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Abstract

Workplace uniomsm in the state sector is in crisis, with many unions forced
into defensive sectional postures, while others face the problem of trying to
maintain centralised and hierarchical forms of organisation. In the context of
the restructuring that has been taking place over the last ten years, these
uruons have been going through a process of union renewal, where either
centralised and hierarchical forms of unionism are affirmed or where more
participative forms of unionism are emerging. In these circumstances,
workplace unions face a choice between developing more participative forms
of representation (a form of union renewal) or reaffirming local hierarchies (a
revival of current forms). These developments raise questions about the
conditions for different forms of unionism and the processes of
democra tis a tion.

INTRODUCTION

The state is the major employer in Britain, comprising three principal
components, the civil service, local authorities and the health service. In each
of these areas during the 1980s, successive Conservative governments
initiated a major restructuring and reorganisation, which in the case of the
civil service has been transformed from a traditional bureaucracy to a
managerial employer (Fairbrother 1994). A range of policies have been
introduced aimed at challenging the uniform and standardised conditions of
civil service work and employment, not least to remove the basis for
collective organisation and action by civil service workers. Management
structures and approaches have been recast in terms of the mirage of human
resource management and customer care. Equally dramatic changes have
been introduced in the local authority and health care sector, where
governments have placed legislative requirements on service delivery,
achieving a move towards more decentralised and devolved forms of
managerial organisation. In the case of local authorities this has meant not
only increased budgetary restrictions and restraint but has also resulted in the
modification of the previously department-based and consensual bargairung
relationships.

It is in this context that unions in the state sector face a crisis, where these
traditionally centralised and hierarchical unions have proved inadequate in
the late 1980s and 1990s. This is a form of unionism where the workplace has
not been the prime focus of concern, either organisationally or in terms of
policy formulation and initiative (Drake et al 1980). Nonetheless, these were
relatively effective forms of unionism which in the 1960s and 1970s seemed to
make some gains (Undy et al 1981; Fairbrother 1989). The problem they now
face is that as managerial devolution and decentralisation proceeds, in both
privatised and non-privatised areas and with the associated introduction of

market-type relationships, there has been a shift in the locus of bargaining
from the national to local level (although not yet on pay - Bach and
Winchester 1994). In general, unions are ill-equipped to meet these changed
circumstances of bargaining and negotiation, and the associated shifts in the
exercise of managerial power in these sectors.

THE ARGUMENT

It is the argument of this chapter that unions in the state sector are in a
position to begin to develop more active forms of workplace unionism than
was the case in the past. The occasion for this has come about with the
massive restructuring that has taken place in this sector, as well as the ongoing disillusionment with the prospect or benefit of national bargaining.
With moves towards more decentralised forms of management, union
members have taken tentative steps to generate more participative and active
forms of unionism. This, however, is not a straightforward or inevitable
process, being the subject of debate and contest about the best way to proceed
in circumstances of uncertainty and unpredictability. Nonetheless, where
union memberships exploit these structural circumstances then there is the
prospect that a process of union renewal will occur (Fairbrother 1989 and
1991).

The argument about union renewal is not straightforward. A narrow version
of the argument is that the restructuring of the public sector, towards
decentralised and devolved managerial structures, provides the conditions
for a resurgence or a discovery of local trade unionism and a frison of local
activity where there was none previously (Fosh 1993). This argument is
developed by pointing to the way that there may be 'surges' of membership
involvement in workplace trade unionism according 'to the impact of events
or developments that disturb the local union context' (p.580-581). Such
developments include 'changes taking place in management-union relations,
changes in the wider political situation or changes within the union itself

(p.581). The impact of such occurrences are, according to Fosh, 'mediated by
several factors such as local leadership style, industrial relations atmosphere,
past experience of the workplace union and structure of the local union' (p.
581), with most emphasis being given to leadership style. This is further
developed to elaborate the features of such a leadership style, drawing
attention to the coUectivist and participatory aspects as critical to the process
of union renewal, although overlooking political affiliation and involvement
(cf. Darlington 1994).

While this type of account opens up the question of union renewal, the aim of
this chapter is to present a more general version of the union renewal thesis,
suggesting that unions, particularly in the state sector, are changing both
structurally and ideologically, with the development of new forms of
unionism becoming a distinct possibility. These are forms of unionism where
the emphasis is on decentralisation rather than centralisation, egalitarian
forms of organisation and operation rather than hierarchy, and involvement
and participation rather than passivity and remoteness. Although there is
often an uneveness in the articulation of these features of participative
unionism, they nonetheless constitute a set of practices which define the
possibility of union renewal. In the development of such forms of uruonism,
leadership, as noted by Fosh (1993), may play a central role in articulating
and expressing these developments, although this is neither a defining
feature nor the limit of such change. What is critical is the emergence of
participative forms of unionism in sectors of employment where there has
been a long history of remote, centralised and hierarchical forms of unionism.

This is an emergent form of unionism, one that is beginning to appear in the
context of changes in management, the organisation of work, different
negotiating and bargaining arrangements, and a disaffection with past union
forms. The logic of the argument is that a rearticulation of class relations in
the state sector is taking place, with implications for both managerial
organisation and activity as well as unionism in these sectors. Taking

management first, the restructuring associated with privatisation, the
fragmentation of the state sector, market testing, competitive compulsory
tendering, appraisal, and performance related pay is part of repositioning of
management in the state sector. In its starkest form, a 'new' management is in
place, concerned with reshaping the state sector in a devolved and
decentralised way and securing the compliance of workforces with these
changes, where the stress is on individualism and individualised social
relations. However, this is not a straightforward process, as (established
managers often require convincing of the need to change and more
committed managers are recruited to replace the more intractable traditional
managers. Further, these initiatives do not involve the individualisation of
the social relations of production as such but the attempt to reorganise
collective workforces on an individualistic basis. This has involved the
introduction of employment and work arrangements aimed at defirung
workers as individuals rather than as part of a collective. It is thus a
complicated and uneven process of change.^

The other side of the analysis is the framework of issues addressed by
Hyman (1989:149-65,166-87), with his emphasis on the on-going tension
between bureaucratisation and democratisation. For him, bureaucracy
comprises three sets of fragile, although ingrained relations: the separation of
representation from mobilisation; a hierarchy of control and activism; and the
detachment of formal procedures of policy formulation and decision-making
from members' experiences (pp. 181-82). Unfortunately, this can lead to a
rather pessimistic account of the prospects of union renewal and recovery,
suggesting an inevitability about the persistence of bureaucratic relations
(Heery and Kelly 1994:16).^ In contrast, without overlooking the validity of
this analysis, it is argued in this paper that in the circumstances of state
restructuring there is a possibility of participatory forms of unionism
emerging (see also Fairbrother and Waddington 1990: 47, n: 1).

This form of unionism has three aspects. First, this is a union form where
there has been a reintegration of representations and the procedures
associated with these relations, and that of mobilisation. In other words,
representatives become part of the process of membership mobilisation as
active participants. Second, unions embody more participatory forms of
control and accountability, which emphasise the importance of membership
involvement and activity. This means that local members can and do take
decisions on issues and topics which directly concern their immediate work
and employment relations, such as staff levels, cancer screening, or racism in
the local community. Third, members articulate and express their experiences
in ways that are central to the uruon mode of organisation and operation. A
primacy is thus placed on procedures whereby members participate in
decision-making and policy-formulation, most obviously via the membership
meeting which becomes the leitmotif of union activity. More broadly, this
may involve consultations with workplace stewards or other uruon leaders,
membership surveys, conferences, and the like.

In the context of restructuring, with the fragmentation and decentralisation of
management, the development of more participatory social relations of union
organisation remains only a possibility, since union renewal not only takes
place against the backdrop of restructuring but also in terms of the previously
established centralised and hierarchical forms of unionism that characterise
the state sector. The result is that it is not at all obvious how and under what
circumstances members can begin to review their unionism, and decide on
the different alternatives they now face. This in turn requires a
reconsideration of their past unionism, their own involvement, position and
activity (Darlington 1994: 260-92). It also involves a re-examination of the
complex interaction of relationships between full-time officers, workplace
representatives and members and what they might mean in a reconstituted
union (Darlington 1994: 285-90; Kelly and Heery 1994:114-16).

One neglected aspect of the way in which unions may begin to change and
develop new forms of unionism is the importance of political affiliation and
involvement of union members. In many accounts, it is almost as if there is a
bland assumption that trade unionists are 'naturally' supporters of the
Labour Party and nothing more need be said or that political affiliation
always takes second place to the pragmatics of unionism and for this reason
also requires little comment. This, however, misses the point that not only do
members debate unionism and how it may develop, but that members also
look to their politics in developing approaches and understandings of their
current situation. It also raises the question how should politics be
understood and made part of an understanding of trade unionism. One way
has been to suggest that political parties provide both the ligaments of
cohesiveness between different workplace memberships as well as a
framework for understanding the way changes can be achieved (Darlington
1994: 291-92). The social democratic version of this relation is that the political
party (the Labour Party in Britain) becomes the partner of a trade union
movement preoccupied with 'economic' issues while other parties become an
irrelevancy, particularly the so-called revolutionary parties (Flanders 1970:
24-37). Even so, an understanding of the processes of union renewal require a
direct engagement and consideration of the politics of tiade unionism.

This chapter explores the dimensions of union renewal in the state sector
through a detailed study of workplace unionism over the last three years as it
is here that the crisis is most evident, where workers face the reality of
meeting the challenges of the 1990s. The focus of the chapter is the public
services, examining a number of branches of the National and Local
Government Officers Association (NALGO) and National Union of Public
Employees (NUPE), located in local government, specifically social services,^
and the two main unions in the civil service Benefits Agency, the Civil and
Public Services Association (CPSA) and the National Union of Civil and
Public Servants (NUCPS). This is followed by an account of the ways in
which managements have attempted to reinforce their control over

production relations, thereby marginalising previous forms of workplace
union organisation. How local union leaderships have attempted to meet
these threats is then examined; the conclusion is that where unions have
addressed the crisis of organisational representation there are indications that
more innovative and imaginative forms of unionism are beginning to
emerge.*

RESTRUCTURING

The conditions and circumstances under which unions operate have changed
decisively during the 1980s. A state-initiated restructuring of work and
employment relations, supported by increasingly restrictive trade uruon
legislation and the deregulation of employment law, has cumulatively recast
employment relations in both the public and private sectors "to deny workers
access to resources of collective power'(Smith and Morton 1993:100). A key
aspect of the programme has been a reorganisation of the structures of
management within the workplace and at a local level. In both local
government and the civil service there has been a major decentralisation of
operational managerial activities, as well as financial responsibilities, to the
base unit of these bodies, such as the local district or office. This
decentralisation of day-to-day operations has occurred within the framework
of budgetary control and strategic decision-making at a corporate or
headquarters level. It has involved the introduction and use of increasingly
complicated financial indicators and controls.

The reforms in the state sector are part of a deliberate attempt to construct a
market order, which have been accompanied by decisive shifts in the terrain
of h-ade unionism (Stewart and Walsh 1992; Smith and Morton 1993: 98-99).
There are three main aspects to this new 'order'. Firstly, there has been a
process of establishing so-called 'internal markets', taking the form of
procedures concerned with the separation of purchasers/clients and
providers of these services, the exchange of goods and services involving

monetary triansactions and the imposition of budgetary controls and
accounting procedures (on the health service see Reed and Anthony 1993; on
the civil service, see Greer 1994, chapter 5; on local government, see Cochrane
1993). Secondly, the boundaries of the state sector have been redrawn via the
policies of privatisation, compulsory competitive tendering of state services,
particularly in local government, and market testing of sectors of state
activity, particularly in central government (Kessler 1991; O'Connell
Davidson 1993, Fairbrother 1994). Thirdly, there have been concerted
attempts to abolish the national determination of the terms and conditions of
employment in the state sector, with a view to diluting standardised and
uniform arrangements across substantial areas of state sector employment
(Kessler 1989; Brown and Walsh 1991; Bailey 1994; Bach and Winchester
1994).

The autonomy of local management created by this restructuring is
circumscribed within clearly-defined and prescribed parameters. This
involves both explicit and much more subtle processes of control (Marginson
et al. 1993). On the one hand, there has been an overt and public
decentralisation and devolution of managerial authority throughout the state
sector. This has taken the form of re-organising management structures, so
that management have control over their budgets and are seen to be
responsible for the operational activities within their remit. On the other
hand, there has been a much more insidious and comprehensive reaffirmation of central control over the state sector. This has been achieved via
managerial systems and accounting procedures which set limits on what is
permitted, such as budget controls and accountability. The point of these
procedures is that they are part of an attempt to structure relations in ways
that achieve managerial and government objectives. In this respect, moves
towards performance related pay and the like become part of a raft of
procedures for achieving the compliance of workforces with managerial
objectives.

The restructuring of the last decade, underpinned by state policies has
resulted in a shift in the circumstances of union organisation and operation,
particularly at a local level. While the precise form of the restructuring was
driven by managements' attempts to exploit market and technological
imperatives, one condition for the successful implementation of these policies
was a compliant workforce. It is in this sense that managerial policies were
also aimed at both restricting the scope of union activity and denying
workers ready access to collective power. In view of the different ways that
unions organise as well as the locus of activity within unions, the challenges
of the 1980s and 1990s have been responded to and experienced in different
ways.

Local Government: Social Services

There has been a move by central governments to extend their control over
the organisation and operation of local government administration and
provision of state services, and there has been a steady centralisation of
control within local government structures (Bains Report 1972; Pattison
Report 1973; Scottish Office 1977, Department of Environment and Welsh
Office 1977, Department of Environment 1979, Exchequer and Audit
Department 1981; Griffiths Report 1988). This has been accompaiued by a
shift in the forms of control in local government, from an explicitly
administrative mode of organisation to more managerialist-based approaches
to control. Over the last two decades, the administrative model of control has
been qualified with the introduction of measures more typically associated
with the private sector, such as personal appraisal, performance related pay,
the reorganisation of work procedures so that financial costs are taken more
expliciltly into account. While this has been an uneven process, the general
thrust of change has been towards the establishment of a managerial model of
local government.
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These recent developments are signified most clearly by the establishment of
centralised structures for policy formulation as well as the organisation of
local state work into managerially accountable departments, organised along
functional lines (Cockburn 1977; Cochrane 1993). For manual workforces, as
noted by Terry (1982), the early changes were accompanied by attempts to
regulate and control the organisation of work, through such measures as
work study and job evaluation. More recently, the emphasis has been on the
decentralisation of line management and the introduction of managerial
approaches associated with consultation rather than negotiation (Kessler
1991). Overall, the result has been a restructured local government
organisation and operation.

These developments have been reflected in the social services departments
within the two local authorities studied.

Metropolitan Council

County Council

Metropolitan City

Rural: 764.37 square

The Councils

Area

miles

Political Control

Labour Party

Conservative Party

Largest services

Education, housing,

Education, social

social services

services, planning and
transport

Social Services:

Numbers (Full-time

6666.1

1487.5

250

102

equivalent)

Number of workplaces

In each authority, the workforce is principally organised in terms of
departments, under the formal responsibility of a chief executive or director.
The social services department is one of the major departments in each
authority, with social services workforces spread over numerous workplaces,
employed in such diverse jobs as children's homes, elderly persons' homes,
social welfare centres, day nurseries and nursery centres, adult social
education centres, social work teams, home care and central administrative
activity. Over the last two years a number of these areas have become part of

12

the private service sector, as these councils have relinquished control of
residential homes for the elderly, under legislation requiring compulsory
competitive tendering (Local Government Act 1988).

The major recent policy development in social services, with widespread
implications for trade unionism, is the community care legislation and reorganisation. The first objective of this move has been 'to give clients a better
quality of life in a less institutionalised environment' while the second
objective is 'to achieve lower costs in service provision' (CIPFA 1989: 32). This
policy has been subject to reviews, in particular by the National Audit Office
and the Griffiths Report (1988). After some delay in responding to this, the
Government endorsed the broad principle that local authorities should have
the primary responsibility for the co-ordination of social service provision
(apart from the mentally ill), although this will involve a wider range of
agencies than local government. Alongside this, there remains uncertainty
about the extent to which there will be a shift of financial and related
resources to local goverrmient to enable it to carry out these tasks (CIPFA
1989: 33).

The thrust of these changes, particularly on community care, has been to
transform the character of social services work away from the provision of
services to the administration and co-ordination of care work. This involved a
split between the purchaser and provider relation in social service work,
under the community care legislation of the early 1990s (Child Care Act
1992). Overall, this has been part of a process of reorganisation whereby the
provision of social services has been costed and financially evaluated,
irrespective of the form of organisation, as neighbourhood centres or as
support teams. This has reinforced managerial supervision, as managers
themselves have been made more accountable for expenditure. These
developments have had a major effect on the way in which work is organised
in two respects. Firstly, there has been a separation of assessment work from
the provision of services and support. One consequence has been a move
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towards the provision of social educational services for adults and children
by contract from local schools and colleges rather than from within the
resources of the social services department. Secondly, care management
divisions have been made coterminous with relevant Health Authorities. This
also means new managerial structures and work relationships, with the aim
being in the frequently used phrase in County Council 'to provide a mixed
economy of care'.

These developments are part of a comprehensive restructuring of the
provision of social services in both authorities, grounding decisions much
more explicitly on financial grounds than in terms of social needs. This
represents the beginnings of a rejection of Fordist methods of administration
(Cochrane 1993). Previously the state individualised the provision of services,
such as the entitlement to social service support through centralised and
hierarchical forms of organisation, on the assumption of standardised
solutions to general problems. The problem with this approach is that the
standardisation of work leads to routinised performance and conservatism;
those who process claims and distribute entitlement have little or no
responsibility for decision-making. Such procedures became an impediment
to attempts to reduce and control public expenditure and it is within this
framework that governments during the 1980s sought to create the situation
where managers became responsible for the delivery of services. Under the
guise of individual responsibility, managers and their workforces were given
the responsibility for the allocation of restricted resources. This required the
development of managerial hierarchies in the workplace which would ensure
decision-making according to financial criteria, not social need. It also
required the organisation of work procedures and employment relations so
that managers were in a position to ensure compliance with these procedures.

Uie Benefits Agency in the Civil Service
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The developments in local government both anticipate and parallel the
restructuring that has taken place in the civil service. During the 1980s and
into the 1990s the civil service was transformed from a centralised
bureaucracy, with standardised procedures and terms and conditions of
employment into a managerial administrative service, composed of a set of
Agencies (semi-autonomous managerial units) and small, policy-making and
supervisory departments. The governments of this period laid the grounds
for this transformation through a series of reports which addressed different
aspects of this process (Treasury and Civil Service Committee 1982, HM
Treasury 1984, Cabinet Office 1994; Ibbs Report 1988; Treasury and Civil
Service Committee Reports, 1982,1989,1990,1991; Fraser Report, 1991). As in
local government, these reforms involved the decentralisation of management
structures and the introduction of procedures designed to circumscribe and
elicit compliance from civil service workforces.

Until well into the 1980s, the provision of social security was organised
through a succession of Departments, the most recent incarnation being the
Department of Social Security (DSS), a typically centralised and hierarchical
civil service department, under the responsibility of a Minister, advised by
senior Civil Service staff. With the decision, in 1989, to establish Agencies in
the DSS, the Information Technology Services Agency, the Contributions
Agency and subequently the Benefits Agency, there was a planned process of
change and reorganisation. In the case of the Benefits Agency, a new
managerial structure was developed, comprising management personnel who
had immediate responsibility for the provision of benefit services. The
purpose was to remould the Benefits Agency in ways that signified a break
from the past. As reported:

...the most important thing of all was to change ourselves from being a
hierarchical bureaucratic organisation concerned with our internal
processes, into one that actually began to think about everything from
a customer point of view and customer perspective, so we did an
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awful lot of things right at the outset to get the customer focus right...
(senior manager 1992)

This involved the redesignation of managerial responsibilities at a district
level, with the creation of the post of customer service manager, as well as
encouraging claimants to develop a customer's point of view.

The outcome of this process of change was a restructured service, drawing on
commercial principles. As one informant observed:

it's very much to do with having a sharper, more business, more
commercial orientation and bringing in some of the kind of market
principles (senior manager 1992)

This ethos of change was embraced by those who planned the establishment
of the Benefits Agency and it was put into practice after the launch of the
Agency in April 1991.

The key element in this restructuring was to enable a degree of discretion at a
local level that hitherto had not been possible. As the Permanent Secretary of
DSS observed:

We have steadily delegated an enormous amount of tasks to them
[District Managers] which they wanted to have, like local recruitment,
the ability to run their own accommodahon budget, repairs and things
like that, the ability to organise their office. We have put them on a
cash budget instead of a head count budget, so they have cash income
and can deploy how many people in how many grades they want
within the budget given to them. They have enormous freedoms.
(Social Security Committee 1991: p. 15, para. 8)
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The ethos is to enable management to exercise power within the overall
framework of a devolved and decentralised management structure.

The benefits offices are grouped into an area form of organisation, composed
of District Management Units (DMUs). These units are organised
hierarchically, typically with a District Manager and managerial support
staff, and a graded workforce. The principle underlying this stiucture is that
it allows larger numbers of benefit staff to be grouped together, thereby
enabling a more comprehensive specialisation of task and service to be
introduced (a Fordist mode of organisation in an oft proclaimed post-Fordist
world). These changes have heralded the reorganisation of local offices
involving elements of centialisation and devolution. On the one hand, offices
were grouped together to create district offices, under the responsibility of a
Principal Officer; on the other hand, senior staff were given greater discretion
and responsibility for both staff and financial issues.

Each DMU is organised as a cost centre. This, at one and the same time, lays
the foundation for a degree of financial independence that has been unusual
in the former Department, while also creating the conditions for variation
between districts. Initially this has been reflected in a distinction between
districts where managers have been willing to exercise their increased
discretion and those where managers have refused to accept responsibility for
their own budget because they are unable to comply with the requirements
indicated in them. This has led to a rather paradoxical development where
the devolution of managerial responsibility has also led to increasing
intervention from the area management as distiict managers look for
guidance on a range of issues for which they have acquired new
responsibilities.

Implications
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The implications of this restructuring of local government and the civil
service for trade unions are threefold. Firstly, there is a symmetry in the
patterns of restructuring for both sectors, with marked decentralisation and
devolution of managerial structures and practices. What is different between
the two sectors is that the base unit of the managerial organisation and
associated industrial relations is much smaller in the civil service than for
local government. The DMU comprised two or three offices, depending on
the locality, whereas the departments in the local authorities continued to
cover large geographical areas. Nonetheless, in both cases a new devolved
and decentralised structure has been established, with managers in a position
to exercise a greater degree of discretion in the organisation and
administration of the terms and conditions of work and employment in their
respective areas of responsibility.

Secondly, managerial policies have been marked by an ambivalence in
practice, although there have been relatively consistent and sustained
attempts to individualise workforces.^ The point is that while the initiative for
this restructuring has come from the government and been embraced by
sections within managerial groups, sometimes opportunistically, otherwise
w^ith a newly-found conviction, it remains the case that there is division
within the state sector as managers commit themselves to the new while
retaining elements of the old. Managements are not all of a piece and
different approaches have been followed, some retaining elements of the
previous more co-operative approaches while others see themselves more
clearly as managers, not administrators providing public services (Stewart
and Walsh 1992). For unions, this means that the terrain of change is not
simply in one direction, without qualification.

Thirdly, there is evidence of work reorganisation involving an intensification
of effort and a fragmentation of tasks and procedures in these sectors; with
implications for the way workers experience their employment and the way
they look to their unions. This is most clearly evident in the local government,
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with the separation of the purchase and provider role, but is also seen in both
sectors with the introduction of contractual and semi-contractual work
procedures and arrangements. This has been accompanied by the
introduction of a range of employment measures associated with employee
accountability and control, in the form of staff appraisal, 'merit' pay and the
like. The result is the qualification of the hitherto standardised terms and
conditions of employment, drawing attention to the specificity of
employment and work relations, at both workplace level and in terms of
specific employers. Thus the terrain of unionism, where unions in these
sectors came to prominence with their defence of standardisation of work and
employment relations, no longer has the relevance it had in the past.

UNION ORGANISATION

In the main, unions were founded as staff associations, recruiting from within
specific grades, occupations or areas of work (on clerical unions in the civil
service, seeHumpreys 1958; onNALGO, see Spoor 1967; and more generally
Waddington 1995). They tended to mirror the structure of management in terms
of organisation and the way issues were examined and considered. With the
establishment of the Whitley system of 'consultation' (in the 1920s for the civil
service and the 1940s for local government) they developed consensual
approaches to bargaining, with both unions and management negotiating
and developing procedures within this framework. Over the last two
decades, there have been attempts to adapt this framework on the assumption
that the interests of unions and management differ. Significantly, this has
resulted in management and unions approaching the new employment
circumstances in ways that draw upon past experiences and relationships as
well as seeking opportunities to redefine the employment relation in distinct
ways.

The second feature of Whitleyism was the focus on national agreements, with
the consequence that workplace unionism has been almost non-existent, at
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least until the 1970s. The interests of workers, in so far as they were
articulated through tiade unionism, were represented by national leaders
sitting on joint management-worker committees established on principles of
consensus rather than difference. During the 1970s these forms of union
organisation and negotiating practice came to be questioned within a number
of unions (Fryer, Fairclough, and Manson 1974 ; Drake et al. 1980 and Drake
et al 1982). These considerations have been given an added impehis with the
restiucturing of the state sector. In the 1980s a new emphasis was intioduced,
particularly the decentialisation of resposibility for service and conditions to
department levels of management. For unions this represents a major
challenge to traditional ways of organising and operating.

State sector unions have been the subject of analysis in recent years,
examining the traditional hierarchy of representation that has characterised
them, although the principal focus has been on manual workers. Terry (1982)
in a challenging article argued that local government manual union
organisation was by and large based on the 'key' steward '...brought into
existence, and probably in part sustained by, managerial initiative...' (p. 16).
Historically, the centiality of such stewards was based on their ability to
provide the ligaments of union organisation for a dispersed workforce in
circumstances where there was a limited place for local bargaining. Key
stewards often became 'the union' for both management and membership.
Nonetheless, Terry foresaw the possibility of members beginning to identify
their collective interests in more direct and immediate ways in response to
management strategies to establish authority-wide conditions and terms of
employment, such as work study arrangements. In a complement to Terry,
Kessler (1986), also focused on manual workers, noting the fragmented and
dispersed character of local government employment. He pointed to the
distinctiveness of local government unionism, suggesting that there was
limited value in direct comparison with models of steward organisation in
manufacturing. Further, he commented on the significance of employment
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arrangements based on occupational groups employed in discrete
departments.

Local Government Unions in Social Services

The unions in social services at County Council broadly paralleled that in
Metropolitan Council, although the steward system was relatively
undeveloped. In the case of NALGO, it had taken the branches in County
Council longer to recognise and accept the shift to department-level
negotiating structures, resulting in an embryonic form of unionism at a
department level. Like Metropolitan Council, the union in social services at
County Council was organised on the basis of a steward system, convened by
a chief steward, or in this case, a union convenor. There were 37 stewards in
social services throughout the county, representing some 500 members,
(1993). Unlike Metropolitan Council there was no internal division, although
social services was divided into five divisions. Stewards were assumed to
represent particular workplaces, or groupings of workplaces.

The social services representative structures were both part of branches which
represented the different employment functions in the local authority. As
such they were the most comprehensively organised sections of the two
branches in the sense that each had developed steward structures, whereas
other department sections elsewhere in both branches had minimal union
representation, relying very much on lead stewards. Nonetheless, the steward
organisation in each branch was centralised and reliant on the senior steward
for each department, despite the relatively small representational ratio in
County Council NALGO (1 steward :13.5 members). They operated as
hierarchical representative structures in the sense that the only representative
who became involved in negotiations was the senior steward, and the other
stewards merely acted as ciphers referring items to the senior steward or
distributing union material to members. This remained the case despite the
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changes that were under way in terms of managerial restructuring and
reorganisation.

In each authority, NALGO organised almost half the total workforce in social
services, and was the main union for non-manual staff, while NUPE was the
principal union for the manual staff. In the case of NALGO, the social
services membership was part of a larger multi-functional branch, covering
all departments in each authority. The membership was organised within
each department, by embryonic workplace steward structures, thus reaffirming these workers identities as employees within social services, thus
giving some substance to the more abstract notion of being NALGO branch
members. A stronger version of this occurred in the NUPE Metropolitan
Branch where the membership was organised as an autonomous social
services branch in the authority, thus affirming an identity between union
membership and occupational position. In contrast. County Council social
service workers eligible to join NUPE were organised in three
geographically-based multi-functional NUPE branches, with limited social
service specific organisation.

The steward system for the NALGO social services group in the Metropolitan
Council was structured around a chief steward, acting as the convenor, three
deputy senior stewards representing different geographical areas of the
authority, and 29 stewards for over 1100 members (1993). They were grouped
into three social service divisions, which were coterminous with the
Department of Health boundaries, as well as the parliamentary constituency
boundaries. Although stewards tended to come from and represent specific
workplaces or locations, there was no necessary requirement for this or for
such stewards to act as delegates for specified constituencies. There was a
convenor for each divisional set of stewards. In addition, a deputy chief
steward supported the chief steward, who effectively was the 'key' steward
around which the union organisation is structured (Terry 1982).
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In contrast, the NUPE structure was different in both authorities in two
respects. Firstly, in Metropolitan Council, as already indicated, the social
service's NUPE membership had formed its own branch. This was very much
a lay-member-led branch, keeping the full-time official at a distance. The
branch was organised around an executive committee which represented
different geographical and functional areas in the department. Nonetheless, it
remained a relatively hierarchical form of union organisation, with the senior
stew^ard taking the lead on most issues within the area and the stew^ards
playing little active part in branch activity. Secondly, the NUPE organisation
in social services in County Council was part of a multi-functional branch
structure, not unlike that of NALGO. This meant that while the branch
secretary w^as involved in social service activity he also had responsibility for
education and other related areas in local government. The result was that he
very much relied on the full-time officer to provide support and necessary
resourcing to deal with the range of issues that came up in the branch. This
was a branch that was very much built around the activity of the lead
steward.

Nonetheless, the NUPE branch organisation in both councils was marked by
subordinate functional groups. In the case of the Metropolitan Council this
was illustrated by the establishment of a black steward group in the face of an
increased recognition of sexual and racial harassment of black members.
Often it was white male NALGO members, as line managers, who were being
accused of harassment and intimidation, thereby raising the problem of interunion (now intra-union) conflict. In these circumstances, it fell to the
predominantly white stewards and senior branch officials to represent these
black members and although it was generally agreed that these
representatives did their best, it also gave rise to additional charges from the
black women members that the branch was failing to represent them
effectively. After much argument, including an internal inquiry, the branch
established a black stewards committee, with the right of representation on
the branch executive. In future, black members, irrespective of their area of
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work, have the right to black representation and the branch is constitutionally
obliged to respond positively to the recommendations and claims of the black
rep resenta ti ves.

In the County Council, with the hiving-off of twelve of the twenty-four
residential homes for the elderly to the private County Care Services, NUPE
established a committee composed of a steward from each of these privatised
homes, with an elected negotiating committee of four. This committee took on
the lead responsibility for negotiating the terms and conditions of workers
employed in these homes, initially responding to the proposals presented by
the management committee which covered the privatised homes, but in turn
developing a more pro-active approach to bargaining. They were able to do
this because the management had conceded union recognition and a
bargaining forum. The union was assisted in this respect by the support of
the Labour-led County Council, which agreed to a continuation of union
recognition in the homes. Nevertheless, the important points to note are that
the union membership remained committed to the union and individual
members were prepared to take on the responsibility of stewardship, the
majority for the first time. In this respect, the union membership took up the
opportunity paradoxically provided by privatisation (Fairbrother 1994).

The evidence suggests that the union structures and the consultative
arrangements, both within the departments and the authorities more widely,
underwrite the centrality of the chief stewards and branch officers for
negotiation and representation. In part, this occurs because it is a set of
arrangements that suit the department managements as well as the
authorities. It is also an arrangement that reflects the way the unions
organises in at least two respects: first, a focus upon the central authority
within the council; second, a limited attempt to encourage membership
participation across a dispersed and fragmented workforce. More
particularly, there is a vibrancy of union activity and concern at a department
level, which remains partly submerged. When asked to identify members'
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concerns and worries, the chief stewards in all authorities mentioned lowgrading, workloads, health and safety, accommodation, restructuring and job
security. Discipline cases would most likely be handled by the chief steward
personally, although attempts were being made to spread the load.

When comparing the two social service union groups, it is apparent that the
Metropolitan union is organised in a more comprehensive way than is
County Council, partly because of the different sizes of the two authorities
and partly so as to connect with more complex managerial structures. If
unions in this authority were to face the managerial restructuring that was
taking place then it was necessary for them to orgaruse so that the union
representative structures provided an opportunity for stewards to negotiate
and represent on behalf of their memberships. One feature of these
arrangements was that in Metropolitan Council it would appear that issues
were more readily identified and dealt with as a department concern than is
the case with county council. In both cases, there was evidence that the
restructuring in these departments was placing a wide range of issues on the
union agenda. This has already facilitated the increased recognition and
acknowledgement by these workers of their common and. in some instances,
collective concerns. The task facing both union groups is to shape and mould
these concerns in a collective fashion.

Civil Service Unionism

Following the establishment of the Benefits Agency in April 1991, the unions
faced a new and in some cases aggressively confident management concerned
to undermine what they saw as a privileged and difficult local union
leadership. Facility time was restricted, managers were less forthcoming in
their dealings with local union leaders, and the regional level of the Whitley
structure was abolished, on the grounds that most, if not all, locally-based
problems would be settled at an office or district level. In the face of these
challenges, local union leaderships sought to introduce policies aimed at
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reorganising their unions, often in novel ways, reflecting their diverse
experiences as non-manual workers, women and men, who could no longer
rely on past procedures and forms of organisation.

In effect, the creation of the Benefits Agency signalled a shift in the frontier of
control between workers and management (Goodrich, [1920] 1975).
Previously, the offices were organised in a bureaucratic form which meant
that at a local or office level there were relatively few grievances or problems
that could be or indeed were settled at this level. This rneant that the union
form of organisation in the DSS (and its forerunners) was also centralised and
relatively remote for most members. There w^ere exceptions to these
arrangements, particularly where a small number of active uruon members in
offices attempted to force a shift in decision-making from regional or national
levels, on at least some issues, such as overtime working during the mid1980s. This, however, was very limited and often notable because of its
relative infrequency.

With the shift to Agency status, and the devolution and decentralisation
of managerial structures, there was a shift in the frontier of control as
managers attempted to impose new procedures and practices on an often
reluctant and uneasy workforce. It is in these circumstances that unions at a
local level, with limited support from their national leadership, began to look
anew at their forms of organisation and practice at this level. The
contradiction in these developments was that for both management and the
unions nationally there remained strong pressures to retain control over the
developments that were taking place. As a result, in the face of managerial
devolution and local union renewal, there are still strong pressures towards
control and centralisation.

For unions which had long been highly centralised, where branch executives
were effectively the union at a local level, the restructuring of the 1980s raised
a set of complicated problems about union organisation. At a national level.
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the Civil Service unions very quickly developed critical assessments of the
policies implemented during the 1980s to restructure the Civil Service. With
reference to the DSS, both the CPSA and the NUCPS formulated policies
about the operational strategies initiated in 1982 as well as the raft of policies
w^hich resulted in the establishment of Agencies.^ The dilemma for these
unions was how to articulate grievances at a local level while at the same time
attempting to retain a national role in the formulation and development of
policy.

Before reorganisation, branches were composed of a number of offices, often
seven or more, usually spread over a large geographical area or around a
large city. The branch co-ordinated activity between offices, gave support to
office secretaries, and provided an indirect link with the regional Whitley
structures. On this last point, many branch secretaries, for example, were
active on the regional Whitley committees and thus provided regular reportbacks about regional activity to branch committees. With the establishment of
the Benefits Agency, the DSS branches were reorganised, especially in the
NUCPS, with a reallocation of offices to other branches and the creation of
smaller branches based on contiguous district management uiuts. These
developments enabled the branch secretaries, in particular, to address the
problems of organisation in the offices.

In one office, where the Broad Left, including Militant Tendency, had a
leading presence, the major question was the effectiveness of the unions in
confronting what was seen by most members as a major assault on terms and
conditions of employment. The NUCPS was the major presence, covering the
executive officers and above (57 members) and the security and telephone
staff (eight members), while the CPSA, recruited the more numerous but less
active clerical staff (125 members). The NUCPS played the lead role in the
main negotiating forum, the Office Whitley, taking the initiative on most
issues involving the two unions. In addition, the NUCPS had also been
successful in establishing an effective representative structure in the office.
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unlike the CPSA. Between 1985 and 1988, the chairperson of the NUCPS
committee, a member of Militant Tendency, had increasingly acted as the
senior steward, on behalf of the CPSA as well as NUCPS members. It was
acknowledged by most others on the committee, that his activity in the office,
and more generally in the branch, had laid the foundation for a union
presence that was capable of meeting and surviving the challenge of the Next
Steps programme to restructure and fragment the civil service. In effect, the
local union presence in the office had been built up by politically active and
committed leaders, prepared to develop a union presence via a traditional
representative union structure.

Following the initial restructuring of the Benefit offices. District Managers
began to reform industrial relations procedures. Although not evident in all
offices, many District Managers attempted to devolve industrial relations
within their districts. In one office, the manager issued an instruction that
problems should be dealt with in the first instance by HEO grade staff, each
of w^hom had functional responsibilities across the offices in the district,
resulting in the somewhat farcical situation of the union officials negotiating
with staff who had no authority whatsoever to decide issues involving the
uivion. The union leaderships complained to the District Manager about these
arrangements and after some argument, there was some clarification and
reallocation of responsibility so that the union officials dealt with more senior
grade staff on immediate work-related issues and the District management on
the remaining items, generally those which concerned more than one section.

More generally, with the establishment of the Agency, the management
throughout the region attempted to restrict unions by resorting to the
constitutional procedures of the Whitley arrangements. Existing agreements
were reviewed by managements in the districts; agreements that were not
wanted were dropped. This was most dramatically illustrated by the
challenge to facility rights in these offices, when the overall amount of facility
time available throughout the region was reduced dramatically. Facility time
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to pursue issues at a regional (subsequently area level) was ended on the
official grounds that no issues would ever reach area management. A strict
limit of 20 hours facility time for all unions per district was then introduced.
In one district this meant a reduction in the number of representatives on the
trade union side: rather than four at Office One and six at Office Two there
was an allowance for four trade union representatives across the two offices.
Further, it meant that if the union representatives attended a Whitley meeting
then they had used a week of their allowance.

These developments provided the occasion for local union leaderships and
their active memberships to begin a process of union renewal, in the sense
that the decentralisation of managerial structures and the establishment of
Agencies faced local unions with both problems and opportunities. In the
twelve months following the establishment of the Benefits Agency there was
a general challenge by the District and Area Managers on uruon rights and
prerogatives in all but one of the offices studied. In the first instance, this
resulted in a loss of confidence in some sections of the unions which orgaivise
these workers. But, paradoxically, it also meant that there has been increased
opportunity for local union groups to begin to broaden the active base of the
union. This has been a period when it became more likely that previously
inactive members would become involved in office or branch union activity.
Members of branch executives became more active, both at branch level as
well as at an office level on the newly established district negotiating
committees. Alongside this, there are signs that individual members had
become more likely to look to the collective membership to deal with the
problems and grievances that were emerging during the process of
restructuring.

One feature of this development of local level trade unionism has been the
greater willingness by union leaderships to disaggregate the concerns of their
membership. This is illustrated by the move in a number of union committees
to acknowledge and address the interests of women members. The unions
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successfully pursued a policy of extending the opportunities for part-time
work, reflecting the interests of their many women members. While this
policy was part of a government approach to dilute full-time employment in
the civil service, the unions at a local level negotiated the actual
implementation at an office level, taking into account the specific interests of
women members. The result was that in one office there were no part-time
workers six years ago; by 1992 59 out of the 280 workers in the office were on
a part-time basis, mostly on terms which reflected the particular concerns of
women members. In this, the unions negotiated parity with full-time
workers, and the part-time workers saw this initiative as a successful union
action, with the result that these workers became very supportive of the
union. More generally, members of the CPSA and NUCPS have been much
more likely to refer issues and problems to their union representatives than
was the case in the past. This might involve referring what seem like arbitrary
managerial decisions to the union, such as allocation of work, or difficulties
with materruty arrangements. In these cases the union representatives sought
redress by negotiating with the newly responsible managers at a district
level. Often this involved working out procedures as they went along.

Such developments over bargaining procedures and negotiating issues were
complemented by a much greater willingness for staff to meet and consider
industrial action than at any other period that they could remember. In some
cases, staff were prepared to walk out unilaterally and question the right of
the management to behave as they did. More than this, union meetings were
well attended compared to previous periods. There had been an increase in
membership interest in union activity and the beginnings of a process of
developing union activity in more participative and involved ways. Such
developments did not occur overnight and were the result of debate and
organisation by union members, particularly by local leaderships.

UNION RENEWAL
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To varying degrees, a compUcated process of union reorganisation has been
taking place, from a form of unionism where bureaucratic effectiveness
prevails and predominates to a more participative and involved form of
unionism. This was made more difficult by the fact that the members of these
unions comprised both dispersed, fragmented and isolated groups of
members as well as large groupings in office blocks and the like. In the past,
these unions had addressed the diversity of membership circumstance by
centralised bargaining and representation which did not place a premium on
member involvement and activity. With the decentralisation of managerial
structures, unions in both sectors began a process of reorganisation, although
this was not a straightforward process; nor was it without contention and
debate. Nevertheless, if this is part of a general process of reorganisation and
reconstitution of unionism, in these and related sectors, then it is an
important harbinger for the future.

The restructuring of the 1980s provided the occasion for a re-evaluation of the
traditional form of unionism in the Benefits Agency. Both the CPSA and the
NUCPS had long been centrally organised unions, providing the framework
for local union activity, whereby branches were responsive to nationally
initiated policies. Although these two unions continued to play an important
part in developing a critique of these moves towards agencies and the
associated decentralisation of managerial structures, for union members the
restructuring at an office level was an opportunity to recast their union
membership at this level.

Such developments were clearly illustrated in the civil service where local
leaders and their members have begun to open up a range of issues that
previously were not within their province. This includes issues relating to
staffing levels, the allocation of overtime work, and the refurbishment of
offices. While these are not startlingly novel areas of negotiation and
bargaining, the local representatives were often involved in such negotiations
for the first time in their working Hves. In addition, partly at the initiative of
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previously non-active members and partly at the behest of local leaders, these
union groups, with their large women memberships have begun to move
decisively to raise questions relating to equal opportunities, sexual and racial
harassment, as well as the consideration of atypical forms of employment in
terms of membership rather than employer interest.

Bargaining Levels

For much of their history, state sector unions has been characterised by a
centralised and relatively remote forms of organisation and operation,
sustained, at least in part, by particular forms of managerial organisation and
operation. Nonetheless, over the last decade there has been a move in both
local authorities and the Civil Service towards a devolution of managerial
responsibility, in local authorities to departments and in the Civil Service to
districts. In the main, this has been a move to locate negotiations concerned
with operational activity at a more localised level. Such changes have
important implications for union organisation and operation, both for the
branches and the union beyond.

In the case of local government, the historical focus of negotiations at an
authority level served to sustain a centralised union structure where the
branch officers played their part as key actors in the process of union
representation in relation to local authorities. This was the principal point of
contact between union representatives and managerial staff. Such an
involvement meant that these officials were likely to acquire the expertise, the
experience and the familiarity to represent and negotiate on behalf of their
membership with management. The other side of these procedures w^as that
there were strong inhibitions on the emergence of actively involved and
participative memberships, partly because of the scale and scope of local
authority employment as well as the relative absence of local bargaining fora.
Nonetheless, there has been a relatively long recognition by local leaderships
and national activists in these unions of the importance of locally-based
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representative structures and there have been attempts in both unions to
establish such structures.

In the case of the local authorities the shift in bargaining and negotiating
arrangements has been from the level of the local authority to that of the
department. Both manual and non-manual unions have long orgarused as
relatively centralised and hierarchical bodies so as to connect with the local
authority bargaining structures. One consequence of this has been that these
unions have relatively ineffective steward structures, representing the specific
concerns of members either on a geographical or functional basis. With the
shift towards decentralised bargaining arrangements, following on from
budgetary and financial devolution to the departments, these unions have
attempted to follow suit and develop departmental forms of representation.
To date, such developments are at the beginning and are complicated by the
merger of the two major local government unions, NALGO and NUPE, but it
can be expected that these trends are likely to continue and be developed in
due course.

The profile of civil service unionism has likewise been that of a centralised,
relatively remote form of unionism, with both branch secretary and other
officials the active base of these unions. While there were exceptions to this
pattern, this was a form of unionism which prevailed and to an important
extent still appears to characterise unions in this sector. This pattern of
unionism was sustained by the very achievements of the past, namely the
winning of standardised terms and conditions of employment during the
early and mid-part of this century. Unions, via national negotiations,
defended these conditions and in the process sustained a form of unionism
that did not rest on widespread membership activity and involvement.

The managerial restructuring of the Civil Service in the 1980s and the
fragmentation in the 1990s with the estabHshment of Agencies provided the
opportunity for union memberships, and particularly branch leaders and
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activists to move towards the development of more locally involved unions.
The decentralisation of managerial structures was accompanied by a
devolution and localisation of bargaining arrangements, which provided
union memberships with the opportunity to negotiate over a range of issues
which previously had been outside their remit. While there is an unevenness
in the way that trade union groups have addressed these circumstances, there
is a general opening up of bargaining issues and questions at a local level.

Union Organisation

These developments raise a number of questions about union organisation
and activity in both industries. No longer is it possible for unions to orgaiuse
on the assumption of relatively remote and inactive memberships, involved
in union activity at the behest of national leaders or regional officers. This is a
form of unionism which does not allow local activists to readily address the
pressing problems that have begun to emerge through the restructuring of the
1980s. Instead, a premium is now being placed on forms of collective
organisation that are rooted in the workplace in ways that were not necessary
in the past. In uneven and hesitant ways, these union memberships have
begun to consider these questions.

In the case of local authority unions, where there has been a long tradition of
service and condition negotiations at an authority level these changes have
raised very acute problems for branch officials and full-time officers who
attempt to service regions. Whereas in the past the branch officials were
principally responsible for the majority of negotiations and consultations in
the authority, often with some involvement from regional full-time officers,
this had become increasingly impracticable. It was longer possible for such
officials and officers to retain a familiarity with the detail of such
negotiations, although there were signs on the part of many of valiant but
largely unsuccessful attempts to retain an intimate involvement in such
negotiations. As a result authority-wide union officials had to rely
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increasingly on department briefings to allow them to present adequate cases
at the authority level. The problem was that many of the department
representatives were inexperienced and in the case of business units, unions
found it very difficult to find members willing to become involved in
negotiations with their 'new' managers, although as indicated there were
exceptions to this general pattern.

Similar changes have begun to take place in the Civil Service unions, with the
difference that the lead and focus of such changes is on the branch secretaries
and their executives. In the past it is fair to note that many branch secretaries
acted as ciphers for national union policy, transmitting policies downwards
and reporting membership responses upwards. While this oversimplifies
what were more complicated relationships, it nonetheless captures one of the
major dimensions of the traditional form of union organisation . With the
decentralisation of managerial structures and the devolution of bargaining
arrangements, these officials found themselves in a position to play a more
active role in negotiations and representing members concerns than
previously. It is on the basis of these new found opportunities that it has
become possible to develop more participative forms of unionism than was
the case in the past.

In these circumstances there are signs of pressure from members, as well as
local activists, for the development of more responsive forms of unionism.
These moves, however, have been very tentative, often confined to grumbles
and complaints about the reorganisation and intensification of local authority
Civil Service work. The problem is that neither unions had the mechanisms or
the means whereby members could readily raise issues that stewards could
begin to identify issues and collectively address. For this to happen a more
participative form of unionism was required, but these unions, buried in the
traditions of the past, with their large fragmented and dispersed
memberships, found it very difficult to transform rhetorical commitments to

35

participation and involvement into concrete measures designed to enable
such a transformation to take place.

Implications

The emergence of more active and broadly-based forms of unionism at a local
level has occurred within the residual forms of these centrally organised
unions. What is happening is that there is a shift in the locus of unionism,
from the centre to the local level, although the paraphernalia of centralised
union forms of organisation remain in place. The point is that for members
the focus of their unionism is gradually shifting to the office level, while the
national leaderships have barely begun to grapple with the task of providing
support for these memberships in the changed environment of agencies and
devolved managerial structures. The problem for these unions is how to coordinate the activity of the branch form of organisation while at the same
time enabling unionism at the local level to develop and flourish. Thus, the
form of unionism in this sector has begun to evolve in more participative and
locally-based ways, although in appearance they remain centrally organised
and directed unions.

To the extent that this analysis is correct, as unions become embedded in
these devolved and decentralised processes of representation and negotiation,
then the prevailing forms of centralised unionism will be difficult to
maintain. However, at present in spite of an affirmation of the centralised and
hierarchical patterns of union organisation, there are now increasingly
desperate attempts to graft on the basis of more devolved and participative
forms of unionism. The problem unions face is how to adapt and reorganise
to reflect these different circumstances without pulling the union apart or
demobilising it. One danger is that the reorganisation at a workplace level
will take place in a relatively ad hoc and disconnected way, workplace by
workplace. A second danger is that divisions could emerge within these
unions, both horizontally and vertically, as different sections of the union
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attempt to map out what they regard as the best way forward. A further
danger is the emergence of forms of 'enterprise' unionism where the union is
dependent on cooperation from the employer and where the scope of trade
unionism is defined by the enterprise management.

As if this is not enough, at this critical moment in local goverrvment, NUPE
and NALGO have taken the decision to merge with each other, together with
COHSE, to create UNISON. This union is now the largest in Britain and has
some 1.3 million members in local government, gas health, electricity, water,
transport, and higher education, two thirds of them women. In some ways
this was particularly propitious, since one dominant theme in the rationale
for the merger is the democratisation of the union at a local level. The
problem facing the members of this new union is how to achieve these
aspirations since it is no easy task to transform three differently organised
unions, with distinct traditions and constituencies into a unified structure
within the workplace. Not only is there a question about class relationships
within the workplace, since the social relations of work and employment in
these industries remain intact and unaltered, but the very different traditions
of the previous unions may also provide important barriers to the
development of genuinely participative forms of unionism. On the one hand,
the very real class differences between manual and non-manual workers,
between those in managerial positions and those in routine clerical and
related administrative positions remain in place (Carter and Fairbrother
1995). How the concerns of different groups within the union, at both
national and local levels, will be resolved in the new union structure remains
unclear. Rhetorical utterances about the value of unity do not in themselves
remove or overcome the profound differences rooted in the social relations of
work and employment. On the other hand, the union at a local level is very
much a merger between a lay-led union (NALGO) and a full-time officer led
union (NUPE) with the third union (COHSE) somewhere between the other
two. It remains an open question whether the union memberships will be
able to maintain a commitment to more participative forms of unionism.
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especially if there is a move at a national level is underwrite the centrality of
the full-time officials, as was the case traditionally in NUPE. With the
continued restructuring of the local state there are pressures both ways as
members face a world where national bargaining becomes marginal, local
bargaining increases in prominence and importance, and where maintenance
of membership levels and representation becomes more difficult.

The situation for the civil service unions is somewhat different. Here there
have been moves towards more participative forms of unionism, but these
developments have been within each union and the links that have been
established between local union groups have often been unofficial and
informal. At a national level there is a long history of troubled relations
between the leaderships of NUCPS and the CPSA, usually expressed around
the political differences, although occasionally resting on a perceived class
antagonism between the two unions. Nonetheless, class differences did not
prevent the forerunners of the NUCPS, the Society of Civil and Public
Servants (the middle grades of the civil service) and the Civil Service Union
(principally representing the ancillary grades) from merging in 1988. One
consequence of the maintenance of two independent unions and the uncertain
relations between the national leaderships (also reflected at department and
Agency level, although to a lesser degree) is that the initiatives at a workplace
and local level, borne out of the importance of addressing the day-to-day, the
here and now, are taking place in the absence of reforms elsewhere in the
union. This leaves the local leaders relatively isolated within the wider
framework of union politics. Thus while it may be possible to initiate change
in the workplace, this will remain ad hoc and uneven if attempts are not
made to establish the basis for horizontal links between different workplace
union groups within the one union and between unions. One danger is that
these tentative moves towards participation will be still-born as national
leaders cling to the certitudes of the past and fail to address the opportunities
provided by the present.
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Final Comments

The study raises the question of the conditions for union renewal in the state
sector. In the case of local government there has been a reaffirmation of
centralised and hierarchical forms of organisation in the context of a
decentralisation of managerial structures and organisation. This has placed
increasing burdens on the full-time officer staff as well as the lay leadership
in these unions. Where there have been attempts to develop more broadlybased forms of union representation, advocates of change have often come up
against the difficulty of developing representative structures in situations
where there has been little tradition of local bargaining and where work and
employment relations do not lend themselves to a ready identification of
collective organisation and identity, ki this respect the traditions of
centralised and hierarchical forms of union organisation have prevailed and
traditional forms of unionism affirmed. In this respect the relative stasis
within these unions has been underwritten by managements which have
continued to insist on centralised bargaining procedures and negotiations,
even when the detail of restructuring was implemented locally.

In contrast, the civil service unions have begun to reorganise in more
participative directions. This has been despite the preferences and concerns of
the national leadership, who have attempted to maintain the semblance of
nationally-focused and organised union structures. In practice, the national
leadership became irrelevant, as the restructuring of the civil service
generally and the establishment of the Benefits Agency in particular,
proceeded. They were no longer in a position organisationally to do other
than acquiesce in the developments that have begun to take place at a local
level. It is in these circumstances that more participative forms of unionism
have begun to emerge in the unlikely circumstances of the civil service.

More generally, this study has wider implications for both the state sector
and the private sector. It can be argued that in many industries, but
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particularly engineering, that forms of participaHve unionism has long been
in existence. This certainly is one of the points made by Darlington (1994) in
his recent study of three manufacturing plants on the Merseyside, in northwest England. There workplace union committees have maintained an active
presence with their plants, despite the drastic effects of the restructuring that
has taken place or the less than supportive stances of many full-time officials.
This suggests that one of the key conditions for active and vibrant forms of
workplace unionism is a work and employment circumstance that allows
issues to be raised and settled at a local level. Where this is not the case then it
is very easy for solutions to be made outside the workplace, with national or
full-time officials who do not work to the same imperatives as those in the
workplace, a situation that has long characterised state sector unionism,
including unions in the recently privatised utilities.

The corollary of this argument is that a simple opposition between workplace
or membership concerns and leadership interests, particularly those of
national and full-time officer leaders, is not sustainable (Kelly and Heery
1994: 203-07)7 This clearly is the case, biit the question in all unions is the
balance between the different levels of union organisation. The issue is
whether this balance can be achieved in a way that does not demean or
subordinate the concerns and activity of the workplace membership. As
Darlington points out (1994: 285-290) full-time officials, and by implication
national leaders, are often in positions to define 'the contours within which
any potential "renewal" and revitalisation of workplace unionism might take
place' (p. 290). But, it is equally necessary to note that the form this takes and
the possibility of members influencing the impact of such intervention
depends on the very different traditions and forms of unionism in different
sectors. The manufacturing unions that Darlington refers to are structured
very differently, although in some respects no less hierarchically, than many
public sector unions. Whether the tensions 'between bureaucratically effective
forms of unionism at a national level and collective parHcipation at workplace
level' (p.290) can be overcome depends on whether workplace members can
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extend the types of initiatives identified in this chapter so that they take the
lead in the determination of union policy and practice at both national and
local levels.

The development of more vibrant and participative forms of union is
something that must come from within the workplace, rather than from
outside the union, from a political group (Darlington 1994: 291-92), or from
above, at the national level. Where the impetus for change comes from
outside then there is always the danger of an elitism emerging whereby
external agents decide what is in the best interestsof those in the workplace.
The importance of political membership in the groups studied was that it
provided a reference point for individuals in developing a critical stance on
the way their unions had organised and operated in the past; nonetheless,
they were effective trade unionists because they were both of and for the
workplace. In other words, the question is not whether political groups
should play a part in the development of active forms of unionism or whether
national and regional officials have a part to play but that the touchstone for
active and democratised forms of unionism is the workplace and the
workplace members, and not others.

These developments thus bring the question of union form and union
renewal back into the centre of debates about trade unionism. In the context
of restructuring, a reliance on centralised and hierarchical forms of unionism
no longer suffice. However, there are dangers in only viewing the questions
of union renewal as if they are confined to the workplace. This can lay the
foundation for active forms of 'enterprise' unionism where workers, in
particular sectors and workplaces organise so as to pursue their own
interests, irrespective of other sectors and workplaces. Thus there is still a role
for centralised union organisation to represent and symbolise collective
interests across and within the new decentralised and renewed forms of
organisation that may be emerging. In practice, this means assishng in the
organisation of the workplace and the immediate network of relations
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involving the workplace, resourcing and assisting workplace groups and
networks, and acting as delegates of the workplace, rather than
representative leaders who speak on behalf of the workplace in the abstract. It
means looking at combine type committees, both within industries and
sectors, but also within communities and regions. It is a reversing of the flow
of the traditional relationships characteristic of most unions, particularly in
the state sector, so that the national level resources and facilitates rather than
represents and thus controls.

The difficulty for a union renewal based on the workplace is how to achieve a
network of united rather than isolated union leaderships and activists. One
solution is to begin to develop a network of activists both within and between
different workplaces and unions. The rationale of such activity is that the key
to workplace control of policies and initiatives outside the workplace or
involving more than one workplace is that accountable workplace leaders
have both the means and the opportunity to create and control such
networks. Of course this brings workers into contact and involvement with
uivion personnel and political activists who are located outside the immediate
world of work and employment relations faced by the union membership.
The point is that the relationship between the two must be one whereby
'outsiders' be they researchers or political activists, are subordinate to and
accountable to workplace representatives. The achievement of such a
circumstance is unlikely to be easy or indeed straightforward, as past history
so amply illustrates. It is likely to be contested and challenged, but there is no
real prospect of any alternative.

The strength, the basis and the rationale of unionism remains within the
workplace. It is here that union membership for most members most of the
time begins and ends. It is also here that the promise of more outward
looking and engaged forms of unionism will be built, where the rhetoric of
many unions will be put into practice. It is the argument in this chapter that
unions in the state sector have begun to take some of the preliminary steps
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towards a realisation of this promise. It is in this respect that unions once
again return to the centre of debates about democracy both within unions and
as part of broader concerns within the liberal democratic state.
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Endnotes

^ This develops arguments by Carter and Fairbrother (1995) where the claim
is that there is a remaking and rearticulation of class relations at the
immediate point of production, with the result that a state middle and
working class is becoming much more apparent.

2 The dangers of this type of analysis are clearly brought out in the recent
essay by Heery and Kelly (1994) when they imply that the use of the terms
bureaucracy and bureaucratisation locks the analysis within a Weberian
framework and suggests a cyclical analysis of union forms of organisation.
They claim that Fairbrother and Waddington (1990) are guilty of presenting
an analysis predicated on the assumption of a separaHon between leaders and
members (p.16). This, of course, is not what Hyman argued where the
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emphasis is on bureaucratised and democratised relations and probably
points to a looseness in the analysis of such relations with the use of the term
'bureaucracy' and the associations it has with Weberian sociology. In an
elaboration of their analysis Kelly and Heery (1994: 203-04) seem to concede
the ambiguity surrounding the term 'bureaucracy'. The lesson from these
confusions is that a much sharper conceptualisation of the sorts of relations
encapsulated by the term bureaucracy (used by most writers) or by
managerialism (as used by Heery and Kelly). For further comments see the
comment by Smith (1995a) and for an analysis which in its theoretical
assumptions suffers from some of the problems identified by Heery and
Kelly, despite working with reference to Hyman's analysis, see Darlington
(1994).

3 NALGO and NUPE, together with the Confederation of Health Service
Employees (COHSE), merged on 1 July 1993 to form UNISON.

* The data for the research comes from an ESRC-financed three-year
longitudinal study of twenty four workplace union committees in the West
Midlands region, some of which were branch executives while others were
steward committees and the like (R 000 23 2006). The committees were drawn
from the public sector bodies, uttlities and manufacturing enterprises in equal
numbers. Where possible I studied both the staff and the shopfloor
comrrtittees in the same enterprise or government body. Complementing this,
I conducted less detailed studies on another five union committees, following
up particular themes that had emerged in the core cases. I was also involved
in leading ten union schools in the Midlands region which produced further
information about workplace unionism. In each core case study I interviewed
the leading representaKve(s) of each committee at least four times, twice in
the first year and once in the two subsequent years, using semi-structured
interview schedules. Where possible I also interviewed their managerial
counterparts at annual intervals, altogether involving nine managers. The
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regional full-time officers of seven of the major unions in the region were also
interviewed on annual basis. These interviews were complemented by a
questionnaire survey of the committee members each year. Where possible I
attended union meetings (6) and visited workplaces (24). I also interviewed
key commentators, either in terms of employer or union positions in the
region, such as the Secretary of the Regional TUC, thus providing an
overview of union developments in the region. To further the comparative
basis of the research I also carried out an annual postal survey of workplace
unions in the three sectors, although the response rate was disappointingly
low (overall 18.3%) and uneven. Nonetheless, the information generated does
provide confirmation of the trends and patterns seen in the core case studies.
The material reported in this chapter covers eight union branches, each of
which was studied throughout the three year period of the research. In the
analysis and presentation of the data, note has been taken of the
developments that took place in the other union committees studied, so as to
provide a comparative reference point to the analysis.

5 These attempts have not always had the results hoped for by policy-makers,
with one recent study on performance related pay in h\land Revenue
concluding that the likely impact of such schemes has been employee
demotivation; see Marsden and Richardson, 1994.

6 The CPSA organised the clerical grades and the NUCPS executive grades,
although in the case of the DSS the unions unusually both recruited the
boundary grade. Local Officer 1. This was an historical anomaly .

^ One of the weaknesses of the Kelly and Heery study (1994) is that they do
not examine a union where there has been a clear tradition of full-time officer
dominance or where the union was organised explicitly on the basis of
centralised and hierarchical control over what was assumed to be passive and
inactive memberships, such as the civil service unions or NUPE for much of
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its history. This, however, is a deficiency and not a negation of their
otherwise important and fascinating account. Often critics of substantively
focused research projects are too dismissive of the difficulties of access or the
vagaries of field research to appreciate the importance of the research. After
all, when texts or manuscripts are unavailable in other types of research there
is often an air of sympathy about that which was unavailable; the same
strictures should apply to substantively -focused research. Nonetheless, it is
incumbent on authors to draw to the readers' attention the limits of the
research.
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