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DON'T KNOCK THE POSTMEN

small ‘union’ called the Telecom-

POSTAL WORKERS are really

up against the wall. Despite
considerable sympathy from large
sections of ‘the public’—that 1s
other workers—Union of Post Office
Workers’ members who have been
on strike since Wednesday, January
20, are fighting an extremely hard
and increasingly bitter battle, not
only against an intractable yet in-
efficient employer, but also an
avowedly anti-working-class govern-
ment and a very slimy national

press.

The UPW is claiming an across-
the-board increase of 15% for Post-
men and Postwomen, PHGs (gener-
ally called Sorters), Cleaners, P&TOs
(Counter Clerks and others on writ-
ing duties), Telephonists and Tele-
graphists, with a maximum increase
of £3 a week for those on the top
grade. The Union is also demanding
a reduction in the incremental scale,
i.e. that Postmen, Postwomen and
PHGs reach their maximum at 19
instead of 21; that Telephonists
reach their maximum at 21 instead
of 28. and that P&TOs reach their
maximum at 25 instead of 30.

The Post Office Corporation has
offered an overall increase of 8%,

but has not conceded the reductions
in the incremental scales. The Post
Office and the Government spokes-
man, Mr. Chattaway, argue that if
the 15% 1s granted, the cost of In-
land letter rates would have to be
raised to 9d. The Union says that
this is nonsense, and that the Post
Office can’t even do simple arith-
metic! Moreover, the UPW 1i1s not
prepared to take the dispute to
arbitration, as it feels that any arbi-
trators appointed by the Government
would not be ‘fair’ or neutral—
which, of course, is the understate-
ment of the year. Government-
appointed arbitrators, Jack Scamp
notwithstanding, never are.

What sort of wages do Postmen,
Postwomen, P&TOs and Telephonists
et?
: At present, a Postman or Post-
woman reaches a maximum basic
wage outside London of £18 8s. a
week. Outer London rates are a
little higher, and Inner London rates
are a little higher still. PHGs also
get more than Postmen and Post-
women. Telephonists over 28 earn
a basic £17 8s. a week, and most
P&TOs are lucky if they take £25
gross. Of course, Postmen and Post-

THE KISS OF DEATH

N FEBRUARY 1970, carpenters on the
Laing’'s site of St. Thomas’s Hospital
came out on strike against the employ-
ment of ‘lump’ labour-only men by a
formwork sub-contractor, Whelan &
Grant. The union involved, the Amal-
gamated Society of Woodworkers, made
the dispute official, but this support did
not last very long, for the union agreed
to the employment of these labour-only
merchants so long as they joined the
union. The ‘settlement’ also provided
for a negotiated bonus scheme and
the operation of the industry’s working
rule agreement.

Those ASW members who previously
had tried to organise the strike and
who had taken a stand against labour-
only were offered jobs on other Laing
contracts. This
members was resented by the rank and
file, who on two occasions occupied
the union headquarters in protest.*

Now events have shown how right

and justified was this anger and indig-
nation, for the ASW has completely
failed to bring Whelan & Grant to heel.
These facts have come to light, not
from the ASW but from an investigation
carried out by the employers’ paper,
Construction News. They report that
not only is there no agreed bonus
scheme in operation, but the working
rule agreement has been ignored.

Carpenters working for Whelan &
Grant are paid in the usual way on
Thursday, but in addition to this, cheques
and secret bonuses are paid out on
Fridays. These extras are given to the
‘regulars’ or any workers who have
curried favour with the firm. Those
who complain are either put on a bad
section of the contract or are transferred
to another site.

Construction News says: ‘Unjustified
subsistence and travel money, and
straight cash handouts are also used
as “sweeteners” to Keep the carpenters’
gangs working quickly, and to stop
union attempts to organise proper bonus
targets.” The site was described as
‘the most uncomfortable and unpleasant
job I have ever worked on’' and ‘com-
pletely chaotic and unaccountable as far
as pay 1s concerned’. :

Whelan & Grant have a number
of regulars who receive these cheques
and who ensure that others do not
attempt any "union organisation on the

blatant disregard of

site. They have said in a statement
that their carpenters are paid ‘on hourly
rate in accordance with the working
rule agreement and a bonus payment,
tool money, etc.’” Laings, the main
contractor, have denied all knowledge
of these practices on the part of their
sub-contractors.

ONLY CARD HOLDERS

Building workers are well aware of
these practices and Whelan & Grant
are only the tip of the iceberg. But
the ASW had full knowledge of this
last year and yet chose. to make a
deal rather than sece the site organised
by their own members. The men
they took into the union were mere
card holders and nothing else. The
blame for the situation now prevailing
on the site must be placed squarely
on the ASW executive. They were as
determined as Laings to prevent the
site from becoming organised. When
the settlement was made last year it
was hailed as a defeat for the ‘militants’,
preventing ‘another Barbican’. It was also
pointed out that this gave full official
recognition to labour-only practices.

However, the evidence presented in
Construction News proves how right
were those strikers who stood for so
long outside the site. It also shows
how hypocritical Laings have been. The
head of the company, Mr. Kirby Laing,
is also President of the Builders Em-
ployers’ Federation and negotiates with
the unions the very working rules that
his company 1is breaking in allowing
Whelan & Grant to carry on these
practices. No notice should be taken
of employers when they accuse workers
of breaking agreements when they so
blantantly do the same.

Official union support was the Kiss
of death to the strikers. ASW members
were sacrificed so that labour-only
scallywags could be organised. The
executive of the union carried out this
dirty deal and are now applying for
a conciliation panel in order to work
out yet another deal.

Certainly the lessons are clear. It
1S no good relying on the trade union
executives to fight the employers. It
must be done by workers, organised with
their fellow trade unionists.

P.T.
*See March 9, 1970, Vol. 31, No. 8.

women get ‘free’ uniforms; and in
most larger towns and cities (but not
in the villages) they get a certain
amount of overtime—outside of
Central London this is not all that
excessive, except perhaps at Christ-
mas time. However, the Post Office
Corporation — which, surprisingly,
says it keeps no statistics on the
subject—accepts a DEP estimate of
average postal workers’ earnings of
around £24 a week. Hardly enough
to go to the Bahamas on!

THE UNIONS

The UPW has a membership of
between 220,000 and 230,000—an
increase of more than 30,000 over
the last five or six years; quite an
achievement, considering that there
has been a slight contraction of the
labour force among the manipula-
tive grades, and particularly among
Telephonists. The UPW claims to
be an industrial union, and its long-
term objective is supposed to be the
workers’ control of the Post Office.
Except in booklets given to new
members, however, very little is
heard of workers’ control these days.

Almost every Postman in Britain
and Northern Ireland is a member
of the UPW; so are most of the
Postwomen, Cleaners, PHGs and
P&TOs. Traditionally, the Union
claims that a majority of female
(that i1s daytime) Telephonists are
members, but not male Telephonists
who mainly man the switchboards
at night. In actual fact only about
half the female Telephonists and a
very tiny number of male Tele-
phonists belong to the UPW. The
Telephonists are the weak link of
the Union.

About 8,000 male and 3,000
female Telephonists are claimed by
the secessionist Telecommunications
Staff Association, formerly the
National Guild of Telephonists, a
typical ‘scab’ outfit which at least
in the past was largely anti-feminist
and was led by members and sym-
pathisers of a well-known sectarian
Marxist group. There is also another

munications Union, which claims
members among the OTOs (overseas
telegraph workers), who are also
mainly men. Neither ‘union’ is sup-
porting the present struggle. They
are, presumably, well satisfied with
the employer’s offer.

Over the last ten years or so, the
UPW has changed considerably.
Gone is the old cap-in-hand subser-
vience to their, then, Civil Service
masters. Union members are not
receiving strike pay, because there
1s insufficient money in the Kkitty.
Indeed, until 1964, when Postmen
were offered an increase of 4/- a
week (honestly!) by the former Tory
Government, the UPW had no strike
fund whatsoever. For over 40 years
of its existence, the UPW never con-
templated actually going on strike
in pursuance of higher wages and
better working conditions. Such
things were never done! So, even
now, the Union has hardly enough
money to pay for the advertisements
that it has been inserting in the
national and local press.

MILITANT

Following the war, a very large
number of Post Office entrants came
from the armed forces. But from
about 1950 onwards, many came
from factory and industrial back-
grounds, the building industry (par-
ticularly the Southern Irish new
entrants) and, some time later, from
the West Indies and the Indian sub-
continent. Today, there are many
Irish and Commonwealth workers
employed by the Post Office within
the manipulative grades. They are
often among the most militant.

‘During the 1964 industrial action,
which included spontaneous walk-
outs, work-to-rule campaigns, sit-ins
and an official one-day national
strike, the UPW really found its
feet for the first time. It had become
a real Trade Union. Today, UPW
membership—at least among the
Postmen, PHGs and P&TOs—is

even 1n a mare militant mood. That

IS why they are prepared to strike
without strike pay. Post Office wor-
kers are very angry indeed. Had
they been less angry, they could
have probably caused as much, or
even more, chaos and embarrass-
ment to the Government simply by
working-to-rule (and allowing the
mail to pile up as it did in 1964),
selective one-day strikes throughout
the country and, again as was done
before, by just fucking up the Post
Office works in general. This, in my
view, should have been the tactics
this time. However, now that the
UPW has called what it hopes will
be an indefinite strike, it must be
supported by all other workers with-
in the Post Office, in transport and
on the railways and, of course. by
Postal Workers abroad—otherwise
there may be a certain loss of initial
enthusiasm, resulting in bitterness
and a drift back to work. At the
time of writing, there has been very
little drift back, despite the usual
lies by the press, and some support
has come from other workers both
at home and abroad. Moreover,
blackleg Telephonists and the two
small scab ‘unions’ must be ex-
posed for what they are—free riders,
who if more than the 8% is conceded
will, as in the past, accept it in their
weekly wage envelopes.

THE LEADERS

Tom Jackson, Norman Stagge, the
assistant general secretary, and other
‘leaders’ of the UPW are very popu-
lar with the membership at present.
This is only to be expected. But
Post Office workers should be wary
of them all the same. Leaders, as
history has shown, can never be
trusted anyway, and UPW leaders
are no exception.

Tom Jackson, the moustachioed,
genial, general secretary from Leeds,
IS a former Labour Party Young
Socialist and a present governor of
the BBC, whose pet saying on almost
all occasions appears to be ‘God
willing’; Norman Stage is a left-

Continued on page 4

What a way o run a Railway !

N OLD New Yorker joke showed

a picture of a rather bored signal-
man looking out of his box window
at two trains, apparently about to collide
head-on and all he says is, ‘What a
Way to Run a Railway’. The New
Yorker of September 26, 1970, carnes
an interview with a railway enthusiast
who cannot help but notice that the
railways of America, like those of
Britain, are still embarked on suicidal
collision courses. Mr. Frimbo, for that
is the enthusiast’s name, said to the
New Yorker columnist, ‘The United
States of America i1s rapidly becoming
an undeveloped country again. The Post
Office 1s cutting down on Special De-
livery, even though it charges forty-five
cents (about 3/6) a letter.” . . . It perhaps
should be explained that in the United
States mail 1s, in the majority of cases,
not delivered as in Britain, it is collected
by the recipient from the post office.
(Please keep this information from the
new Postmaster, he might get ideas.)

Mr. Frimbo went on, ‘The railroads, as
you know, as I know, as even the members
of the Interstate Commerce Commission
know, are disappearing. There is no way
to get from many American towns to
many other American towns these days
except by automobile. The Secretary
of Transportation seems to think that
there is only one means of transporta-
tion: the private car. With one person

in it. What mass transportation there
is has become centralized on the main
routes. Once you get off them vou're
dead.’

Gazing at advertising for Briish Rail
and learning of their latest proposals
for post-Beeching cuts, one feels that
the fate of the American railroad will
in due course overtake British Rail.
For example, as cited by Alistair Graham
in The Socialist Leader (2.1.71), British
Rail has announced its intention of
closing the Inverness-Kyle of Lochalsh
line when the present subsidy runs out.
Alistair Graham points out that the
Mallaig line is in a similar position and
that these subsidies were the Labour
Government’s rather inadequate answer
to the Beeching policy of the previous
Tory regime (1963). FReEepoms of 1962
(see Pilkington vs Beeching, Freedom
Press) carried many criticisms of this
crude surgery. It was pointed out then
that Mr. Marples (the then Transport
Minister) made it clear that so far as
the future of the railways is concerned
finances are the first consideration and
the Minister made it quite clear that
decisions to close were Government de-
cisions. His Parliamentary Secretary (in
1962) said, ‘Conservative railway policy
was not a free-for-all, but it was not
to have a rigid control’. The editor of
FREEDOM went on, ‘We are none the
wiser as to whether this means that

the government has a policy for transport

as a whole or whether, what is more
likely, that it is sold to the interests
whose future and profits depend on
the development of road and air
transport’.

Mr. Marples has departed from the
Government but ‘look around, you will
see his monuments’, for example: in
the gigantic flyover at Hammersmith
Broadway, which one time bore the
proud insignia of the contracting firm—
‘Marples-Ridgeway’. Despite the depar-
ture of Mr. Marples for fresh concrete
and motorways new, Tory policy remains
the same. The vears of Labour rule
proudly showed an unchanging policy
of forgetting the canals, smartening up
a few railway networks, leaving the
branch lines to wither away, and ex-
panding the giant spaghetti of roadways
whilst Mr. Marples and his friends
contracted.

To return to Mr. Frimbo, ‘I have two
points to make. Number One. It is my
considered judgement that the boys at
the Penn Central [New York's main
railway station] decided about five years
ago to get out of the railroad business
and into the real estate business.” Since
the advent of Beeching we in this
country too have seen the transformation
of railway sites up and down the
country into ‘developments’ by property

on page 2
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