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Free Omori Meeting
Sat, March 26, 7.30pm at Conway Hall, 
Red Lion Square, London WC1 - talk 
by a member of the Omori 
Support Group, Japan. Will cover cap
ital punishment in Japan and the case 
of Katsuhisa Omori. Organised by the 
Anarchist Black Cross.
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On this occasion, as on most occasions, 
the healthworkers have been positively 
restrained: they could easily decide on 
indefinite action. In Australia in 1986 
the nurses in Victoria went on strike, 
apart from emergency cover, for three 
months - and public sympathy was still 
with them right to the end (when most 
of their demands were met). But there 
is still significant disagreement amongst 
the rank and file of healthworkers in 
Britain - especially amongst the nurses - 
that strike action can serve any pur
pose. Clearly the one-day affairs haven’t 
worked - neither has the behind the 
scenes lobbying by the RCN and the 
other unions. If nurses are worried by the 
consequences of an indefinite strike, then 
they should look at the general support 
nd sympathy they have had so far. In 
pre-anti strike law days healthworkers 
could have appealed to other workers to 
take sympathetic action to force the 
Government to meet their demands. But, 
of course, such sympathetic action is 
now illegal and unions are scared to 
contravene the laws.

While all this has been going on there 
has also been an upsurge in milit

ancy amongst car workers. This was 
perhaps provoked by the relative success 
of Ford workers in getting most of 
their demands met after a week long 
strike. The Ford strike ended with an 
improved pay offer - one that could 
have been improved even further had 
they stayed out longer. Union negotiators 
persuaded the membership to accept 
the offer, even though there were strings 
attached (a reorganisation of working 
conditions - a la Japanese style). Manage
ment were clearly cornered, especially 
as the strike was having a major effect 
on Ford plants across Europe (the 
Genk plant in Belgium was closed down, 
others in West Germany were on the 
way too).

Despite the victory only being a mod
est one the good news is that it inspired 
car workers in other firms to follow 
suit. 6000 struck at Land Rover, engin
eers and supervisors are threatening

as much about pay as it is political (eg 
the disintegration of the Health Service). 
Workers from different unions united in 
taking strike action - albeit on a limited 
basis - and rank and file members took 
the lead in calling wildcat actions in areas 
all round the country. Throughout the 
month of February, and continuing into 
March, there have been a series of one 
day strikes, unofficial stoppages, protests, 
demonstrations, and sympathetic actions. 
The Government, on this occasion, has 
been scared to step in and put an end 
to the action because of the weight of 
public support for the healthworkers. 
At the same time, though, it has relied 
on the healthworkers unions, such as 
COHSE and NUPE, to ensure that the 
action is restricted to one-day, or even 
a few hours, stay-aways. And of course 
the no-strike Royal College of Nurses 
has done its utmost to persuade its 
membership not to take strike action 
- and largely it has succeeded.

Nevertheless many hospitals throughout 
the country have been affected in one way 
or another. Perhaps one of the most 
heartening pieces of news was that con
cerning two nurses from Leeds who 
decided to hand out leaflets outside 
nearby Frickley colliery: miners there 
decided that this constituted a picket 
line, and refused to cross it with all 
the miners at the pit taking strike action, 
in sympathy, for half a day.

One of the most militant areas was 
Scotland. There healthworkers have taken 
strike action over several days on different 
occasions. This culminated on February 
24th with a mass demonstration in 
Scotland of over 35,000 healthworkers. 
Regional protests and stoppages have 
also taken place in the South East, in 
the North West and in Wales. On March 
5th more protests and demonstrations 
took place and as we go to press COHSE 
and NUPE are organising a one-day strike 
and protest for March 14.

In spite of all this activity, however, 
the Government has made it clear that 
the Health Service is to be wound down. 
Clearly the Government is provoking an 
escalation of the industrial action.
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strike action at Ford’s, 700 took strike 
action at Renault, and 19,000 came out 
at Vauxhall (returning after a few days 
when they had got most of their demands 
met).

These strikes by car workers were all 
legal under the anti-union laws - yet the 
workers were still able to force their 
respective managements to give way and 
grant concessions. This upserge in milit
ancy got the press speculating on a new 
‘winter of discontent’ and the right-wing 
think-tanks in a panic. Compared to 
disputes as they used to be they were 
small-fry, but in the context of the last 
few years they were indeed a demonstrat
ion of a radical shift in how far workers 
are prepared to go to regain lost ground. 
The car workers’strikes also clearly 
showed that in this age of reaction 
disputes can be won and management 
can be sent running. The crucial quest
ion now is what happens next?

Then there has been the industrial 
action that has escalated in the coal
fields - this time by the pit deputies, 
taking crippling one-day strikes that 
had the effect of closing down virtually 
the whole of the national industry - 
something the NUM, because of scabbing, 
was not able to achieve.

The militancy of NACODS, the pit 
deputies’ union, has finally emerged - 
three years too late! They are demand
ing a 10% rise in pay, yet the industry 
is collapsing all around them! What use 
is a pay rise if there are no jobs? If the 
pit deputies had stood with the NUM 
during the 84/85 strike then by now 
both unions would be in a stronger pos
ition and the industry might not have 
been decimated.

But, in the coal industry, sectionalism 
still rules. British Coal has offered pit 
deputies’ jobs to UDM (scabs) members 
although they have yet to respond pos
itively to this offer.

The NUM is now realistically faced 
with the problem that alone it cannot 
challenge the bosses. With the support 
of NACODS it can at least close down 
most of the pits. In the unlikely event of 
UDM members coming to their senses 
and taking into account the interests of 
the industry as a whole, then the miners 
can close all the pits. But with the ind
ustry depleted as it is, after 2 years of 
massive pit closures, and now with mqjor 
customers such as the CEGB threatening 
to buy cheaper coal from abroad, then 
the miners and all who work in the 
industry have little choice but to tum 
to sympathetic action by those in 
related - and even non-related - indust
ries. As long as cheap coal can be imported 
into the country unimpeded then the 
coal bosses can always rely on scabs to 
defeat any national dispute. Clearly an 
alliance must be sought between miners 
and dockworkers as well as TGWU 
workers in the docks, and the NUS, 
to establish a blockade against imports 
in protection of the industry as a whole. 
And any alliance, by its very nature, 
must be two-way, or even three way.
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The right to organise for a General 
Strike is one that was hard fought for 
by workers over decades of struggle, paid 
for by imprisonment, transportation 
and death. That right in the UK no 
longer exists, thanxs to the anti-union 
laws that forbid, among other things, 
sympathetic action. Recent millitancy 
by trade unionists in the Health Service, 
in the car industry, by miners, and not 
least by Ferry workers, have shown that 
the wifi to reverse the repression is 
alive and strong. If reaction is to be 
confronted the whole trade union move
ment must re-organise and rediscover its 
own heritage. And central to such a 
re-organisation must be a campaign to 
seize back the right to organise for a 
General Strike.

Rank and file ferry workers took the 
anti-union laws into their hands and 
united for nationwide industrial action. 
The dispute was triggered off by the 
sacking of 150 ferry workers by the 
Isle of Man Steam Packet Company. 
But there were other disputes - eg, 
ferry workers at Dover against P & O 
over the threatened redundancy of 500 
ferry workers, and ferryworkers in 
Aberdeen in a pay dispute with P & O 
- as well as a clear indication that massive 
job cut-backs were to take place within 
the industry as a whole, that dictated that 
the dispute and the industrial action 
had to be escalated nationally if these 
threats were to be countered. The rank 
and file,,as usual, led the way, and the 
National Union of Seafarers made the 
national action official.

However the employers, and the 
courts, were to see things differently 
and the inevitable legal injunctions were 
issued and the union served with court 
orders for contempt. The NUS Executive 
backed down almost immediately, but 
were unable to control their membership, 
who continued to stay out despite the 
threats of sequestration. Rank and file 
NUS members at Fleetwood, Dover, 
Harwich and Holyhead decided to con
tinue with the dispute despite their 
own union’s protestations. The NUS 
Executive argued unsuccessfully in the 
courts that the disputes were about 
a national issue and eventually were 
forced to concede that their sympathetic 
action was unlawful. This became the 
turning point of the dispute as it be
came clear that the NUS Executive 
had thrown in the towel. Retrospectively 
it also became clear that the real reason 
why the NUS Executive declared the 
dispute national was in order that it 
could retain some degree of control 
over its own membership.

Having lost the impetus, the NUS 
Executive finally succeeded in persuad
ing its membership to accept negotiation, 
not direct action, as a means to solve 
the dispute. The strikes disintegrated.

A few years ago and the dispute 
could have continued without the inter
ference of the courts. Now the unions 
will not challenge the courts in fear 
of sequestration - they have totally for
saken the right to escalate a dispute 
or generalise it on a countrywide level.

This was not to be the case though 
with the healthworkers. Their dispute is
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