%. In the first place, 
the proportion demanded for repairs and 
maintenance was growing with the age 
and size of the housing stock. And 
secondly, rising interest rates meant that 
a greater proportion of the money was 
going to loan repayments (councils have 
regularly financed part of their expend­
iture with borrowing). What decreased 
proportion of increased expenditure 
finally got through to new house 
building was tfcen faced with soaring 
costs — in particular, the property 
speculation boom of the early 70s meant 
that land prices rose enormously.

Decline
Decline in new council house 

building is explained by these rising 
costs of housing provision and upkeep. 
Despite being to some extent offset by 
the municipalisation of private 
properties, it does represent, when 
compared with trends of need, a "Cut" 
initially operated by the simple 
inadequacy of council resources in terms 
of maintaining performance. On top of 
this housing expenditure, like other 
public sector budgets, has in recent years 
been coming in for its share of conscious 
"economising". On the one side we find 
councils trying to improve their financial 
position by increased rents and rates, 
and by selling off houses. On the other 
there have been deliberate expenditure 
curbs. Nottingham council, for instance, 
is reducing expenditure on new house 
building from £28.5m in 1976/77 to 
£1 73,000 in 1981/82. They are selling 
off to private developers land originally 
acquired for council houses which will 
not now be built.

"Economies" over the last few years 
have been hitting more than new 
housing. If anything, in fact, they have 
concentrated on the repair and mainten­
ance, improvement, and municipalisation 
sides of the business. Not only are not 
enough new houses being built, but 
existing tenants are facing poorer upkeep 
and service.

We've commented enough in the past 
on this crazy system of social prioritiz­
ation which does not begin from basic 
questions of need, but rather turns to 
them from the vantage point of higher 
"economic realities" due more to partic­
ular social relations than to any absolute 
truth about human production.

The housing provision situation 
threatens DLO workers both in their 
jobs and their conditions. In Wandsworth 
for instance, where no new council 
housing is to be started in the next four 
years, the DLO is to be cut from 850 to 
200 workers. The GLC is implementing 
cuts involving a loss of more than 2000 
jobs. In Birmingham, Swansea, 
Colchester, Bradford and Widnes the 
new building sides to the DLOs have 
been closed down. In Manchester DLO 
workers are facing an attack on their

pay-packet through a wage-cutting bonus 
scheme.

At this point the plot thickens even 
further. Enter stage right the private 
building contractors.

DLO workers facing the consequen­
ces of economic gloom in their sector of 
employment, have also faced an enthusi­
astic attack, made by the private 
building contractors, on their very worth 
as an element in council housing 
provision. The DLOs are being presented 
by these interests as extravagances in 
the building world which we should be 
glad to be shut of.

It is worth going in some depth into 
the argument of the private contractors. 
It has become the first line of attack the 
DLO workers now face, and looking at 
it will, moreover, give us a fuller idea of 
what we all stand to lose if the DLOs 
get the chop.

The private contractors argue that 
because the DLOs aren't profit-motivated 
they are bound to be internally 
"inefficient". They claim that the DLOs 
aren't stirred to maximum performance 
by the threat of bankruptcy and other 
business risks. And they say that the 
DLOs have an unfair advantage in that 
they can rely on council funds to bail 
them out of any trouble. They back up 
this appeal to everyone's awareness of 
how "competition" brings the best of 
everything with statistics taken from the 
DOE's "Private Contractors Construction 
Census" and "Census of Production". 
These show that the value of gross output 
per employee in the private sector is way 
above that of the DLO employees.

The first thing we can turn to in 
examining this case is the statistics 
quoted. We find that they are used some-
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what loosely, and don't in fact show 
that private sector workers are more (or 
less) "economical" than DLO workers. 
Using "gross output" as a basis for 
comparison one will inevitably find the 
greater "output" per worker wherever 
there is a higher proportion of materials 
to labour on a job. Thus the big contracts 
undertaken by the private sector 
invariably show greater "output" than 
the repair and maintenance jobs which 
occupy a large and increasing proportion 
of DLO time. What's more, when the 
private contractors send in their figures 
for output they include the figure for 
profits! (They also inflate their value of 
work per employee. They do this by 
dividing their total output only by the . 
number of their own direct employees, 
thus leaving out of the equation those 
who work for them on a labour only 
"sub-contract", the "lump" workers).

Narrow
Even if DLO workers could be shown 

to be less "productive" than private 
sector workers, there is no reason even 
on narrow budgetary grounds why this 
in itself should lead any council to 
favour private contracts unless things 
actually got to the stage where DLO 
work was costing more. Accurate com­
parison is admittedly difficult here 
because the different systems have 
different terms of reference for 
accountancy. The fact that DLOs some­
times overrun their initial budget 
estimates is used, for instance, to present 
them as essentially "loss-making" and 
dependent on ratepayers hand-outs. But 
errors in cost estimation affect private 
tenders to an equal if not a greater 
degree, and are often passed on to the 
customer. Some local authorities have in 
the past come up with impressive 
estimates as to the overall saving accrued 
from having a DLO. The GLC, to give 
one example, estimated in 1976 that its 
maintenance work, which cost £40m 
pounds, would have cost an extra £8m 
if put out to the lowest alternative 
private tenders. It's also worth noting 
that the absence of DLO "unfair compet­
ition" can in itself send contractors' 
estimates rocketing! In St.Helens, for 
instance, the DLO tries not to let 
contractors know when it intends to 
tender in competition with them for a 
contract — experience has shown that 
tender prices are higher when the 
contractors know there will be no DLO 
estimate to deal with.

DLOs are accountable to their 
councils and act in a responsible way 
when presenting estimates. When private 
contractors are jockeying for work 
however, they are sometimes willing to 
budget for cut corners — a practice which 
leads to skimped and shoddy work and 
contributes to high repair costs in the 
future. Again, where final costs on 
private contract work exceed original 
tenders councils have little power to 
check that this isn't simply a follow up 
to a deliberately low first estimate. And 
one final risk with private contractors is 
that they have been known to go bank­
rupt slap-bang in the middle of an 
operation, sometimes leaving a site in 
chaos as a result of their last-gasp efforts 
to make ends meet. In Sandwell in 1977, 
for example, Kelly Homes went into 
liquidation having finished only 8 out of 
80 council houses at Union St., Smeth-




