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INTRODUCTION - A RENEWED DEBATE

The issue of workers’ control (which is here taken to also include the very similar concepts of industrial democracy, worker participation and worker voice) is now once more on the agenda, alongside the linked question of a state-interventionist industrial strategy - and this is not just because of its half-hearted espousal by Theresa May. The context for this renewed debate is the narrowing of economic options for the UK following the 2008 financial crash and the subsequent 2016 vote to leave the European Union. These events, among others, are evidence that we are living through a transition period, as the second of the two great post-war political eras comes to an end in Britain. The first era, running from 1940 to the Thatcher accession in 1979, reflected the Attlee-Bevin consensus: it was built on putting people first, building a National Health Service, providing free education and a welfare state, and, in the economic sphere, the pursuit of full employment and industrial intervention. The second era began with the Thatcher experiment in free market liberalisation, de-regulation, privatisation, shrinking the state and allowing free rein to market forces; this direction was continued by Major, and then adapted by the Blair and Brown governments. The banking and speculators’ crash of 2008 was a body blow for this neoliberal era, and, notwithstanding the post-crash Cameron/Osborne austerity response, the future direction of the UK economy and society is now all to be played for (though May herself appears paralysed about a decision on what direction to take, largely because of the splits in the Tory Party).

The argument in this article is that the next era must surely involve - at centre stage - the development of a productive, self-reliant economy built on manufacturing and balanced trade; and that such a strategy is indissolubly linked with the need for a much greater involvement than hitherto of workers’ representation in the running of the economy. The workers’ control debate must therefore be understood within the wider context of what sort of economy the UK wishes to develop and, in particular, the debate about rebalancing the economy and for a UK industrial strategy.
 
WHICH WAY FOR BRITAIN? HIGH ROAD OR LOW ROAD?

In the first section of the 2017 Conservative Election Manifesto, entitled ‘A strong economy that works for everyone’, one of the highlighted pledges was that: ‘Theresa May’s Conservatives will deliver … fairer corporate governance, built on new rules for takeovers, executive pay and worker representation on company boards’ (p11). A pledge to provide for ‘worker representation on company boards’ had also been made by May in the Tory leadership campaign in summer 2016, but by November of that year, following CBI and other business lobbying, she had u-turned on the idea, clarifying that there was no intention for legal compulsion upon employers to create positions for workers on boards. May is, however, still repeating her claims to do something in this area: writing in the Financial Times in May 2017, she said: ‘I will ensure that there is representation for workers on company boards …’.
 At the time of writing, though, no plans for any legislation have been forthcoming. Similarly, the Tory manifesto’s weak gestures towards a UK industrial policy have also not been translated into any noticeable policies.

The Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD), which has a recent history of cogent comment on industrial strategy and skills development, set out the dilemma involved:

'In essence, the Government’s vision incorporates a deep-seated tension between very different models of competitive strategy. These are:

A "high road" model of competitive advantage wherein highly skilled workers deliver sophisticated high-specification goods and services that are sold on the basis of their quality rather than their price and where firms come to the UK because this is our model.

A "low road" model of competitive advantage, wherein a disposable workforce produces relatively standardised goods and services that are primarily sold on the basis of low price, and where firms come to the UK because it is a cheap place to do business and taxes are low.

As long ago as 2003, the Porter Report, which was commissioned by the then Labour government to investigate the productivity gap between the UK and its competitors, had argued for a change in the UK approach, away from competing on costs and towards better management of manufacturing, by both private industry and the government - in short, the ‘high road’ option. But the report had little effect on business, and not much more on the government. The ‘high-road’ view lost out to a free-market or liberal, ‘low-road’, model, and, under Cameron, commitment to a ‘flexible’ labour market became even more strident - as seen, for example, in the 2011 Beecroft Report.
 Beecroft’s approach, under the guise of reforming the labour market to boost employment levels, proposed cutting employment red tape by stripping labour rights and making it easier for firms to sack under-performing staff. In the same vein, in 2012 five new-generation Tory MPs published Britannia Unchained, offering further political support for the ‘low-road’ model.
 (5) Theresa May’s government clearly recognise that there needs to be a shift from this model, but lack the political will to make a real break.

The result is that the UK is currently far from taking the ‘high road’, where people are seen as the critical asset; where skills are seen as the source of competitive advantage and sophisticated work organisation; and where the role of worker participation in enhancing worker commitment, creativity and productivity is understood. But the choice between the high and low roads has clear political consequences: and it seems that the recognition of the value of workers that is involved in the high-road option, however much it makes economic sense, goes against the deepest instincts of many within the Tory leadership.

THE RETICENCE OF THE BRITISH TRADE UNION TRADITION 

Support for workers’ control is not deeply embedded in the British labour movement. One reason for this is that, historically, it has shared many of the assumptions of the wider society. One of the most influential founders of British socialism as a mass ideology, Robert Blatchford, began with the ideal of restoring an English way of life that was being destroyed (the Merrie England of his 1893 book, which sold millions of copies). But, as he came to see that the standard of life of the English workers, poor though it was in many respects, would become much worse if the fruits of empire were lost, he became an imperialist and a strong supporter of the dominance of the royal navy in the world. The slogan ‘my country right or wrong’ is attributed to Blatchford. Blatchford understood the dangers of an economy that was already moving away from production, and for him this meant that England’s dominance in world trade through empire was the best strategy to secure prosperity for workers. This set in place a course that has since been followed by many in the socialist and labour movements; and this has had fundamental and lasting impacts on the ‘stony ground’ that we all feel today in trying to promote industrial strategy, a productive economy and industrial democracy.

In the period between 1945 and the rise of Thatcherism there were a number of significant opportunities for the union movement to take a strategic role at the heart of running the state and the economy. For example, according to John Monks, Ernest Bevin offered the TUC a central role in administering the National Insurance system.
  Incredibly, the TUC found itself to be too busy with other things - too busy, in effect, to take responsibility for running the country! Had it taken up Bevin’s offer, the TUC would have put practical trade unionism at the heart of British social and economic life, helping make it central to people’s lives. It might have locked in the unions to an influential and respected position for generations. At the time the unions were widely regarded as a central player in the life of the nation, but when support for tripartite forms of governance (employers, trade unions, government) began to dwindle, there turned out to be few institutional safeguards for union voice in national affairs.

By the late 1960s, the post-war welfare and full-employment consensus was running out of steam, and there was increasing controversy about whether trade unions had ‘too much influence’ on government. Many people regarded wage inflation as a major contributor to the country’s economic problems and argued for an incomes policy. As an alternative, and in an attempt to stabilise industrial peace within the economy, Barbara Castle sought in her 1969 white paper In Place of Strife to restrict and harness what she saw as the enormous ‘negative’ or ‘blocking’ power of the trade union movement. The white paper proposed a new legislative framework for trades unions and employers, which included both legal restrictions on industrial action and the involvement of unions within alternative disputes mechanisms. However, In Place of Strife generated huge protests across the labour movement and was shelved. The Heath government of 1970-74 tried to co-opt the trade union movement through a tripartite policy of economic management involving the Government, the TUC and the CBI but was eventually defeated
, and the Labour government of 1974-79 then returned to the fray with the voluntary 'social contract' and the Bullock Report on industrial democracy, which sought to put trade unions in an indispensable position in every boardroom in the country, private or public.
 This was also rejected by trade unions.

The mainstream British trade union movement thought it could carry on as a simple, negative, blocking force. It couldn’t! The failure of the union movement to take some responsibility for addressing the economic logjam of the 1970s was in my view partly responsible for the defeat of Labour in 1979, and the subsequent anti-union legislation brought in by Margaret Thatcher. Since that time our movement has become ever more peripheral.

A NEW IMPETUS FROM THE TUC

More recently, campaigning for workers’ voice has been seen as an important way of bringing trade unions back into the centre of debate over the economy. In pursuit of the need for greater knowledge about workers’ control - and cognisant, perhaps, of the lack of understanding across the current UK political, trade union and workplace milieu - the TUC has in recent years carried out research into what forms of workers’ representation are practised elsewhere. Two TUC publications in 2013 considered issues of worker representation: Workers on Board: The case for workers’ voice in corporate governance; and Workers’ Voice in Corporate Governance, a European Perspective.
 (9) Both publications note that the Anglo-American, free-enterprise, model of capitalism prevalent within the United Kingdom for the past thirty-five to forty years tends to emphasise shareholder returns above all else. This means that the drive for short-term shareholder gain overrides the development of the company as a productive entity. Institutional investors are unlikely to get to know the company, or help grow it. In contrast to this, worker involvement in an enterprise tends to be part of a stake-holding approach that locates the firm within a conception of the wider needs of economy and society.

Workers on Board argues that countries which have worker representation within their company structures tend also to have successful economies, with higher Research & Development investment, better employment rates, stronger economic success, better pay and lower rates of poverty. Workers’ Voice in Corporate Governance looks at the different ways in which workers are involved in the management of European companies, which range from workers being a part of the highest-level executive committee to having a voice at AGMs and seats on company boards.

That the TUC has lent a degree of support to the implementation of workers’ control is encouraging, and can probably can be accounted for by the efforts of Frances O’Grady since becoming General Secretary. She has commented that:

'Achieving a true worker voice across Britain’s workplaces is at the heart of the TUC’s new campaign plan. The European experience shows that involving workers in management structures is not something for UK firms to fear. Instead it’s a concept companies should be embracing as the clamour for a more sensible, strategic approach to industrial democracy becomes ever more popular.'

This was not the first time O’Grady had spoken on industrial democracy. She has made it a key plank of her period as TUC General Secretary, and has made clear her belief that a measure of industrial democracy is highly relevant to reform of the bankrupt ‘shareholder value’ model of enterprise governance.

The TUC’s proposals are radical and wide-ranging. They argue that there should be provision for one third worker directors in firms, including those that employ as few as 100 employees - unlike the Bullock Report, whose proposals focused on large firms. The aim is that these proposals will reach deep into the UK’s regional and local economies and affect the SME sector (small and medium-sized enterprises), where low productivity and unambitious product strategy are a major problem. They also suggest revisiting Bullock’s proposals for third-party representatives on boards, jointly elected by shareholder and worker representatives, in order to give company governance a broader perspective.

CONTINUED UNION RETICENCE

But it is not self-evident that the TUC’s campaign is wholeheartedly supported by its constituent unions. For example, at its 2013 national conference the GMB, faced with a cogent and coherent motion to develop a UK industrial policy, and an enthusiastic grassroots delegate response, found ways to administratively dilute and water down the impact of the motion. And the commitment of other unions to European partnership or co-determination principles is, at best, unproven. However, Unison have agreed various forms of social partnership, notably in the health service and in regard to union learning; and the largest TUC affiliate union, Unite, have endorsed industrial strategy and industrial intervention, though shrinking from European-style worker participation, perhaps for ideological reasons. O’Grady herself sees the campaign for worker voice as a way of regenerating support for the trade union movement, but others seem content to continue in their traditional adversarial positions.

Zoe Williams, writing in the Guardian, perhaps overstated unions’ resistance to change, and their unwavering commitment to adversarialism, but there is a grain of truth in her critique:

'Since the turn of the century newer critiques have begun to characterise unions as old-fashioned by definition with a terminal cluelessness around the challenges of modernity, built into their DNA. Conceived as institutions of resistance - to exploitation, to asymmetrical power structures, to the boss class - unions resist everything, change of any sort. They will resist the arrival of women into the workplace as staunchly as they resist a new overtime deal … Like an auto-immune condition, they reject first and ask questions later.'
 
Given a growing consensus on the failure of speculative, predatory or rentier capitalism, opportunities may now arise for greater worker voice, alongside some of the other policies with which it is associated - even if in the limited form that may be proposed by the current government. If that were to happen, would the traditionally adversarial British union movement be in a position to take advantage to exploit this new opening political ground?
INDUSTRIAL DEMOCRACY IN EUROPE
The attitude towards workers’ voice in corporate governance is very different in mainland Europe: though is often seen as solely a German phenomenon, employee representation of some kind is widespread in the management of companies right across Europe.
 Workers are represented on company boards in nineteen European countries, including the Netherlands, Sweden, France and Austria. Worker involvement comes in a number of different forms. The most common form, found in eighteen EU member states plus Norway, is worker representation in boardrooms with decision-making power. In fourteen of these countries rights are widespread, and are operative both in state-owned companies and in private or public limited companies (Austria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Germany, Denmark, France, Hungary, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Slovenia, Slovakia). There are also various forms of workers’ boardroom representation with a consultative voice, including in France, Romania and Sweden, and of worker representation at annual general meetings, such as in France, Bulgaria, Hungary, the Netherlands and Sweden. Involvement in the top-level management team is also practised in some specific types of firms in a number of countries, for example in Germany iron and steel companies, in Slovenia large companies and in Poland privatised companies.

There are variations in how worker representation operates across Europe. For example, there are variations as to which companies are covered by requirements on worker board representation, and the number and/or proportion of worker representatives per board. As well as this, worker representation on boards is sometimes exclusively linked to two-tiered board structures (i.e. where worker representation could be restricted to the second tier), but is also found in unitary board structures; and it is not always linked to statutory systems of industrial relations that rely on mandatory rules (as exemplified by its existence in Nordic countries, where an initiative from the worker side or trade union is needed to trigger implementation of worker representation on the board).

Worker representation on boards with the right to vote is recognised in European Union primary and secondary law. Three EU legal texts include requirements covering the representation of workers on company boards: the European Company Statute (2001); the European Co-operative Society Directive (2003); and the Cross-Border Merger Directive (2005). Though there are differences in the provisions of these statutes and directives, they all follow two general principles: that worker involvement mechanisms are subject to negotiations between workers and the employer; and that the ‘before and after’ principle should be adhered to - i.e., in the event of a merger or takeover, pre-existing rights to worker representation at board level must be safeguarded (although where no pre-existing rights exist, the new employer is not required to put such rights in place)

National and supranational rights for worker representation at board level with decision-making power are not static but constantly evolving, both at EU level and within member states. Sometimes new legislation may bring greater rights (such as within the French law of June 2013), but sometimes it may weaken them (as in the Czech Companies Act of 2012, which repealed provisions requiring compulsory representation of workers on boards). National rights are increasingly under pressure, however, because of the trend towards regulatory competition between member states: competition on costs almost always favours the ‘low road’ approach. There is also within the EU a growing trend towards ‘State Aid’ restrictions, on the grounds that state aid of any kind is ‘anti-competitive’. Such an approach has the effect of enabling companies to circumvent their obligations to have workers on boards.

If all the different rights for workers to raise their voice in some kind of corporate governance body are combined, whether at the AGM, top management tier, or board level, twenty-one European countries have adopted some kind of industrial democracy perspective.
 The UK, however, has no similar legislative provision, further underlining its ‘out-rider’ position in respect of worker voice.

HOW IT WORKS IN GERMANY

Although Germany is not the only country with a statutory commitment to workers’ voice, it is probably fair to say that its industrial culture has been more profoundly shaped by its commitment to Mitbestimmung or ‘co-determination’ than has been the case in other countries. Mitbestimmung/co-determination is a system of corporate governance and labour relations similar to that proposed (and rejected) in Britain in the Bullock Report.
 As it has developed, co-determination has fostered the idea of the workforce as a non-disposable asset, in contrast to the ‘hire and fire’ culture of Blair/Cameron style ‘flexible labour’. The co-determination legislative framework also predisposes Germany to take a ‘high tech, high value’ route, which puts quality skills training at the heart of both employee development and education. Indeed the German education system of ‘different routes of equal value’ works within the German context precisely because there is a bias in the German economy towards the productive ‘high specification/high skill’ economy. Careers in manufacturing and in technical vocational areas are culturally valued and rewarded. In fact it is impossible to understand the German education system without understanding the development of co-determination.

A key difference between Germany - and indeed most of mainland Europe - and the UK is that, by and large, it makes what it consumes. The UK does not! The UK has, for some centuries, organised itself on the assumption that it will make a living off the rest of the world. It is this that underpins the bias in the economy towards the financial services and other needs of the City of London. In terms of training this means an emphasis on accountants, lawyers and administrators; and it also feeds, even in these post-colonial times, the pressure to keep a strong army, navy and air force that can be active across the world. Within this context, and without a need to service a productive economy, a ‘low skill/low specification’ route to profitability has been regarded as perfectly possible.

This means that in the UK, in sharp contrast to Germany, skills training has traditionally been seen as a short-term palliative to combat the political problem of unemployment - not as part of a programme for the betterment of indigenous manufacturing industry. And the ‘skills’ route has always been seen as a poor sister, as compared to the academic and higher education route.

Works councils were initially introduced into Germany during the Weimar Republic and, though subsequently banned by the Nazis, were reinstated in West Germany after the second world war by the Allied Control Council. The system then grew within the ‘shelter’ of the Cold War. Because of competition with neighbouring states in the Soviet bloc, the imperative in West Germany was to offer its workers a more attractive, socialised and secure mixed-market capitalism, for fear of attractions from the East gaining favour. This imperative ceased with the collapse of the Soviet Union and its socialist satellite states in 1989-90.

The orientation of the EU also changed at roughly the same time: it started to move away from the social Europe model envisaged by Jacques Delors, President of the European Commission from 1985 to 1995, and towards a globalist free-market ideology. This shift was strongly supported by successive UK governments.
UNIONS AND SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP 

My own union, the Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL) - which from 1 September 2017 officially merged with the National Union of Teachers to form the National Education Union - shares this European instinct towards involvement in the work process. It has been part of our union’s philosophy and is in our DNA. ‘“Done with”, not “done to”’ has been the watchword. Thus, for example, the ATL was a keen participant in the UK government’s short-lived education social partnership.

It is my belief that a failure to adopt this kind of attitude more widely accounts for much of the decline in trade union relevance in the UK: it is not only caused by anti-trade union legislation and the changing nature of the workforce. Interestingly, union membership has in some case gone up in societies - such as Belgium, Denmark and Sweden - in which unions are implicated directly in running important social welfare systems. Union membership also remains highly valued in Germany, where unions are a part of the intricate ‘co-determination’ system of industrial and economic planning. And union membership has stabilised in Ireland, where a social pact, through successive National Agreements, has entrenched the role of unions in national life since the late 1980s. Taking responsibility for running things – this has to be our direction of travel.

This is particularly the case within the professions, where workplace debate is at least as much about the quality of work, involvement in work and quality of life, as it is about pay. Issues people feel most strongly about are long hours, high workload, the application of performance management regimes, low-trust, low-discretion levels of accountability, and ceaseless examination, testing, reporting and recording. Traditional adversarial posturing and a rhetoric based on struggle and strife simply doesn’t connect with many workers’ lives, and they have little appetite for fighting ideological battles.

Supporters of workers’ control have a mountain to climb in interesting British unions on what is a well-established practice in Europe. However, it should be seen as one of the issues that could differentiate the left in a positive way from a populist right intent on capturing the working-class vote.

Part of the ‘British’ problem is that inflexible leftist ideology plays a part in holding us back from practical ‘workaday’ solutions which put working people in the driving seat. But it is also embedded in British trade union culture: as unions, we feel that the state is somehow ‘not our business’. Our trade union movement has not felt that our role was to second guess the state - or to ‘run things’.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the green shoots of hope that do exist within the United Kingdom are mainly in Scotland, the Republic of Ireland and even in Northern Ireland. In Northern Ireland, for example, the Irish Congress of Trade Unions has participated in the development of a new apprenticeship system that borrows consciously from the Swiss and Dutch apprenticeship models. A partnership Strategic Apprenticeship Forum has been set up to oversee the arrangements, in which the unions are involved.

IN IRELAND AND SCOTLAND 

In the Republic of Ireland, the trade union tradition is different. Irish trade unions, through Connolly’s Citizen Army, played a role in setting up the state, and they feel proprietorial about it: they see no contradiction in ensuring that the institutions of the Irish state work well. Indeed the orientation of SIPTU (the old Irish T&GWU) still consciously derives from its sense of itself as the trade union ‘wing’ of the national movement.

The Irish Social Partnership, which has played an important role in running the Irish economy, was heavily influenced by a whole generation of Irish civil servants going back and forth to Europe, particularly to see how the German system worked. But through all the years of Social Partnership - when National Partnership Agreements required a vote at the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) - it was the British head-quartered unions who voted against, almost without fail.
 
Meanwhile, in Scotland the Mather Report, Working Together, published in 2014, has provided a template that will - given fair wind - move Scottish industrial relations away from the British adversarial tradition and towards co-determination and social partnership.
 (16) Although, unlike Northern Ireland, Scotland doesn’t yet have control over employment law, it soon will, and the results will be very interesting.

Industrial democracy is at the core of the Mather review’s recommendations. This follows on from a number of years of thinking and research on the utilisation of skills, which has moved Scotland away from a barren market-based policy focusing narrowly on ‘skill supply’ to a Scandinavian model of workplace engagement and getting the best from the collective intelligence and ability of the workforce. Much depends on whether trade unions in Scotland are able to take advantage of this more positive environment to secure a greater measure of industrial democracy, and in so doing to take partial control of their own economic destiny.

As Oxford academic Ewart Keep, who supported the review working group, commented:

'… the Review underlines the fact that, at least in relation to issues to do with the workplace and employment relations, Scotland is already strongly divergent from the dominant and well-established policy model that those in Westminster would generally wish to follow … It is not simply that the …. Government would neither be willing to commission nor act upon anything akin to the Working Together Review and its findings, but that some within the Labour Party at Westminster would also probably find the Review’s report slightly uncomfortable and unsettling reading. Its underlying assumptions about what the accepted ‘best practice’ model of industrial relations might look like are simply too radical and too strongly located within a Northern European social democratic and social partnership tradition to be liable to play well with the Neo-Liberal media and employer interests that politicians have become used to deferring to.'

The Mather Review was followed up by the establishment of the Scottish Fair Work Convention, which produced its Fair Work Framework in 2016, developing a ‘Fair Innovative and Transformative’ (FIT) work model.
 This recognised that innovation in the workplace in large part depends on workers’ talents and abilities, which will flourish if there is a proper space for worker contribution: ‘Supportive practices for effective voice include trade union recognition and collective bargaining; task level organisation-level involvement and participation practices; communication and consultation arrangements and any processes that give scope to individuals and groups to air their views, be listened to and to influence outcomes.’

Further work in Scotland, published by the Jimmy Reid Foundation and endorsed by the STUC, sets out a vision for Scotland that is far in advance of thinking in England.
 (18) Notwithstanding that employment law is not yet a devolved power, Scotland has clearly ‘left the room’ on this debate, and with appropriate Labour Party and trade union activism could be heading towards a social partnership model of running the economy.

In every crisis, there is an opportunity. Theresa May has few answers to the current impasse, and this means that there is a chance for the left to put forward a coherent alternative. We have a once in a lifetime opportunity to make trade unionism relevant to the building of a new world. But we can only do so if we understand the past, and can orientate ourselves clearly within a changed environment. Workers’ control, along with a broadly conceived industrial strategy, represents an important part of the left alternative to neoliberalism.
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