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Introduction

Why did a government minister feel able to call nurses ‘half
wits’ in the middle of the largest and one of the most popular
strikes in the history of the State? Why did teachers
demanding a pay rise that many thought wholly justified face
a climate of such vitriolic opposition that some could describe
them as ‘terrorists’? How has it come to pass that trade
union leaders can be denounced as ‘too monetarist’ by the
leader of Fine Gael? And why is it that these same trade
union leaders hold up as the proud product of their influence
on government a tax regime that is best known for scandals
such as DIRT and Ansbacher and a string of amnesties for
the most wealthy lawbreakers?

The answer of course is contained in the policy of social part-
nership which has the universal support of every major
political party as well as the social partners themselves - the
employer's organisations, ICTU, farmer’s organisations, plus
the religious and voluntary ‘pillar.’ It has become an almost
untouchable article of Faith and almost as sacrosanct as that
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old one, the Holy Trinity. An opinion poll in the ‘Irish Times'
published on 4th June 2001 recorded that 72% thought it
should continue and 62% that it had succeeded in making a
fairer society.

It is part of the argument of this book that both of these views
are wrong and that the seemingly upside down world we see
is the result of a policy that is specifically designed to invert
reality. We attempt to explain how social partnership has
succeeded in tying workers to a policy that is fundamentally
antagonistic to their interests and why those that have resisted
it at various times have failed to defeat it. Its purpose there-
fore is to stimulate creation of an alternative that will consign
partnership to the grave it so richly deserves.

The ambition is to stimulate debate among ordinary workers
angry that their organisations no longer seem to belong to
them in any real sense and in fact more and more appear to
be positive obstacles in the way of their defending themselves
both inside and outside their workplace. It is addressed to
militant workers and the left, who have opposed partnership,
but signally failed to stop it.

This makes for a difficult task because it has been the author's
experience that the long history of defeats for the worker’s and
socialist movement has induced a move to the right even
among those still proclaiming allegiance to the ideas of social-
ism. This is reflected in a narrowing of horizons, unconscious
acceptance of defeats and resentment of those that raise
political questions. Especially when these questions present
real problems that have no quick fix. The antipathy to, and
poverty of, political debate that has historically crippled the
Irish worker's movement is the second parent of that move-
ment's present lack of political perspective.

In this sense we attempt only what Karl Marx explained as his
approach 150 years ago:

...we do not confront the world in a doctrinaire way with a new
principle: Here is the truth, kneel down before it! We develop
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new principles for the world out of the world’s own principles.
We do not say to the world: Cease your struggles, they are
foolish; we will give you the true slogan of struggle. We
merely show the world what it is really fighting for, and con-
sciousness is something that it has to acquire, even if it does
not want to. (Letter to A Ruge, 1843) (Lapides)

As this book neared completion it has been claimed that the
period of defeats is coming to an end, witnessed by the in-
creased number of strikes by workers making pay demands
that might promise them some share of the fruits of the Tiger
economy. The success of this book will be judged not on
whether the number of such strikes increase or are more suc-
cessful but on whether militants and socialists learn and imple-
ment the political lessons that are required to take them be-
yond their present limited goals. This can only come about
through a regeneration of political debate on the left and a re-
newed hunger for political ideas. The fundamental argument
is that unless a developed socialist programme is married to
the worker's movement the latter will ultimately fail to signifi-
cantly alter the injustice and inequality of present society.

The first chapter examines two strikes that show the effect of
partnership on the ordinary activity that gives trade unions life.
It shows that any significant attempt to make gains or defend
rights cannot avoid confrontation with social partnership. The
second and third chapters look briefly at the history of the
latest round of partnership agreements, their results and the
attempts to resist them. It is not comprehensive but designed
to draw out lessons from the history of its imposition.

The fourth chapter looks at the role of social partnership in
wider economic and social developments and examines some
of the arguments used by supporters of partnership. Much
more argument and evidence against the claims of the agree-
ments can be acquired from consuiting some of the material
from the bibliography at the back of the book. The final chap-
ter explains that if there can be no such thing as partnership
between workers, bosses and State the real partnership that



exists is between bosses, State and trade union hierarchy. Most
importantly it looks at the nature of the present trade union leader-
ship, takes up a debate on the meaning of social partnership and
advances an alternative.

There is no attempt in the book at a spurious impartiality and objec-
tivity. It is written with the realisation that the act of analysis and
writing is a positive act of intervention in the subject of study. The
subject of study is the present and future course of a major part of
the worker's movement. The intervention is designed to turn re-
sentment and anger at the all too obvious corruption and inequality
of present society into an effective movement of opposition.

No book is the product of one individual and that is particularly true
of this one. | would like to thank the members of Socialist Democ-
racy who have formed the indispensable environment within which
the ideas of the book were developed. | would particularly like to
express my appreciation to Kevin Keating whose awareness of the
issues exceeds my own and who, more than any other, informed its
writing. The usual caveat applies.

Joe Craig
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Chapter 1

A Tale of Two
Strikes

We can begin to understand social partnership by looking at two
recent strikes. The first involved only thirty nine workers but was
recognized at the time as a ‘dispute of special importance’, as
defined by the 1990 Industrial Relations Act. Irish Times colum-
nist Dick Walsh described it as ‘the kind of thing that inspired
Manx’s criticism of capitalism’ (IT 7/03/98).

It involved a request by baggage handlers working for Ryanair at
Dublin airport to be represented by a trade union, SIPTU, in
negotiations with management. In effect the dispute was about
the right of workers to join a trade union and for that union to
effectively organise. One might have thought that it was a
strange sort of partnership that negated the right of one side to
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exist, but in this case that is exactly what social partnership
meant. It was this fundamental issue that gave the workers
action its special significance.

Ryanair was, and is, fiercely anti-union and workers had been
refused recognition in 1988, 1990 and in 1995/96 despite offers
from SIPTU of a two year no strike deal. The issue opened up
again at the end of 1997 after workers had approached SIPTU
for membership (not the other way round). The baggage han-
dlers were low paid and relied on an attendance bonus scheme
to eamn anything approaching a reasonable wage. This bonus
scheme became, in effect, part of the basic wage. However if
absent for one day during a month, even if the absence was
medically certified, they lost the bonus for the whole of the
month. This, and the fact that the workers at Ryanair were paid
less than baggage handlers working for other companies in the
airport, such as Servisair, aroused their indignation.

On 19th December 1997 a ballot was held for industrial action
but two days before Christmas SIPTU postponed it on the pre-
text of trying to get Ryanair to meet them. Ryanair refused as it
had done consistently. On the last day of the year SIPTU threat-
ened (as the term goes) industrial action in the new year. On
the 7th January  Ryanair was asked to go to the Labour Court
or Labour Relations Commission to settle the dispute but re-
fused. Forced to do something the union instigated action on
the Sth with workers stopping work for three hours per shift. On
21st when this produced no response the workers stopped work
for six hours per shift. After six days of this action the Labour
Court invited SIPTU and Ryanair to talks to resolve the dispute
but again Ryanair refused. On 3rd February the Labour Court
recommended recognition but Ryanair just ignored the ruling.
On 8th and 27th February the workers demonstrated at Ry-
anair's headquarters but by the end of the month it was clear
that all the social partnership machinery regularly deployed to
get workers to end their action was useless against a company
for whom it didn't suit.

On Thursday 5th March thirty-six of the thirty-nine baggage-
handlers held a demonstration at Dublin airport and marched to
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SIPTU's offices. On the same day Ryanair effectively created a
lockout by withdrawing the workers passes which they needed in
order to gain entry to the airport. The next day the workers
placed pickets at the airport and other workers, buses and taxis
all refused to cross. Many workers inside the airport organised
meetings and joined demonstrations in support of the Ryanair
workers.

At this point the government became worried and Tom Kitt issued
a statement urging both parties to ‘pull back from the brink as the
escalation could have the most serious consequences and leave
a lasting mark on current partnership arrangements.” The next
day at 5.30 am government minister Mary Harney announced an
enquiry into the dispute whose task was to restore ‘normal opera-
tions at the airport as quickly as possible.’ It was to be held under
the joint chairmanship of Dan McAuley, former bosses leader and
holder of numerous directorships in Irish companies, and Phil
Flynn, former vice-president of Sinn Fein, former president of the
Irish Congress of Trade Unions and now chairman of ICC bank.
So political intervention was threatened and initiated not when an
employer had ridden roughshod over basic democratic rights of
workers but when those workers had decided to do something
about it. Regardless of all this Ryanair refused to meet the en-
quiry team.

At 9 am Aer Rianta announced that Airport Police and Fire Ser-
vice officers would withdraw from their posts. If this happened the
airport would be unable to operate and would have to close.
ATGWU members in British Midland decided to walk out in sup-
port of the SIPTU workers and the majority of Aer Lingus workers
withdrew and refused to cross picket lines. At 11.30 am workers
protested at Ryanair aircraft and delayed their departure. At 1.00
pm all aircraft departures were cancelled and by 5.00 pm the air-
port was closed. Much of this action was completely illegal but
the state was extremely reluctant at that point to try and stop it.
For the first time in almost sixty years a dispute closed Dublin air-

port.

At 10 pm Aer Lingus cabin crew announced that they would meet
the next day to support the strike and would join the picket line at
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6 am on Sunday moming. Pickets were placed at 5.30 am and
by 6.45 Aer Lingus announced the cancellation of all their opera-
tions. At 9 am workers again protested at Ryanair aircraft, delay-
ing their departure. At 11 am Ryanair suddenly announced that
they would meet the Enquiry team if the workers stopped their
action. It was clear that the workers were about to win their
demands. But that was to reckon without the intervention of the
leaders of SIPTU and ICTU. In a deal negotiated between the
government, the General Secretary of ICTU and Director General
of IBEC (Irish Business and Employers Confederation), but not of
course the workers, ‘all forms of industrial action’ were to be
called off. No promise of union recognition was part of the deal
and the only concession was agreement that there was to be no
victimisation. At 3.30 pm SIPTU agreed to end the action but
even at this point Ryanair had not agreed to the deal. At 7 pm
Bertie Ahern wrote to SIPTU and the company recommending
acceptance. SIPTU agreed and by 9 pm on Sunday had lifted all
pickets.

As soon as the workers went back Ryanair announced that as far
as it was concerned the Enquiry was just that, an enquiry, with no
power to in any way settle the dispute. The real effect of the en-
quiry had been to step in at the right time to prevent the workers
from winning their demands. On the day after the strike ended
Ryanair announced a £1.4bn expansion! Dick Walsh of the Irish
Times pointed out that a £17m bonus (yes £17m!) paid to Michael
O'Leary, the Chief Executive ‘was as much as a baggage-handler
would eam if he went on working, full time, at current rates, not
Jjust to the end of the century but to the end of the millennium, the
next millennium. In fact, for more than 1,130 years.’ (Irish Times
07/ 3/98) This unbridled arrogance was blamed by the media
on the particularities of Ryanair. In this respect however there
was nothing extraordinary about Ryanair. The massive bloat-
ing of big executive salaries became a hallmark of nearly all
Irish companies during the Celtic Tiger years and O’Leary was
only 17th of ‘lrelands richest one hundred' in 1999 (Sunday
tribune 19/03/00). Nor were the tactics of Ryanair that excep-
tional. These involved surveillance of workers by private in-
vestigators and the threat to dismiss them if they spoke to the
media, which meant that they were interviewed on television in
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the shadow, like criminals.

When the Enquiry did finally report it refused to support out-
right recognition despite SIPTU co-operation with the enquiry
and Ryanair obstruction. What recognition it did recommend
ruled out the possibility of industrial action by the union. The
main recommendations of the enquiry centred around limiting
the ability of workers in the airport to take similarly effective
action in the future by treating them as ‘disputes of special
importance’, imposing ‘cooling off’ periods during which work-
ers could take no action - and of course during which the
boss could prepare for such action.

The role of the ICTU leadership in this whole charade was to
join with the government and employer's organisation to en-
sure this outcome. The idea of actually organising some
effective solidarity with the Ryanair baggage handlers proba-
bly never crossed their minds. The role of the SIPTU leaders
was to go along with the whole sell out. That the leadership
of Ireland’s trade unions should prove so unwilling to defend
the basic right to organise should not have come as a sur-
prise. Through Partnership 2000, ICTU was involved in a
‘High Level Group’ set up to discuss the issue of union recog-
nition, eventually resulting in an agreement that did not guar-
antee such a right. All ICTU got was the opportunity to refer
cases to the Labour Court. What was wrong with this was
not that ICTU failed to get a guarantee of union recognition
but that it thought the right to organise was even negotiable.
The era of social partnership saw it harder and harder to win
recognition, all the blather about partnership notwithstanding.

The lessons of the Ryanair dispute were fairly clear and
worth recording. They showed the tremendous power of
ordinary workers when they acted in solidarity. They showed
the necessity of ignoring legalities if one wanted to win soli-
darity and the relative powerlessness of the state to intervene
when such solidarity was maximised. Negatively, they illus-
trated the danger of relying on the current leadership of the
trade union movement to defend even basic rights. The
need for rank and file control of strike action was clear even
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when this was difficult for workers seeking to join a trade union
and the union bureaucracy was in a position to dictate the
terms of joining. This, however, was not an insurmountable
difficulty.

As we noted, the one concession to the workers when the
enquiry was accepted by SIPTU was that there was to be no
victimisation. Just two weeks after the enquiry was accepted
workers complained of three union members being made
redundant. The enquiry investigated. On 29 May two more
victimisations were reported. The enquiry did nothing about
any of them.

To quote Dick Walsh again: ‘Ryanair represents the worst of
Victorianism in practice. . .’ (IT 07/03/98). The Ryanair dispute
showed that for all the talk of modernisation the trade union
leaders could not defend workers from the depredations of the
nineteenth century never mind the challenges of the twenty-
first.

The Nurses

If the dispute at Ryanair initially involved only a handful of
workers the second dispute was the biggest in the history of
the State, involving almost 28,000 nurses in an all out strike
for nine days in October 1999.

The strike began on 19th over pay, grading and conditions.
The core demand was for three long service increments of 6
per cent after 16, 19 and 22 years. |In this the nurses were
simply asking for the same treatment as other workers in the
health service and others in the public sector generally, such
as teachers, who had had these terms and conditions for
years. The lack of such rights was clearly seen as the result
of nursing being a predominantly female occupation in a ser-
vice controlled by a reactionary alliance of Church and State.
For years nurses were seen as a soft touch easily exploitable
by a male dominated hierarchy. At the Irish Nurses Organisa-
tion (INO) conference earlier in the year it was claimed that
some registered nurses were earning less than if they had
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been packing bags in supermarkets. Nursing home owners
were described as coming from ‘the Ryanair school of man-
agement.’ The health service as a whole had suffered huge
cuts in the 1980’s. Between 1985 and 1988 the number of
hospital beds had been cut by over twenty per cent and the
State established a record in Europe for the highest rate of
closure of acute beds per head of population. Even after
years of the Celtic Tiger theatres and wards were closing and
beds lost because of nursing shortages. In the Royal Victoria
Eye and Ear Hospital in Dublin an average of one quarter of
beds were closed every month in 1999 despite the long wait-
ing list for eye cataract surgery. In the Eastern Board area
alone there were 900 nursing vacancies.

For all these reasons the strike was massively popular among
the population generally who clearly understood the value of
health care and the central role that nursing played in it. In the
middle of the strike an opinion poll showed that 70% blamed
the government for the strike and the letter columns of news-
papers, radio phone ins and visits to the picket line showed
the huge sympathy that existed. Firemen visited picket lines in
Dublin every day to deliver lunches for the strikers.

The strike itself was solid and well organised with strike com-
mittees in every hospital determining the level of emergency
cover and ensuring the PR battle was waged effectively
against government misinformation. Up to 1,000 nurses were
on picket duty at the beginning of the strike, four out of five
rostered nurses were off duty and only one in ten community
nurses turned up for work. Three days after the strike began
10,000 nurses took to the streets in a defiant show of strength
that was startling in its militancy. The chief political correspon-
dent of the Irish Times remarked that ‘Ten thousand militant
nurses on the streets of Dublin is a sight to strike fear into any
politicians heart.’ (IT 22/10/99)

The government appeared to have no excuse. At the start of
the month it had been revealed in front page headlines that
the State was sitting on a budget surplus of £6.18 billion! The
dispute also coincided with attempts by the government to get
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the trade unions involved in talks on a new social partnership
deal to follow Partnership 2000 and yet more revelations that
the great and the good in Irish society and been involved in
extensive tax evasion at precisely the time when deep cuts
had been made in the health service.

Yet how do we explain the uninhibited arrogance of the gov-
ernment in the face of all this? It refused point blank to enter
into negotiations with the nurses’ leaders right up until the day
before the strike. It said that agreeing to the nurses’ claim
would ‘wreck the Celtic Tiger and Bertie Ahern went into the
Dail to claim that ‘we cannot pay anymore.” (IT 22/10/99)
Charlie McCreevy became deliberately provocative when he
talked of ‘everybody with any half brain’ and ‘you would want
to be a half-wit’ in reference to the proposed strike. This hard
ball attitude was not just talk. The government made it clear
that nurses would receive no pay from day one of the strike or
for emergency cover. They would not be paid for work in
October when they might reasonably have expected deduc-
tions because of the strike to start in November. This was
doubly important because the INO was not going to give out
any strike pay. In other words the government had just told
them that they weren't going to get paid for work they had al-
ready done or were about to do!

The arrogance of the government was based on the fact that
through social partnership the policy of the government was
also the policy of the trade union leadership. One industrial
relations commentator put it quite bluntly: ‘While no union
would say it publicly, in private the unions are hoping the
Government holds firm this time, if only to send a message to
union members that straying from partnership is not in their
long-term interests.’ (IT 07/10/99).

Thus Bertie Ahern said he could only accede to the nurses by
breaking social partnership and then said he would only listen
to them if they accepted this social partnership! The Minister
for Health Brian (Mad) Cowan told them he could not break
existing agreements. Finally the government met with ICTU
leaders and they too stepped in to tell the nurses’ leaders that
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they threatened social partnership and must accept its pa-
rameters in any deal. ICTU told the nurses that they wouid get
no solidarity (which they didn’t), that the partnership deal was
to be protected and that they should go back to work. The
pressure paid off and once the nurses’ leaders accepted the
parameters of the partnership deal the government agreed to
negotiations. The first result of agreeing to the partnership
straightjacket was dropping the central demand of the strike,
the claim for long service increments.

The primary concern of the government and ICTU leadership
was that the nurses should not win demands that could be
seen as applying to other workers and to claims that were in
the pipeline from teachers, public transport workers and civil
servants. The union leadership was in effect conspiring not
just against the nurses but against a whole section of the trade
union movement.

This did not immediately deter the nurses and they waged
their strike with considerable vigour and against huge govern-
ment propaganda. One example was the highlighting of chil-
dren who had to go to Britain for procedures during the strike.
This ignored the fact that before the strike Our Lady's Hospital
for Sick Children had intensive beds lying idle because of staff
shortages and that as a result waiting lists for heart surgery
were so long that forty children a year were sent to Britain for
operations. The nurses’ anger was not hard to understand.
The demonstration at the GPO three days into the strike was
described in the Irish Times as ‘an extraordinary sight, not just
the size of the rally, but these were nurses like we’'d never
seen before. Angry. Vocal. Defiant’ The day after, many
nurses were calling for escalated action to force the issue. Yet
crucially this anger and determination was without central or-
ganisation.

Anger and determination by themselves were not enough and
the scene was set for relatively minor concessions from the
government through the Labour Court, which the union
leaders recommended for acceptance. Instead of the long
service increments nurses were offered 3,350 promotional
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posts for a workforce of 28,000. There was some increase in
allowances and an increase in overtime pay for work between
6pm and 8pm that worked out at £1 extra after two hours! The
whole package cost £20m compared to the August award that
had been rejected and which had been costed at around
£120m (IT 28/10/99). £20m was estimated as the savings
made by the government through not having to pay striking
nurses. The award of insufficient promotional posts combined
with failure to achieve long service increments had great po-
tential to divide nurses over who actually got the promotions.
The spokeswoman for the Mater strike committee pointed out
that there were more than 500 nurses entitled to one of the
promotional categories in their hospital alone while only 2,500
such posts were available across the whole country. For ward
sisters there was nothing in the deal at all.

Not surprisingly the proposed deal provoked considerable an-
ger. A spokeswoman for Beaumont Hospital's nurses’ strike
committee said the initial reaction was ‘shock and horror.’ ‘We
are very dissatisfied. We were out for nothing she said’ An
INO member at the Mater said ‘I think it is laughable. It is an
insult to all nurses. There is a very strong feeling here that we
should stay on the picket line until we have our say." A Psychi-
atric nurse at the same hospital was even stronger, ‘/ think we
should have gone for an all-out strike from the beginning and
we would not still be here now.’ IT (28/10/99) INO leaders ad-
mitted to a ‘backlash’ against the deal and opposition was not
confined to Dublin but was reported to be even stronger.in the
west.

The nursing union leaders ordered a return to work pending a
second ballot on the deal. ‘The headquarters of the lrish
Nurses Organisation ...was inundated with faxes from strike
committees calling for pickets to continue while balloting took
place. Some nurses on the picket lines even wanted an all-out
strike.’ (IT 28/10/99). This became an important issue in itself
but it only served to reinforce the point that essentially control
of the strike was out of the nurses own hands.

The union leaders, government and media had a real fear that
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the deal would be rejected and initial reaction on the picket
line indicated a genuine basis for such fear. As it turned out
the deal was accepted in the ballot by more than two to one.
Why was it accepted when it was clearly understood that the
deal failed to meet nurses’ demands? They were still angry.
So why did the strike fail? This was a rather obvious ques-
tion to ask but there was no attempt to honestly answer it,
even on the left. Partly this was because of a  general un-
willingness to admit defeat, which was understandable from
the workers involved who did not like to face the idea that
their action had ‘been in vain.’ Part of the excuse of the left
was supporting such an attitude on the grounds of maintain-
ing morale and not wanting to be seen to admit that strong
strike action had failed, especially when it was trying to en-
courage others to take a similar course.

Unfortunately this approach just will not do. Social Partner-
ship had been around too long and been far too successful to
ignore its effects. It is a cliché, but no less true, that if we
want to prepare better for the future we need to know the les-
sons of the past. The purpose of this book is to examine
what these lessons are. The nurses’ experience allows us to
begin to do this.

The most important was so obvious from the start that it be-
comes a bit of a mystery why it was not appreciated at the
time. From the moment the government and ICTU made it
clear they would not support the strike because it conflicted
with social partnership the strike was effectively a strike
against social partnership. Nurses’ leaders claims that it was-
n't and their acceptance of the partnership framework led to
immediately dropping their core demand. Consciously op-
posing partnership was not something that could be gone
around. In this strike it had to be faced head on. It wasn't
and the strike failed. Nurses had to be clear at least that if
social partnership meant a raw deal for them then they were-
n't going to accept it. This would have been enough for them
to maintain their core demands.

Unfortunately we can also see immediately that it would not
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have been enough to win the solidarity action from other workers
that would have guaranteed success. It would not have been
enough to prevent ICTU from attacking nurses for narrow-minded
sectionalism and selfishness. Only by coming out clearly and
saying that their action was about more than pay and was about
the whole position of the health service could the significance of
the struggle become clear to others. Only by rejecting the part-
nership deal on this clearly justified basis would it have been pos-
sible to gain solidarity action from other health service workers,
who unfortunately crossed nurses’ picket lines throughout, and
from other workers who were potentially lining up to advance de-
mands beyond the social partnership limits.

It now becomes less of a mystery why this route wasn't opened
up by the strike. Such an approach required a level of under-
standing beyond that which nurses’ limited experience of struggle
had been able to give them. In our two examples, and in many
others before and since, ICTU stepped in not to organise solidar-
ity but to ensure that there was no breach of partnership and the
workers’ action was defeated.

This does not mean that until a group of workers fully understands
the nature of social partnership they cannot successfully breach
its diktats. But it does mean that workers really do have to grasp
the necessity for them to take control of their own struggles and
not to let the initiative lie with union leaders. The successes of the
nurses’ strike that were achieved were those won by nurses
advancing along this road. The local strike committees that
ensured the unity and solidity of the strike and resisted attempts
at moral blackmail needed to have a central focus. This explains
the apparent contradiction between the widespread opposition to
the deal when it was first announced and the later vote to accept
it.

Clearly nurses knew that the deal did not satisfy their demands
and while still on strike were prepared to continue opposing it.
Back at work the alternative was to attempt to start a new strike
not only in opposition to the State and wider trade union leader-
ship but also against their own leaders. It would have meant
devising a strategy and leadership that held out a reasonable
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prospect of success. The existing leadership, because they
retained control of the strike, were able to call it off mount a
propaganda offensive in favour of acceptance and present the
idea that, at least implicitly, there was no alternative. Of course
there were alternatives but the only convincing one was rank and
file control of a new strike and a strategy of going over the heads
of union leaders to appeal for solidarity directly from other work-
ers. A national delegate structure from local strike committees
would have had the organising capacity and moral authority to
reject the proposed deal and to organise its own ballot before
ending the strike, if it was unable to force the union leadership to
do so. A national rank and file structure would have allowed
nurses to decide democratically through open discussion just how
their strike was to advance. Unfortunately no such structures ex-
isted and thus no credible alternative seemed available.

It would be wrong to draw only negative lessons from the nurses’
strike and the spirit and organisation of the strike was inspiring.
The more aggressive approach of nurses over the second half of
the decade had brought real gains in terms of increased salaries
and conditions. These gains were constantly thrown up to nurses
during the dispute in order to persuade them and the rest of the
population that they had gotten enough. Militancy did produce
results. More organised and politicised militancy would have pro-
duced even more. This also gives the lie to those who claim that
such tactics put workers off frade unions. Not only did the more
aggressive tactics of the nursing unions result in many more re-
“cruits to the union but it also brought to the forefront the issue of
the health service in general and its neglect even in a booming
economy.

For some it raised more profound issues about the role they and
the health service played in society: ‘They might mistake us for
people with a vocation, like nursing nuns who did it for the Pope
and for God. And pay us sacrificial Catholic wages, as happened
with the nuns...How, indeed, do we convince the union leader-
ship and the Masters of Hospitals and the Minister for Health and
the Government and the public that there was more than money
to this?’ (Sunday Tribune 31/10/99).
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Chapter 2

‘Mr Haughey’s
Finest Hour’

Trade union leaders justify their actions by appealing to the
idea of social partnership. While it would be wrong to limit
understanding of this to the agreements that have sign-
posted it's development, it is the formal social partnership
deals that have set the framework and justification for almost
everything the leaders of the trade union movement have
done.

Of course collaboration between trade union leaders and the
government goes back a long way. It is at least possible to
trace it back to the failure of the workers movement to con-
tinue the road of Connolly and his policy of putting the work-

24



ing class to the forefront of national and social liberation.
The policy of ‘labour must wait advanced by every section of
the national movement and its acceptance by the labour
movement tied the latter to the demands of the new State. A
type of Catholic nationalism replaced any notion of independ-
ent working class politics while the whole nationalist project
saw the 26 county State continue as a source of food, money
and labour for British capital. By the 1950's a massive bal-
ance of payments crisis reflected the fact that the State
couldn’t pay for itself and tens of thousands were getting on
the boat to Britain, never to return.

The project to create an independent, 26 county, capitalist
Ireland was an utter failure, one recognised by every section
of society, but the poverty of the leadership of the workers
movement was such that absolutely no alternative was forth-
coming. The same Fianna Fail that had championed inde-
pendent industrialisation turned 180 degrees and adopted
policies to open up the resources of the country to multina-
tional capital. Free trade, membership of the EEC and direct
state support to industry became the means to achieve what
Sean Lemass nonsensically called ‘the economic foundation
of independence.’

The 1950's crisis demonstrated the absolute weakness of the
indigenous business class and a working class bled white by
emigration and subordination to nationalist politics. In the
1960’s outside capital promised a (subordinate) role for
native business and the EEC a prop for the local State. The
working class grew, as did union membership; wages and
living standards rose and the willingness of workers to de-
fend themselves increased. The number of strikes, workers
involved in strikes and days ‘lost’ all increased during the
decade. Increased living standards were accommodated by
an economic expansion worldwide which ensured that the
share of profits in the economy did not fall as a result. But
increased militancy had implications beyond simple effects
on the bottom line. The 1960’s have been called the decade
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of upheaval and increased militancy in Ireland was a reflection
of worldwide growth in working class struggle. In Ireland this
was also expressed in the growth of a women’s movement
and demand for civil rights in the North.

The First Deals

in 1969 the number of days ‘lost’ in strikes climbed to 936,000
and in the following year reached over 1 million. From 1961 to
1968 they had averaged less than 400,000. The most signifi-
cant dispute was the maintenance craftsmen strike in 1969,
then regarded as the most serious in the history of the State.
Rank and file militancy not only led to a long and bitter strike
but also challenged and weakened the authority of the trade
union leaders. The response to this challenge by the State,
employers and trade union leadership was to agree the first
centralised agreement to replace the more informal pay
rounds that had existed until then.

Even though relatively undeveloped compared to today’'s
grand programmes there were some features of this early
agreement that presaged contemporary developments. The
first National Wage Agreement was inspired by the report of a
think tank, the National Industrial and Economic Council, fore-
runner of the National Economic and Social Council that has
provided the intellectual gloss on today’s deals. It recom-
mended the establishment of a revitalised National Employer-
Labour Conference that would provide the framework for cen-
tralised pay negotiation. When negotiations promised to break
down the Fianna Fail government intervened to threaten the
trade unions with a statutory incomes policy. The leadership
of ICTU took its own action to impose restrictions on rank and
file activity by introducing new regulations governing workers
rights to organise picketing. From now on workers were to
cross pickets unless an all-out picket was specifically granted
by ICTU.

This initial National Wage Agreement was the first of a series
of nine that existed until 1981. Limited to pay at first, with the
government intervening only to impose agreement, they devel-
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oped to include the government itself (as an employer) and
involve questions of taxation and social insurance. As
National Understandings in 1979 and 1980 they also included
issues of employment policy and social welfare.

The complete lack of progress that resulted from including
these issues can be seen from the fact that workers, in the
face of ICTU opposition, forced the organisation of huge dem-
onstrations against the crucifying tax burden which the PAYE
sector had to pay in order to bankroll multinational and native
capital's subsidies and tax exemptions. Between 1974 and
1978 the average rate of return on US manufacturing invest-
ments was 29.9%, over twice the EEC and world averages
while workers paid 90% of income taxes. (Hardiman 1988)
The increase in welfare receipts during the decade was not an
indication of income redistribution. As one author put it
‘Working class categories, despite high average receipts of
state transfers, were net contributors to state revenue...The
taxation system favoured the ownership and inheritance of
capital and property’ (Hardiman 1988). Job creation targets
agreed by the government were not met, unemployment more
than doubled over the course of the agreements, and rampant
inflation eroded workers wage increases. The argument that
wage restraint boosted employment via increased profits and
reinvestment was refuted by the huge repatriation of multina-
tional profits, and even the government had to admit that one
did not automatically follow from the other.

By 1979 over 1.4 million days were ‘lost’ in strike action and
the State was heading the international strike league. The
government and employers were smarting because they had
been unable to prevent an increase in local bargaining for
above the norm pay increases and the trade union leadership
had been unable to discipline its members. A report for em-
ployers in 1981, Pay Policy For the 1980s, complained that the
agreements were not centralised enough. They were particu-
larly unhappy that the number of unofficial strikes had not
diminished. Data from the Labour Court indicated that
between one-half and two-thirds of disputes were unofficial in
the late 1960s as where 70% between 1970 and 1973 and
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roughly two-thirds throughout the rest of the decade. They
accounted for almost one-half of workers involved in strike ac-
tion. After an initial drop in strike activity at the start of the
agreements between 1971 and 1973 the number increased to
the 1979 figure, which exceeded the levels of 1969 and 1970.
(Although this was misleading since almost 80% of the days
‘lost’ in that year were due to the eighteen-week strike in An
Post. (Hardiman 1988))

In general, strikes in the 1970s involved smaller numbers of
workers and were confined to individual workplaces. The
ICTU edict on picketing obviously had an effect. ICTU also
drew other lessons from the experience: ‘Prominent trade
unionists report that they are put under pressure to respond to
rank-and-file members’ demands and grievances if another
union organising a similar category of workers is seen to take
a more militant approach... As the then General Secretary of
the country’'s second largest union, the FWUI, noted in the
early 1980s, “the intellectual case for the rationalisation of the
trade union movement is beyond dispute.” (Hardiman 1988)

All these lessons drawn by the government, employers and
trade union leadership were acted on when the next series of
social partnership deals began in 1987. As early as 1974 one
delegate to the ICTU conference noted that: ‘We are absolute
in our belief that Congress is becoming more like a bureatc-
racy of Government and we realise more clearly than ever that
if this continues we might as well hang up the sign in Raglan
Road (ICTU head offices): ‘The Ministry of Co-
operation.” (Hardiman 1988)

Life without Partnership?

ICTU’s failure to impose discipline on its members, despite its
best attempts, lay behind the end of the National Understand-
ings although the bosses and government understood that
ICTU was not an obstacle to its own, direct, attempts to do so.
As if to engage in a self-fulfilling prophesy that would bolster
later arguments in favour of social partnership, ICTU refused
to act as the general staff of the workers movement in the bat-
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tle against an employer and State offensive that was about to
intensify.

The Federated Union of Employers (FUE) sought to ensure that
wage increases were limited to what individual firms could
‘afford’, as determined by themselves of course. Neither wage
relativities nor the cost of living were to prevail over competitive-
ness and incentives to invest (profits) in negotiations over
wages. Changes in work practices and the introduction of new
technology were not to be bargained for separately but as part
of overall negotiations. This hard line was pushed against a
background of rapidly accelerating unemployment that in-
creased from. 7.3 per cent in 1980 to 17 per cent in 1986. Trade
union membership declined from 528,000 in 1980 to 440,890 in
1988 and the proportion of unionised workers in the workforce
declined from 55.3 per cent to 42.4 per cent. (Gunnigle et al
1999) The total number of strikes decreased, as did the num-
ber of days lost. The proportion of strikes that were unofficial
also fell.

An Industrial Development Authority survey in 1984 was able to
report that 78 per cent of all firms experienced increased pro-
ductivity and the index of industrial production rose from 100 in
1980 to 133.8 in 1986. The FUE Annual Review for 1986 was
able to report that ‘there seems to be a growing willingness to
accept the need for changes in working practices and
methods.’ (Quoted in Hardiman 1988) Irish wage costs per unit
of output rose by only 7 per cent between 1980 and 1985 com-
pared to a 37 per cent increase in competitor countries. How-
ever the bosses were still not happy. They wanted lower
nominal wage increases, that is lower increases in the money
wage, and less reliance on increased productivity and currency
devaluation to maintain competitiveness even though devalua-
tion from the worker’s point of view is a wage cut.

The bosses’ offensive was matched by a government attack in
the public sector. The incoming Fianna Fail administration in
1982 initiated a renegotiation of the public sector pay agree-
ment and every following agreement involved a pay freeze of
varying duration. The Coalition government that came to
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power later in the year initially played it tough by making no
allowance in its first budget for any pay increase at all.
These attacks did not go without a response. In October
1985 ICTU was forced to call a one-day strike involving
170,000 workers but since it had absolutely no strategy of
utilising workers anger the government only gained confi-
dence to make further attacks. In spring of the following
year it challenged an independent pay recommendation for
teachers for the first time since 1953 provoking widespread
strike action. The following year ICTU raised the white flag.
Billy Attley of the Federated Workers Union of Ireland, the
second biggest, declared that ‘The government could say
with justification that it had defeated unions in the public
sector.’ (Hardiman 1988)

Attacks on the unions were only part of an overall assault on
the living standards of working people. Initially political divi-
sion inside and between the main political parties, aggra-
vated by the effects of the hunger strike crisis in the North, had
weakened the capacity of the government to attack living
standards early in the decade. This was reflected in the
existence of three governments within eighteen months in
1981-82. Sinn Fein the Workers Party had helped maintain
Charlie Haughey as Taoiseach in 1982 but baulked at the
cuts, unprecedented before or since, proposed in the Fianna
Fail budget. The new Fine Gael-Labour coalition’s first budget
maintained the target reductions, promising — or should that be
threatening — to eliminate government borrowing in five years,
as opposed to the previous government's four. The coalition
government gave the State and bosses some stability in order
to try to force through their austerity strategy. It raised income
taxes and VAT and made cuts in public expenditure. Between
1980 and 1987 total tax revenue rose from 34 per cent of GDP
to 40 per cent with personal taxes and employees’ social se-
curity contributions rising disproportionately. The share of
wages in the economy began to decline sharply and once
again tens of thousands of workers voted with their feet and
emigrated. It didn't work.

The mountain of debt grew from 94 per cent of Gross
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National Product in 1982 to 129 per cent in 1986. Cuts in
public expenditure were offset by increases in debt interest
payments, which grew because of high interest rates. Of
course high interest rates meant that the rich who could af-
ford to lend money were doing very well out of the State’s
fiscal crisis. Taxes on capital made up half of one per cent of
total taxation and the wealth tax 0.00036 per cent. The
Department of Industry and Commerce estimated that in
1986 alone tax subsidies to industry cost £818 million. (Allen
1990) High interest rates were also exacerbated by govern-
ment policy, which was to become a good member of the
European Community through maintaining the currency’s po-
sition in the Exchange Rate Mechanism. This meant wasting
millions defending the value of the currency by pretending it
could break its association with sterling. The debt mountain
also rose because of the huge increase in unemployment,
again worsened by the government’s policy of deflation.

The State was in a severe crisis and had one of the highest
debt ratios in the industrialised world. A massive propa-
ganda campaign was launched to encourage everyone to
believe it was their fault and was because they had lived be-
yond their means. A climate of national crisis, in which it
was possible the IMF would be brought in to run the country,
was promoted in order to get those least to blame to shoul-
der the cost.

Getting the working class to bear the cost was not going to
be easy. The coalition government collapsed in 1987 when
the Labour Party, aware its electoral base was crumbling,
couldn’t agree public expenditure cuts with its Fine Gael
partner. In the subsequent election opposition to the plans
of the coalition gave the Labour Party its worst result since
1933 and Fine Gael its lowest share of the vote since 1961.
Lack of confidence in the Fianna Fail alternative was
reflected in its failure to get an overall majority. It looked
again as if the parties of the Irish capitalist class would be in
the position they occupied at the beginning of the decade,
too weak and divided to force through a major attack on
working class living standards.
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Enter Social Partnership

In his book on ‘The Inside Story of Ireland’s Boom Econ-
omy’ (MacSharry & White) Ray MacSharry, the new Fianna
Fail Finance Minister, pays due respect to Fine Gael and its
Tallaght strategy of supporting the new government if it contin-
ued to ‘do the right thing.” However he is absolutely clear that
the crucial element in getting through even more draconian
cuts than those that had caused the downfall of the previous
coalition government was the leadership of the trade.unions.
He was worried if the ‘minority government could survive the
inevitable public backlash..once ..spending cuts (were) im-
posed but records that one important advantage the new
government had was ‘the consensus reached by the social
partners’. This had been expressed in an NESC report, Strat-
egy for Development 1986-1990, which supported cutting the
States’ debt through cuts in public expenditure. It was recog-
nised that taxes on the working class couldn’t go much further
and of course taxes on the rich were never on the agenda.
This report had been signed up to by ICTU, giving the green
light to Fianna Fail to implement the cuts as it deemed neces-
sary. Requests for the return of national bargaining, made by
John Carroll of the Irish Transport and General Workers Union
and Billy Attley of the FWUI the previous year, had been re-
jected by the coalition but seemed a small price to pay to
Fianna Fail for the trade union leader’s support for an austerity
offensive.

The Fianna Fail administration made it quite clear from the outset
what the trade union bosses were buying into on behalf of their
members. In its first budget, less than one month after taking
power, it set a lower budget deficit target than the one that had
brought about the collapse of the outgoing coalition. In the words
of MacSharry he ‘was fo cut spending right down to the bone' and
‘no sum was too small to consider. Taxes were effectively
increased by failing to index tax bands and wholly new taxes were
introduced. Public sector pay was frozen from the end of June
and the embargo on recruitment maintained. Health cuts that had
brought down the administrations in 1982 and 1987 were
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increased beyond what Fine Gael had proposed. ‘For my part | felt
a bit like a high-wire artist performing without the reassurance of a
safety net undemeath,' said MacSharry, but once again the ‘social
partners’, i.e. the trade union leaders, ‘provided the critical lead.’
Worried about pressure from an opposition that included Fine
Gael and Progressive Democrats (PDs); MacSharry counted on
ICTU to put pressure on the politicians to accept the package!
This shows how dishonest the pathetic excuses proffered by
ICTU leaders were when they claimed they wanted to keep the
new right out of power. According to MacSharry, they led the
PDs in implementing austerity! Within three years they would
be happily in partnership with a coalition that included the PDs.

Beyond abstract concepts about primary deficits, current budget
deficits and fiscal rectitude real people were suffering. When an
RTE interviewer quizzed a government minister he wasn't exag-
gerating when he said: ‘But people are dying, Minister, people
are dying.' But Fianna Fail wasn't finished. It continued nego-
tiations with ICTU for a new partnership deal inspired by the
NESC document. Having already agreed to swingeing cuts one
has to wonder what ICTU was pretending it was negotiating
about. MacSharry was warning in the final days of the talks of
more ‘unpopular’ cuts to come, and come they did.

The outcome of the negotiations was the Programme for
National Recovery, which was to cover the period 1987 to 1990.
It made provision for pay rises of no more than 2.5 per cent for
each of the next three years when inflation was currently run-
ning at 3.2 per cent and was forecast to be between 3.5 and 4
per cent in the following year. The government promised tax
relief of £225 million over the next three years but since full
indexation of existing tax bands would cost £260 million this
was another pay cut. (Irish Times 13/10/87) The deal also
promised 20,000 new manufacturing jobs a year which sounded
good until it was recognised that 18,000 were already being cre-
ated each year and nothing was promised about the number
that would be lost. ‘Would failure to realise the job targets jeop-
ardise the pay agreement?' asked one journalist, ‘No’ came the
reply (IT 13/10/87) In fact the plan explicitly approved the loss
of 10,000 jobs in the public service. No one was under any illu-
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sion that unemployment was to increase or that emigration
continue. The trade union leaders had committed their mem-
bers to a no strike deal over higher pay while current settle-
ments were averaging 4.9 per cent and 5.9 per cent in the pri-
vate sector.

Not surprisingly there was opposition to the deal. The talks
were picketed by unions from semi-state companies who
accused Congress negotiators of being out of touch with real-
ity. As they drew to a close workers in the sugar company
went on strike in opposition to government pay policy. The
response from the other side of the table was understandably
a more contented one. The Irish Times editorial declared that
‘today might yet be Mr. Haughey's finest hour, although
Charlie might think the day Ben Dunne gave him a million
pounds was better. While lecturing the working class about all
pulling together to make sacrifices for the nation Charlie was
finding that it was quite possible to live way beyond one'’s
means. Within six months of becoming Taoiseach on 18th
February he had received £660,000 from big business friends,
the first cheque for £50,000 written the day after he was
elected.

‘But the most telling symbol of Charles J. Haughey’s triumph in
selling a package of job cuts and real wage reduction to the
ICTU came when he put an arm affectionately around the
shoulder of Phillip Flynn, of the LGPSU and the ICTU execu-
tive. The Coalition had refused to even talk to him because of
his association with Sinn Fein. Photographers rushed up to
snap the happy scene, and Mr. Flynn blushed.! So said the
Irish Times journalist at the press conference to announce the
PNR. (IT 13/10/87) There might seem very little to add to
such a description except to note that nowadays they don't
even blush.

Until, that is, one notes that no sooner was the ink dry on this
deal than the bureaucrats of ICTU were looking to go into
‘hammering out a longer term strategy for Ireland of the
1990’s’ (Peter Cassells quoted in the Irish Times 17/10/87).
The following week, before ICTU announced it was looking for

34



PNR mark 2, the government announced its budgetary esti-
mates for the following year. The cuts announced in the first
month of office were about to be trumped.

Cuts in public expenditure of £485m, the most severe for 30
years, could now be freely implemented with the support of
Fine Gael and the PD'’s and the less than credible opposition
of Dick Spring and the Labour Party. They would reduce the
number of public service employees by 8,000, without count-
ing those to be lost in local authorities and semi-state compa-
nies. Cuts in education of 7% in money terms would mean
2,500 less teachers and thousands of children placed in
classes of over 40 pupils. Even the editor of ‘The Irish
Times' was to be found to the left of ICTU leaders criticising
the cuts for discriminating against the working class. (IT
22/10/87).

Health spending was to be cut by 5% in money terms but
O’Hanlon, the minister for Health, assured everyone that ‘the
cuts are larger in theory than in practice.” Why? ‘..because
there are now less hospitals to be financed?!!.’ (IT 14/10/87)
Social Welfare was to rise by 1%, which was effectively a cut
and new restrictions were placed on access to benefits.
Symbolically the new Combat Poverty Agency was to have
its budget cut by 23% to £1m. Capital spending was cut by
16% with the largest cuts in Social Welfare — 47%, Educa-
tion - 44%, and Health — 28%.

Cuts like these turned people’s lives upside down. An article
at the end of the week in the Irish Times rammed home the
price workers were paying while CJ Haughey and his class
lived a life of conspicuous luxury. ‘Children with cleft palates
or the milder condition of a hare lip are not entitled to a medi-
cal card. The treatment can be painful, slow and expensive.
Timing can be crucial as certain operations need to be car-
ried out at specific stages in a child’s development. The pre-
sent cutbacks have not made the burden facing parents any
easier. In at least one case over the past month a parent has
emigrated to London to ensure that her child receives the
necessary treatment’ One mother was informed that her
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son’s work could not be finished, despite being three-quarters
done, because a small piece of equipment worth £20 was
holding it up. (IT 20/11/00) MacSharry was right, no sum was
too small to cut.

So what was the response of the trade union hierarchy?
Despite these new cuts the special delegate conference of
ICTU in November supported the PNR by 181 to 114, al-
though these figures did not reflect the opposition that ex-
isted among rank and file workers. Despite a vigorous
campaign by the official leadership in support of the deal
the ballot in the ITGWU only narrowly approved it. This
meant that all its 48 delegates were mandated to vote for it
at the conference. Had a few thousand votes gone the
other way the deal would have been rejected. A majority of
individual unions actually voted against and this level of op-
position was to pose a constant threat to the deal through-
out its life.

ICTU assistant general secretary, Peter Cassells, claimed
the deal was a victory against the new right, that the cuts
were not part of the deal and that Congress reserved the
right to oppose them. The first two claims were untrue.
The central objective of the deal was to cut the national
debt, the programme of the new right, which is why all the
capitalist parties supported it. The first round of Fianna Fail
cuts were implemented once ICTU had agreed to go into
discussions on a deal and the second round were intro-
duced after ICTU had accepted the deal negotiated. ICTU
acquiescence was an essential prerequisite for both. In
fact ICTU did more than acquiesce. Having supported the
deals it did more than just ‘reserve the right to oppose the
cuts’ it actively assisted in sabotaging opposition to them.

And opposition there certainly was, organised primarily out-
side trade union channels. In November and December
teachers, parents and children protested around the coun-
try. Parent-teacher associations organised mass meetings
and demonstrations against the attempt to increase the
pupil-teacher ratio. These culminated in a demonstration of
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over 30,000 parents, teachers and children on 9th December
outside Leinster House, forcing the government to shelve its
circular increasing class sizes. Health cuts prompted similar
protests. In Limerick the closure of Barringtons hospital led
to practically the whole population coming out in protest. In-
side the unions there was also action despite the no-strike
deal. Dublin firefighters went on strike and made advances
although the union hierarchy refused solidarity action from
fire brigades around the country despite scabbing by the
Free State army.

In each case bureaucrats involved in negotiating the PNR
were in the leadership of the unions of the workers involved.
Thus Gerry Quigley of the teachers, Billy Attley of the FWUI,
‘which organised the firefighters, and Phil Flynn of the
LGPSU all attempted to defend the PNR by claiming these
struggles were not against the deal. In one sense they were
correct. The challenge posed by these actions, in the
absence of a political leadership coming out of them, did not
constitute attacks on the deal, or even defeats for it in the
event that they won, because social partnership was not
identified as the target. Isolated victories at the time, and
after, did not have general significance and failed to mortally
wound the deals allowing ICTU leaders to weather storms
and keep them going. All the while strengthening their grip
on the movement and weakening the fighting capacity of
rank and file union organisation. The ICTU bureaucracy was
now not only an unreliable leadership but also a positive
obstacle to defending working class interests. This was not
understood by those opposed to, or protesting against, the
effects of the deals at the time. In 1988 for example when
the circular increasing class sizes was temporarily withdrawn
and the protests called off, ICTU entered ‘informal’ talks
which allowed the government to implement voluntary redun-
dancy of teachers anyway. For ICTU policing the deal they
had negotiated became the prime objective.

This was argued explicitly in the debate on the PNR that
raged in the union movement. At the annual conference of
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ICTU in July 1988 a motion for a special delegate confer-
ence (SDC) to discuss participation in the PNR was
defeated but in the following year a similar motion calling
for an SDC within six months to consider withdrawal was
narrowly passed. Eventually the conference was held in
February the following year and in many respects the de-
bate since has hardly moved on.

The Arguments

The leadership of ICTU argued that it couldn’t break with the
PNR because that would be breaking an agreement, conven-
iently ignoring their claims that the cuts the government had
introduced while the ink was hardly dry on the deal were sup-
posed to be a breach. It could therefore be claimed that it was
the government that had reneged on the deal within a week.
Attley however claimed that ‘our credibility would be de-
stroyed’ if ICTU broke with the deal and asked ‘what govern-
ment, employer body would talk to someone who rats on an
agreement? (Industrial Relations News, IRN, 15/02/90) Unwit-
tingly the argument made clear that it was the position of the
bureaucrats that was held as decisive, and their interests
presented as the interests of the whole movement. The oppo-
sition to the PNR claimed that it was the private sector that
had breached the agreement by not delivering on job creation
targets and not having their profits subject to the same
controls as wages. A delegate from the NEETU also high-
lighted what was to become a constant feature of every deal;
management pay wasn't subject to the same constraints as
that of workers.

Opposition to the deal was concentrated in unions organising
private sector and skilled workers which claimed that their pay
had been held back by norms that suited workers in the public
sector. Many in profitable companies were restricted by the
deal when they could win much higher increases by fighting on
a company by company basis. The upturn in the economy
created conditions for advances by many workers that could
not be taken advantage of because of the limits on pay in-
creases set by the PNR. Opposition between public and pri-
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vate sector workers was made explicit by one delegate who ar-
gued that some public sector workers were at ‘a far remove
from the jungle that is the private sector...you got your public
sector increases to the loss of the private sector. (IRN
15/10/90) Return to free collective bargaining was opposed by
supporters of the deal as a return to the laws of the jungle and
to market forces ‘warts and all.” ICTU leaders argued that it ig-
nored the position of the most vulnerable workers and wider so-
cietal perspectives that addressed concerns not dealt with by
simple pay negotiations.

While socialists could not disagree with workers taking advan-
tage of relatively profitable conditions to advance their claims,
an even more central concern today, pitting private sector work-
ers against their public sector colleagues was not only tactically
inept but downright wrong. This argument merely exposed a
strategy that pushed to the fore the favourable position of some
workers who might happen to work in profitable sectors. It left
opponents of partnership open to the criticism that they disre-
garded the position of those working in less profitable compa-
nies and in the public sector. The argument would have been
useless in 1987 when the economy was in recession and there
were fewer profitable companies from which workers could
make gains. From a socialist perspective it placed too much
emphasis on what capitalism could afford rather than on the in-
terests of workers irrespective of capitalist profitability. Some
socialists have defended this approach by pointing out that
gains by some groups of workers through militant action can
inspire others to similar struggle. Yes it can, and socialists
should be to the forefront of pointing out the gains to be made
from militant struggle. It can also, particularly in a period of low
confidence, lead to a rather less inspiring response that it is al-
right for strong groups of workers to go on the offensive but
weaker groups are not in such an advantageous position. It
leaves as secondary the very purpose of a trade union centre,
which is to go beyond sectional struggle to unite stronger and
weaker workers in a unified effort to advance the interests of all.
The flat opposition of free collective bargaining to social partner-
ship deals weakened the opposition to partnership and repre-
sented a victory by the bureaucracy which placed only this
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choice before workers and left all the political questions to the
preserve of the ICTU leadership. Above all it seriously under-
estimated the nature of the offensive that the government and
bosses had unleashed and which ICTU was collaborating with.

Hanging over the conference was the possibility of a new
agreement to follow the PNR. The delegates were therefore
not only deciding on withdrawal from the current deal but also
what alternative to social partnership deals could be consid-
ered. ICTU had very little to say in favour of the PNR. They
claimed that it was never the aim of the PNR to tackle unem-
ployment but merely to put it on the agenda. At the same time
it was unrealistic to expect results from it too quickly. Things
‘could have been a good deal worse than they are.’ A pay
freeze was avoided, as were the introduction of compulsory
redundancies and a process of privatisation. Negotiation of
the deal had avoided union marginalisation and the deals
showed the ability of the unions to influence the government.
This was particularly necessary because the left was politically
weak and the unions had no means of implementing an alter-
native. ‘What was the use of an alternative programme if the
unions had no means of implementing it,’ was how the PSEU's
Dan Murphy put it. (IRN, 14/07/88)

The experience of Thatcher in Britain and of similar treatment
in Ireland was held out as the prospect if the partnership ap-
proach wasn't adopted. The ability of workers to resist attacks
was ridiculed. ‘The last thing we need are just marches
against cuts, our members will walk away from this...you can
have all the policy you want but we are not the government of
the day,” explained Billy Attley. (IRN 09/07/87) This essentially
was the real argument of ICTU and all the rest was just inco-
herent nonsense. The PNR involved negotiating job targets
but when these were not achieved the ICTU negotiators
claimed they were never meant to be. The union movement
was so weak it had to compromise through the deals yet they
had to be supported because they showed the influence of
trade unions on the government. At the same time govern-
ment strategy was denounced because it ‘is based on the
simple premise namely the promotion of the free market mini-
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mum labour cost strategy...and attempts to ensure that in the
future workers have less say and influence over their working
environment than before.’ (Tom Garry, general president
FWUI, IRN 01/06/89) in case the reader hasn't followed the
argument it appears to run as follows, the workers are weak
but when they go into social partnership negotiations they
somehow gain influence on government policy which in turn is
based on screwing the workers.

The real argument, that workers were not going to support ef-
fective protest and that an alternative could only be imple-
mented at the political level, was the real defence of partner-
ship. The bureaucracy even contrived to blame this situation
on workers themselves. Attley condemned Haughey for keep-
ing 250,000 people on the dole and running down the healith
service but said that 80% of union members would vote for a
‘continuation of the same’ and thus warned his members not
to return ‘whining’ to conference next year. (IRN 01/06/89)
This was the real argument because when Attley said that
just marches against the cuts were useless he never pro-
posed taking stronger action. When he claimed there was no
point having alternative policies because there was no way of
implementing them, he didn't propose strong industrial action
to support the alternative policies, or the creation and/or use of
union political funds to support a genuine political party of the
working class that would effectively fight for its interests. What
he was making clear was that ICTU would never support such
policies, and by implication, that if workers wanted them they
also needed an alternative leadership to implement them. Yet
opponents never posed the need for an alternative leadership.
Partly because opposition was led by left versions of the
bureaucrats that already headed ICTU and partly because few
seemed to grasp the enormity of the assault that social part-
nership represented. _

This was why it was possible for the main opposition to the
PNR to claim that it was primarily of benefit to workers in the
public sector at the expense of those in the private sector. It
was not appreciated that the whole rationale of the PNR was
to make the working class pay the national debt by holding
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back public sector wages as well as private sector ones, and
cut public sector jobs and services that affected the whole
working class.

The PNR was much more than a deal on wages but a political
accord that involved signing the union movement up to sup-
porting the EEC and a Single European Act which had grave
implications for the opening up of public services to deregula-
tion and privatisation. The unions signed up to a whole pro-
gramme of economic policies centred on reducing the national
debt by getting the working class to pay it off. The opposition
did not propose that the banks forgo the debt in the national
interest, as workers were expected to forgo pay rises. It was
never even dreamed that the debt should be repudiated
altogether. We now know that even during this extreme fiscal
crisis State institutions were collaborating on making sure the
rich were able to avoid tax altogether. The debt itself was in-
curred because of an economic strategy also signed up to by
ICTU which meant minimal taxes on multinationals that in turn
weakened the union movement by refusing to recognise the
right to organise. An alternative based on free collective bar-
gaining that had failed to protect workers during the 1980's,
failed to weld the whole movement in a united strategy and
failed to address the arguments of ICTU leaders was not con-
vincing. The special delegate conference voted 180 to 141 in
favour of the agreement.

It was a close call but succeeded not because of the persua-
siveness of the arguments of the bureaucracy but because of
yet further attacks on democracy within the movement. Public
arm-twisting and threats against unions with members in the
North were used to deny northern delegates a vote.
Partitionist arguments and threats to the unity of the union
movement were used to weaken the no vote that was rela-
tively stronger in unions with a northern membership. Ironically
this divisive attack was presented as necessary to safeguard
the united structures of ICTU. Not for the first time unity of the
bureaucracy was placed above, and in opposition to, real unity
of the Irish working class. The so-called left was only too
quick to cave in to the pressure. John Freeman from the
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ATGWU, with 20 delegates, appealed to other unions to com-
ply with the executive's request that only southern based dele-
gates vote. Seven out of ten agreed and in the end only 9
delegates from the North voted against the deal. Some unions
had already cut their delegation. In the Northern electricians
union, the EETPU, this was done the day after their own
special conference to consider withdrawal. Delegates found
out when they read about it in the newspapers. Many unions
did not consult their members at all.

An important claim for the deal had been that it prevented the
government following the British road of privatisation. Within a
month ICTU took advantage of the victory at the special dele-
gate conference to signal a change in policy. Peter Cassells,
general secretary of ICTU, announced that there was greater
scope for joint ventures between State companies and private
business and that financing the expansion of State enter-
prises will probably involve, at least in some cases, a combi-
nation of public and private capital.’ (IRN 11/03/90) There was
no discussion, no debate and no vote on this U-turn. Just
evidence of what was to be a consistent pattern. Each defeat
encouraged another attack.

Social partnership was justified in the name of stopping privati-
sation. Then partial privatisation was supported in the name
of stopping full privatisation. Then joining in with full privatisa-
tion was justified in the name of — what? The SDC vote gave
the green light for a new deal and a further strengthening of
the noose round the freedom and independence of the trade
union movement.
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Chapter 3

‘Fastest way to
revolution’

Success in implementing the PNR was a significant defeat for
the working class, defeat that was evidenced in many ways.
There were the all too obvious attacks on living standards and
services but more importantly the ability of workers to resist
future attacks was undermined. The level of strike activity was
down. The number of days ‘lost' through official industrial ac-
tion had fallen from 295,000 in 1986 to 74,000 in 1991. The
number of days accounted for by unofficial action had fallen
even more dramatically from 20,500 in 1986 to 3,000 in 1992
(IRN 29/04/93). The bureaucracy, partly as a consequence of
defeat and partly in order to enforce it, strengthened its grip on
the union movement and further strangled democracy within it.
The combination of reduced militancy in the rank and file and
strengthened bureaucracy at the top made imposition of
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further deals easier. This was all the more possible because
of the inadequacy of the opposition. This continued to argue
on sectional grounds and ignore the wider attacks on working
class interests. The necessity for a political response to an
explicitly political attack was not understood at all.

The union hierarchy was easily able to accommodate the
demands of predominantly private sector based unions op-
posed to centralised deals. The ICTU conference in July 1990
accepted motions from these unions calling for flexibility and
the ability to bargain for more at a local level. ICTU made a
lot of noise about increasing employee involvement in busi-
ness decision making at local level and, in what was to
become a recurring theme in future deals, called for extension
of the partnership process to shop floor level. This would in-
volve extension of employee shareholding and profit sharing
schemes, which in the year to April 1989 involved only 22,000
workers. ICTU failed to appreciate that the whole point of
partnership for the bosses is higher profits that they can keep
for themselves.

The conference ratified the change in policy on privatisation at
the same time as leaders continued to put on a show of oppo-
sition. While dismissing previous opposition to privatisation as
‘rhetoric’, true enough as far as the leadership was concerned,
David Begg of the communication workers argued that it would
be crazy to enter a new pact if it did not include a specific
guarantee about long term public ownership of Telecom Eire-
ann. Billy Attley warned that there was a ‘hidden agenda’ for
selling off major State companies that would not be revealed
until a new agreement was reached. One might have thought
that this was a good reason for not having one, but as we
have seen, logic was never a strong point in the arguments
supporting social partnership. Arrogant cynicism prevented
any pause for embarrassed reflection. The conference also
ratified partitionist changes to the constitution that excluded
northern delegates from taking part in decisions that would
fundamentally affect the direction of the movement they be-
longed to.
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The Special Delegate Conference voted by a comfortable
majority ~ 218 to 114 — to enter talks for a new deal to follow
the PNR. Again it might be thought that discussion could have
centred on exactly what sort of deal should be negotiated but
this was left to the ICTU negotiators. As in all these deals the
leadership was able to present a take it or leave ultimatum
when the deal was finalised knowing full weli that the alterna-
tive of rejection, under a leadership committed to supporting
the deal, lacked not a little credibility. Only the prospect of an
alternative leadership could give opposition real confidence,
and the position of the ICTU leadership was never seriously
questioned, never mind threatened.

As usual the new deal was preceded by a report from the
National Economic and Social Council, think tank to.the proc-
ess, involving all the ‘partners’. ‘A Strategy for the Ninelies:
Economic Stability and Structural Change’ recommended con-
tinuation of ‘consensus.’” This consensus would continue to be
about debt reduction, to a target of 100% of Gross National
Product (GNP), maintenance of the current budget deficit and
exchequer borrowing requirement on a downward path, and
no real increase in public expenditure following the cuts of the
PNR. Central to all this was a strategy of commitment to the
punt maintaining its value in the European Monetary System
(EMS) in preparation for European Monetary Union (EMU).

The PESP

The resulting negotiations produced the Partnership for Eco-
nomic and Social Progress (PESP) the overall aim of which
was ‘the development of a modern efficient market economy in
Ireland.’  Opposition in ICTU to ideology apparently only
extended to that of the left and opposition to the free market
‘warts and all’ only included the supposed disadvantages of
workers taking advantage of market conditions to press higher
wage claims.

The PESP made allowance for pay increases of 4% of basic in
the first year, 3% in the second year and 3.75% in the third.
These increases were to be not less than £5 in the first year,
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£4.25 in the second and £5.75 in the third. Due regard had to
be made to the commercial circumstances of the firm. A further
maximum of 3% could be negotiated but this could not be done
earlier than the second year of the agreement for private sector
workers and the third year for those in the public sector. This
was the flexibility in the deal for those who had claimed they
had been held back from bigger gains during the PNR. Nego-
tiations for this increase were to take full account of the implica-
tions for the competitiveness of the firm. Thus the same
‘inability to pay’ clause that was in the PNR was included in the
PESP. Special pay claims involving regrading were deferred as
they had been under the PNR. The deal precluded strikes or
any other form of industrial action over any matter covered by
the agreement. This also included the new line of ICTU on pri-
vatisation which was incorporated into the agreement and which
stated that private involvement in State companies could take
the form of joint ventures or purchase of shares.

Most attention focused, even within the ranks of the opposition,
on the percentages of the pay deal and as usual missed the
more important point. There was no excuse for this. The PESP
and the PNR, just like later deals, spelled out exactly what its
objectives were, what it was designed to achieve. All the other
provisions of the deal were to be subject to it. These were
essentially those spelled out earlier by the NESC report; a
debt/GNP reduction to 100% by 1993, a strong exchange rate
policy within the EMS in preparation for EMU, structural policies
to increase competition and a system of pay determination that
‘delivers improvement in competitiveness.” All the other claims
of ICTU were kicked into touch. The demand for a statutory
minimum wage was pushed into a review by the Employer
Labour Conference as was the demand for union members to
receive the same increases as non-union members, which in
some companies wasn't happening. The demand for a reduc-
tion in working time was simply rejected.

Not surprisingly the deal was said to be something that industry,
that is the bosses, could ‘live with’, particularly given forecast
inflation rates. The Economic and Social Research Institute
(ESRI) in a report later in the year confirmed this was likely to
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be 3.5%, leaving a real pay increase in the first year of a
whopping half per cent. Promised tax reform had to be
‘consistent with the overall budgetary position and the overrid-
ing necessity to achieve the fiscal targets set out elsewhere in
this Programme.” The ESRI forecast that if there was no
emigration the unemployment rate would increase. Fortu-
nately government policy would seem to have been designed
to deal with this and some ministers had been almost disarm-
ingly honest about it. Brian Lenihan put it like this in 1988:
‘This small island is too small for all of us’ and ‘The Govern-
ment's objective is that Irish people should live and work nor-
mally in the United States.’ (Quoted in Socialist Worker Nov
and May 1988).

In An Post and Telecom Eireann management signalled a de-
mand for cuts in jobs of 1,500 and 1,300 respectively. While
union leaders expressed ‘concern’ they still recommended ac-
ceptance of the deal that justified the cuts. The duplicity of
these leaders was evident at every level in the movement.
When the executive of the Dublin Council of Trade Unions pro-
posed a motion condemning the recent budget they also ruled
out of order an amendment condemning the PESP deal that
signalled union acceptance of the objectives of that very
budget. In general there was less discussion in the rank and
file on the new deal and many workers were unaware of the
debate going on, a reflection both of bureaucratisation of the
movement and demoralisation.

The ICTU conference voted heavily in favour of the deal, by
224 to 109, although SIPTU with 75 votes was again decisive,
voting 57,000 to 33,000 in favour in a turnout of only 50%.
Some of those supporting the new deal did so on the basis of
wanting it to run for a shorter term but the thinking of ICTU
was revealed after the vote in a document that spoke of a long
term deal of possibly ten years! Unlike previous conferences
however the debate had shifted, reflecting the defeats inflicted
on worker's resistance and opposition, so that it was more
concerned with what was in the deal than whether to agree to
it or not. John O’Dowd of the civil service union said that ‘for
the first time, with the exception of a small number of ideo-
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logues, we have had a debate about what is in the agree-
ment and not about the concept of such agreements.’ In so
far as there was opposition it was again focussed on the
losses of private sector workers compared to those in the
public sector, a familiar refrain. These were partly inspired
by the ability of public sector workers to achieve special pay
increases through the Conciliation and Arbitration Scheme
(C & A). The critics this time had to ignore the fact that, just
as under the PNR, increases, based on comparisons made
with private sector jobs, were being put off. The government,
ably assisted by the media, was later to make public sector
pay a special target of attack, one centred on undermining
the C & A process. This showed that the State could quite
easily exploit divisive arguments inside the movement.

ICTU conferences no longer reflected the real opposition that
could and did emerge to the deal. This was partly because
of the bureaucratic structures of the union movement but it
also reflected a retreat of the opposition from being able to
question the partnership deals on a generalised level at a
forum in which the wider political issues could be clearly
argued. This underlying political weakness was to prove cru-
cial in the struggles that were to take place. Within six
months just such a struggle erupted, one that threatened the
terms of the deal and showed the potential power that work-
ers had.

For five days in April 1991 striking electricians in the Electric-
ity Supply Board (ESB) plunged business and industry into
darkness over claims for a 5% pay increase that dated back
to 1986. They had been offered a lump sum as compensa-
tion but this had been rejected. The speed and effectiveness
of the strike caught management and the government totally
by surprise as within 24 hours the strike was in a position to
make maximum impact. Also shocking to management and
government was the solidity and determination of the electri-
cians and the support given by other workers. The govern-
ment claimed the 5% claim was outside the PESP but de-
spite the involvement of the bureaucracy of industrial rela-
tions machinery, including the new Labour Relations Com-
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mission, Labour Court and Joint Industrial Council, the work-
ers  wouldn't return to work. A coalition of media propa-
ganda, employer calls for action, all party motions in the Dail
and government threats of legislation to outlaw strikes in es-
sential services was set against the prospect of solidarity ac-
tion from other unions in the ESB, including the ATGWU,
SIPTU and the Officers Association. Near the end of the week
the pressure on the workers was intense especially from the
government, who were now joined by the leaders of ICTU, as
keen to protect the new PESP deal as the Government. It was
clear where they stood when Peter Cassells was quoted as
saying that ‘this must never be allowed fo happen again.’ This
partnership eventually came up with a combined set of pro-
posals and compelled the workers to return to work. Having
rejected a lump sum of £650 they accepted 10 payments of
£65 as the outcome of the strike. The workers had clearly
lost.

The Left

Plainly in this case there was no shortage of militancy and the
prospect of solidarity action was evidently on the horizon, yet
still striking workers went down to defeat. Political weakness
meant they were unable to stand against the tide of opposition
from the media, politicians and employers etc. Rank and file
workers had inadequate control of the negotiations and no
control whatsoever over their supposed general staff
embodied in ICTU. Only a campaign that went beyond a claim
for 5%, to raise explicit opposition to the PESP, and which
broke the barriers of a solely trade dispute could strengthen
the strikers own determination to hold out. Such a campaign
could have provided a counter to the propaganda of the estab-
lishment and all its organs for influencing public opinion.

However the prevailing view, even on the left, was that the
problem was one solely of militancy. In the month following
the defeat ‘Socialist Worker’ made the following analysis of the
fight against the PESP. ‘The PESP will not end militancy in
the way the government envisaged. The three percent local
bargaining available in year two has opened the door to a
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whole series of claims. The evidence so far indicates that if
you are willing to fight it is possible to break the terms of the
PESP. What is needed is the determination and the organisa-
tion to do it.” (SW May 1991)

This underestimated the scale of the political retreat that the
trade union movement had made, the coalition of forces now
ranged against workers and the requirements for successful
resistance. The latter was reduced to determination and or-
ganisation, essentially one of militancy. Militancy had been in
evidence on many occasions among various groups of work-
ers but had been singularly inadequate. The left were essen-
tially no further forward in analysing the question of social part-
nership than those ‘left’ union leaders who criticised it on the
sectional basis that some workers in a strong position were
being held back. The left only advanced beyond this argu-
ment by saying that through example weaker sections would
foliow the lead set by those workers in a stronger position.
How exactly this was to happen was never explained.

What was never understood was that it was the weakness of
the alternative to the key objectives of the agreements, for
example reducing the debt and a strong currency, that weak-
ened opposition to partnership within the whole movement,
leaving the ICTU leaders with the freedom to intervene in or-
der to sabotage disputes. The left failed to appreciate fully the
role of ICTU not just as misleaders but as part of the opposi-
tion coalition that had to be overthrown. What was needed
was a permanent campaign inside the union movement
opposed to partnership, one that had an alternative economic
and political programme, and not one simply limited to criticism
of the inequalities of existing agreements. Such a campaign
would have had to make replacement of the existing leaders
and complete reorganisation of the union movement on more
democratic and effective lines a priority, intervening in dis-
putes such as the electricians both to assist them and to build
the campaign.

Supporters of the ‘purely’ militant approach, if we can call it
that, made the absolutely correct point that campaigns can

51



only be built out of militant struggle. Of course, but only a con-
tinuing campaign, learning the lessons of opposition at every
level in the workers movement and not confined to individual
disputes as they come along, could bring to the next militant
struggle the lessons of all the previous ones. For most of the
left this role was to be left to their own organisation, or ‘party,’
so that in the end the alternative they gave to workers in dis-
pute was to join their own little organisation. The left, in sub-
stituting themselves for the task of a rank and file workers
campaign, kept any politics they had to themselves, regarding
these politics as too advanced for the majority of workers in
struggle who weren't prepared to join their organisation. This,
over time, had the effect of lowering the level of the politics of
these organisations themselves. Substitution of their own
organisation for tasks of a workers opposition reduced much
of their campaigning activity to demands that were of a purely
trade union character, that never went beyond what a half de-
cent union movement should have been campaigning for itself.

Of course the left was, and is, tiny and was not responsible for
the defeats inflicted on the workers movement. Nor could they
be completely blamed for getting it wrong about the immediate
reality of opposition to the PESP. A survey by Industrial Rela-
tions News in June showed that 97.5% of settlements over the
previous few months were within the terms of the agreement.
The importance of the left was that for those belonging to it
getting a proper understanding of social partnership, and what
was required to defeat it, was very important otherwise the left
could play no significant role in destroying it.

Implementing PESP

The ink was hardly dry on the agreement before the govern-
ment and employers were reneging on its promises. Aer
Lingus asked its staff to forego phase one increases under the
PESP and the workers eventually accepted deferred payment.
in the budget Reynolds implemented £100m worth of cuts and
warned that the provisions of the PESP were dependent on
the attainment of certain agreed fiscal targets. Trade union
complaints about such measures as the ‘dirty dozen' social
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welfare cuts being a betrayal of the agreement were there-
fore disputable. After all Reynolds was correct that all the
promises in the agreement were conditional on overall objec-
tives being achieved. The government was pretty up front
about that, even if it would never have gotten the deal
through had it admitted it wouldn't deliver on them. It was the
union leaders that put emphasis on the promises and ignored
the implications of agreement with the underlying objectives.
It could therefore more truthfully be said that it was the union
leaders who had conned workers.

Economic growth that had accelerated in 1988 and 1989 be-
gan to slow down in the second quarter of 1990 leading to
the cuts that Reynolds announced in the budget. As an
aside, this is interesting because it gives the lie to later
claims about the ‘celtic tiger’ and social partnership. The
justification for partnership deals, that they guarantee growth,
was being confounded. Despite adherence to wage restraint
and cuts in public expenditure economic growth was declin-
ing. This decline had reduced tax revenues and put in jeop-
ardy the targets set by the PESP. The shortfall in government
revenue could be made up in a number of ways - more priva-
tisation, reneging on promised pay rises to public sector
workers or putting up taxes, again contrary to promised tax
reform. It was a measure of the feebleness of trade union
resistance that the government went for all three!

Privatisation was the key in bailing out the deal as far as
some were concerned, especially as the deal did not pre-
clude acceleration of the privatisation programme. ICTU
leaders were only too happy to look for influence in the proc-
ess since opposing it was apparently unrealistic. What Billy
Attley meant by influencing the process became clear when
he sat on the board of Greencore, the restructured company
that was to take over the State Sugar Company, which had
meanwhile lost 60% of its workforce in preparation for privati-
sation. That privatisation meant the wholesale rip off of
public assets became clear in the same company that Attley
was a board member of. The Chief Executive, whose salary
had increased from £50,000 to £135,000, and four other
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executives borrowed from the company when still under state
ownership as Irish Sugar, to buy shares in a second company,
itself 51% owned by the state. Fifteen months later these
shares were bought by lIrish Sugar at a massive profit of over
£7m to these same executives. The deal only came to light
when they fell out over division of the loot. Chris Comerford,
the chief executive resigned but only after a golden handshake
and pension rights worth over £2m. The silence of Attley over
the rip off of public assets in a company he was supposedly
‘influencing’ was deafening.

This wasn't the only scandal that revealed the character of the
employer class that workers were in partnership with. Tele-
com Eireann bought a site at twice the market value, against
architectural advice, from a company that Michael Smurfit had
an interest in when Smurfit was also on the board of Telecom.
NCB stockbrokers were involved in the sale when they had
also been involved as consultants in previous privatisations
and had been offered the consultancy for the proposed privati-
sation of Telecom. Both Smurfit and the head of NCB were
forced to resign from public posts. The full depth of the scan-
dal has still not come into the light of day but it demonstrates
that the scandals uncovered later in the decade were not in
any sense new or particularly well hidden. The rip off mer-
chants of corporate and political Ireland were well known a
long time ago but these were the people workers were sup-
posed to make sacrifices for in a so-called partnership. What
was particularly interesting about the Telecom scandal in this
context was that an ICTU executive member, Harold
O'Sullivan, was sitting on the board of Telecom when all this
took place, taking over the chair when Smurfit resigned. What
was he doing when all this was going on? And while we are at
it, what was a worker director from the communications
workers union doing accompanying Smurfit while he was sur-
veying the Ballsbridge site?

The scandals hardly put a dent on the onward march of privati-
sation in the absence of any effective opposition and of ICTU
support. The situation was put clearly by ‘Industrial Relations
News”. ‘The Greencore affair does not seem to have affected
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market and institutional views on the value of the Company
and its shares. Even short-term impact on the whole privatisa-
tion process is regarded as insignificant. Similarly with Tele-
com...sources close to the industry believe that preparations
for privatisation are still progressing.’” The comment was then
made that union opposition to privatisation was subsidiary to
pay claims etc and that this ‘discounts the possibility of suc-
cessful broad based opposition to privatisation. (IRN
28/11/91) How ironic that social partnership was justified as
the way to prevent privatisation and then privatisation receipts
were presented as the way to save social partnership!

The second route to solving the government's fiscal problem
proved most immediately explosive. In December 1991 the gov-
ermnment dropped its expected bombshell on public sector pay by
capping the basic rises under phase two of the PESP to £5 and in
phase three to £6.50. All special awards due in 1992 would only
be paid in 1993. The ICTU leadership was compelled to do
something and promised a massive media campaign and indus-
trial action in the new year. A one day general strike of public
sector workers was calied for 28th January to demand full imple-
mentation of the pay rises due under PESP and payment of the
special claims for teachers and nurses etc that had been due
since 1987. The sabre rattling proved to be no more than that.
ICTU accepted a ‘compromise’ by which the cap on phases two
and three were kept but the shortfall would be paid in 1994, while
the special increases would still be postponed to 1993 but would
start being paid in December of 1992, It was not clear what was
to happen to the non-pay items that were in dispute such as the
commitments to teachers on pupil-teacher ratios.

No wonder the government and employers were said to be
‘quietly pleased.” The private sector would not be disturbed by a
major struggle of public sector workers and the govemment had
eased its budgetary pressures. Bertie Ahern declared that now
this had been cleared up 7 now believe we will see another pro-
gramme.’ (IRN 23/01/92) Indeed preserving the PESP had been
the overriding objective of both ICTU and the government during
the dispute so it was no surprise that agreement had been
reached.
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The most obvious way to bridge the budgetary gap was to in-
crease taxes and the government tried this next. In the 1993
budget it introduced the 1% levy on incomes between £9,000
and £20,000 calling it a ‘solidarity tax’ between the employed
and unemployed. The nature of the tax made it pretty clear
that the only solidarity expressed in the tax was with the rich.
This type of solidarity was proclaimed even more clearly in yet
another tax amnesty. The first had been implemented in the
wake of the signing of the PNR when all penalties and interest
on tax outstanding had been waived. This even included
those who had taken tax off workers in PAYE contributions but
hadn't handed it over to the State.

Ray MacSharry, the Finance Minister of the time, proclaimed
that ‘the whole tax agenda hecame one of the most important
features in securing trade union support both for this and the
subsequent series of agreements.’ (MacSharry). He pro-
claimed that ‘nothing escaped our scrutiny’ when it came to
ways of cutting expenditure and raising revenue. However we
now know that every institution of the state from the Central
Bank to Revenue Commissioners were aware of massive tax
evasion and did nothing about it. Ignorance was no excuse for
union leaders. Even MacSharry admits that ‘between 1988
and 1992 the middle and high-income earners were the main
beneficiaries’ of direct tax cuts. (MacSharry) Indirect tax
increases affected the poor most and corporation tax, down to
12.5%, and capital gains tax, down from 40% to 20%, were cut
disproportionately. Just how exactly tax could be a particularly
good example of partnership in action is therefore a mystery.
The argument advanced was that the amnesty would allow hot
money to come back into the country and boost investment.
The counter argument was that this hot money would simply
be used for property speculation. The subsequent astronomi-
cal rise in house prices, putting many working class people out
of the market, confirms which argument was nearer the truth.
The government defended itself by saying that the amnesty
was no more inequitable than other tax measures it had taken!
The Sunday Tribune was more direct, its headline said
CRIME DOES PAY'’
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The wider economic crisis provoked widespread attacks on
workers rights and conditions irrespective of, or perhaps that
should be assisted by, the PESP. This was aggravated by the
currency crisis as the financial markets, including multinationals
with billions of pounds, speculated against the Irish currency,
which was considered to be overvalued in comparison to British
sterling. The policy of the government, enshrined in the PESP,
and supported by ICTU, was to support a strong currency in
preparation for entry into EMU. This undermined the competi-
tiveness of industry exporting into the British market and threat-
ened much higher mortgage rates. Overnight interest rates
reached 100% and still the speculators were selling Irish
pounds. It was clear what was happening but it took the gov-
ernment six months before devaluing by 10%, supported all the
way by ICTU. It was this type of stance that led John Bruton of
Fine Gael to condemn them for ‘crude monetarism!’

The truly crazy aspect of this policy was not hard to appreciate.
The government borrowed money from foreign banks and
exchanged the foreign currency for Irish pounds in the Central
Bank, which then used the foreign currency to buy lrish pounds
on the international currency market in an attempt to shore up
its value. This policy seemed almost designed to waste money
while workers endured public expenditure cuts and 1% levies.

The cost was very directly borne by workers. TEAM Aer Lingus
announced it was considering 370 job losses and temporary
pay cut of 10%, citing the currency crisis as a key cause. The
right to organise also became a crucial battleground as recogni-
tion disputes occurred in Pat the Baker and Nolan Transport. In
the former worker's pickets were attacked by thugs coming out
of the factory. Waterford Crystal imposed pay cuts of up to 25%
and proposed 600 job losses in January 1993. Workers in
Krups engineering accepted pay cuts of around 10% in June
while Aer Lingus workers returned from a four month lock-out in
July to worse conditions than when they left. They were in-
volved in a protracted dispute around the Cahill plan that pro-
jected over 1,500 redundancies and faced the united opposition
of the establishment - protesting workers were called ‘Airheads’
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by ‘The Star’ and condemned by a bishop. TEAM was threat-
ened with closure despite promises of hundreds of new jobs
when it had been created only a few years earlier. At the
SIPTU conference in May Billy Attley promised that ‘We will be
judged by how we fight the redundancies in Aer Lin-
gus.! (Quoted in Socialist Worker Oct 1993). Judged he
should have been. In November a majority of workers eventu-
ally accepted union advice and voted for the Cahill plan. This
involved a pay freeze for all 4,000 workers with increments
also affected.

Even where workers were able to win the 3% extra available
to local bargaining in the PESP the price was often productiv-
ity changes, lower entry grades for new workers or no strike
deals. In the public sector the government made clear that the
3% could only be conceded through job cuts and changes to
the arbitration scheme. Only 50% of workers had won the 3%
increase and low paid workers governed by the Joint Labour
Committees and Joint Labour Councils got nothing under the
clause after the employers refused to open talks at a national
level. The jury was in on the strategy of the strongest sections
pulling weaker workers in their wake. In a period of recession
such a strategy was shown to be particularly wanting. Overall
an Income Data Services report concluded that 90 to 85 per
cent of companies surveyed stayed within the PESP terms
and another survey of managers in the Institute of Personnel
Management found that 95% were in favour of another PESP
type deal. (Quoted in Gunnigle et al,1999)

It could therefore come as no surprise when a special delegate
conference of ICTU voted by the largest margin ever to open new
talks on a replacement for the PESP. ICTU said that reversal of
the ‘dirty dozen’ social welfare cuts and lifting the 1% levy were
preconditions. Yet again such opposition as there was concen-
trated on the differences between public and private sector work-
ers. The vote did not indicate worker satisfaction with what was
" happening but the defeats that had taken place had taken their
toll. If the PNR had put workers on their knees the effect of the
PESP was to kick them when they were down. In the general
election the Labour Party made some gains from worker disen-
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chantment but their entry into coalition with Fianna Fail made it
plain they were no alternative.

The PCW

The pay terms of the Programme for Competitiveness and
Work (PCW), even the name now seemed a threat, were more
varied across sectors than earlier agreements. For workers in
the private sector the first twelve months involved a rise of 2%,
followed by 2.5% in 1995, 2.5% for the first six months of 1996
and an additional 1% in the second six months. Workers in
the public sector and in construction had to face a pay freeze
for five months followed by increases not dissimilar to those of
private sector workers although over a longer time period.
Special pay awards for public sector workers were to be
phased in over the period of the deal and were to involve a
maximum of 3% for productivity increases. These were a
carry over from the PESP and some were not even to be paid
by the time the PCW expired. The new deal had the obliga-
tory ‘inability to pay’ clause.

The business correspondent of the ‘Sunday Tribune’ wrote
that the government had got the deal ‘relatively cheaply’ and
so they had. Inflation of 2.5% in 1994-95 more than wiped out
the first years increase and rates of 1.6 and 1.5 per cent dur-
ing the rest of the period of the deal severely eroded the low
increases of succeeding years. A central function of partner-
ship was becoming very obvious. While the economy and
profits soared wages were severely restricted. In 1993-94,
before the deal was sealed, growth in GDP was 6.7%, a clear
sign that profits and the employers were doing fine. In the fol-
lowing three years GDP growth was 10.4%, 7.1% and 9.5%.
(National Income and Expenditure tables 1997, CSQ) ICTU
made its priorities clear when, in its 1995 pre-budget submis-
sion, it explicitly called for improved competitiveness to be
protected from upward pay pressure.

ICTU negotiators took part in the usual charade of playing
hard to get, having walked out of talks with their partners just
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before Christmas 1993. Jackie Gallagher, the industrial corre-
spondent of the ‘Irish Times’, revealed the true nature of the rela-
tionship. ‘The fastest way to cause an industrial revolution would
be to take workers who pay tax and dues fo Government build-
ings during the negotiation of a national agreement.’ Costing
£1,000 for every ICTU delegate present they ‘spent their time
playing cards, having quizzes and on one occasion having a sing
song." According to the journalist the whole thing cost £250,000
as the ICTU bureaucrats enjoyed wine with their meals and steak
sandwiches in the evening. (Quoted in ‘Socialist Worker' March
1994) The vote in favour of the deal, 256 to 76, was the highest
ever in favour of a partnership deal.

ICTU’s leaders continued to emphasise the need to extend part-
nership to the shopfloor aithough this did not mean that ordinary
workers were about to enjoy wine and a steak sandwich with
their boss. What this meant was embracing the employer
agenda of human resource management, world class manufac-
turing, total quality management and every other new manage-
ment technique that became fashionable in the effort to increase
worker's exploitation. For there could be littie doubt that beyond
the fancy phrases this was what was involved. Getting more
work out of less people was the name of the game whatever the
terminology used.

ICTU signalled its support for this agenda through its 1993 policy
document ‘New Forms of Work Organisation.’ Flexibility, quality,
multi-skilling, teamwork and participation were held up as integral
to the needs of business facing intensified global competition.
Competitiveness was presented as the route to job preservation
whenever it was clear that it was increased competitiveness that
threatened jobs. Flexibility and quality translated into closer
forms of supervision and job intensification in which the precise
balance of force and consent was a question for management
only. Team working involved attempts to meet targets that work-
ers had little part in setting, or to meeting ‘best practice’ that was
undefined and constantly changing. This ‘continuous improve-
ment' set one group of workers against another or even set
members of a team against the weakest within the team. Prob-
lems were those of the team, not for resolution by appeal to un-
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ion representatives. Continuous improvement was a fast route
to increasing stress and exhaustion leading to actual drops in
performance if pushed far enough.

Despite ICTU endorsement a clear part of the thinking behind
these new management techniques was erosion of union influ-
ence on the shopfloor. Team leaders are promoted as alter-
natives to shop stewards and team working along with.other
initiatives such as performance related pay and individual con-
tracts are meant to send the message that pay and conditions
depend on individual effort and not on collective union support.

ICTU enlarged on this agenda through its 1995 document
‘Managing Change’ which signalled support for rationalisation,
restructuring and downsizing. Another ‘Irish Times' correspon-
dent, Padraig Yeates, summed up the message as follows;
‘Traditionally unions have restricted change and have focused
on defending member’s rights. ICTU wants to reverse that
role.’ (Quoted in Derwin, 1995) The effects of this policy were
to be seen in the rationalisation, restructuring and downsizing
of the Electricity Supply Board (ESB), Irish Steel, TEAM Aer
Lingus and Telecom. In the ESB ICTU’s Peter Cassells, in a
‘personal capacity’, whatever that meant, took the lead in
implementing a Cost and Competitiveness Review. This was
expected to involve 2,000 job losses as well as a host of new
work practices aimed at getting the most out of those that
were left. In the private sector this translated into ‘swallow this
or we close’, as Des Derwin put it (Derwin 1995), applied most
notoriously in US company Packard Electric in which the
workers swallowed and the factory closed anyway.

ICTU leaders wanted to protect their own position by signing
up members who would pay dues, thus securing the income
on which their fat salaries were based, while denying these
members any influence over events. Thus they sought agree-
ment on a framework with employers in which changes in work
practices could be made while disputes were settled by man-
datory referral to third parties. Aggregate ballots were pro-
posed denying minorities most effected by change the ability
to defend themselves. Some employers however were not
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playing ball and on these occasions union leaders were not
averse to organising some action in support of an angry work-
force.

The attempt by Dunnes Stores, a notorious anti-union em-
ployer, to impose compulsory Sunday working at flat time trig-
gered off a dispute among a young and transient workforce
that had the potential to win union recognition, see off the
management offensive and allow the workers to make some
gains. Within a couple of days 61 of the company’s 62 stores
were closed. Unfortunately once again the bureaucratic ma-
chinery of industrial relations in the shape of the Labour Court
was allowed to put its own solution to the dispute. It proposed
a tribunal comprising one company and one ICTU member
plus an independent chairperson to ‘develop proposals and
structures to deal with the issues..." Such an outcome was
bad enough but the company had a history of walking away
from such recommendations when the heat was off. The dis-
pute did however show that despite the many retreats and set-
backs over many years new sectors of workers could continue
to come forward in defence of their conditions. It showed that
a group previously considered unorganisable could join a un-
ion in droves. Unfortunately the role allotted to them by their
new union leaders was to stand outside locked and empty
stores when they might have been better employed mobilising
to ensure they got a better deal than their leaders were cook-
ing for them.

Overall however the PCW was successfully implemented in
the vast majority of companies. The exceptions were gener-
ally those in which pay was frozen or actually cut. Even in
those sectors were above the norm increases were gained it
was invariably in exchange for changes to terms and condi-
tions. Strikes were rare and often went down to defeat. The
twelve-week strike in Weliman International for example re-
sulted in workers going back on terms they had earlier re-
jected and with a three-year no-strike clause negotiated for
them by SIPTU president Edmund Browne added on. A sur-
vey between January 1994 and November 1995 found that in
only 20% of firms which had created, or were going to create,

62



at least 100 jobs was a deal made with a trade union. (IRN
29/02/96) In the public sector pressure from particular groups
of workers resulted in disputes involving nurses, teachers,
health board workers and lower paid civil servants. The gov-
ernment attempted to manage through pushing union agree-
ment to third party adjudication and postponing special
awards. Despite the booming economy the government intro-
duced another public service recruitment embargo in 1995 and
the Communications Workers Union swapped opposition to
privatisation to demands for shares in the new company! It
had therefore been particularly appropriate that their anti-
privatisation campaign video had been entitled ‘Sell Out.’

Partnership 2000

Billy Attley's remark in 1995 that the era of partnership was
over was the signal for everyone to take his or her place for
the next social partnership dance to follow the PCW. Inexpli-
cably Attley had gained a reputation as a hard negotiator after
he had gained an 8% increase in the PCW instead of 7.5%,
plus the ending of the 1% levy that the government was con-
tent to scrap anyway. One other part of the ritual of negotia-
tions was again on display; the remarkable show of union
leaders pointing out the failures of the deal they had been only
too happy to push just a few years earlier. So SIPTU presi-
dent Eddie Browne said ‘The PCW was particularly noteworthy
in that it promised a deal on pay linked to a deal on tax. The
fact is that, the tax concessions to support very modest pay
increases were not delivered upon. That was in spite of out-
standing economic growth.” On another issue the record of
partnership was apparently equally lamentable, ‘Now you look
at the foreign multinational who comes into lreland. They
come in here and we offer them an environment, which be-
cause of this concept (partnership), offers them the opportu-
nity to make substantial profits, a very benign tax regime, a
labour force enjoying unprecedented levels of industrial peace
and a trade union movement that doesn’t drive pay up. So
they enjoy all of the benefits. But at the same time they deny
the people who work for them their legitimate right to join a
trade union if they want to.’ (Business & Finance, 19 Sept 1996).
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A third ritual, the NESC report, this time entitled ‘A Strategy
into the 21 Century', asserted that partnership was the most
effective mechanism for developing competitiveness and so-
cial cohesion. No surprise then that by December 1996 the
partners, expanded to include a new ‘pillar’ made up of organi-
sations representing the unemployed and voluntary sector,
agreed to a new deal to run from 1997 to 1999. Partnership
2000 for Inclusion, Employment and Competitiveness had a
slightly better name but much the same content. Private sec-
tor workers were to receive 2.5% in the first twelve months,
2.25% in the second with a possible 2% available in the sec-
ond half of this phase, 1% for the following nine months and
1% in the final six months. A grand total of 8.25% for over
three years when the phenomenon of the Celtic Tiger had well
and truly arrived. Public sector workers had the same basic
increases but again their awards were to be delayed. The
local element of the deal was once again to be subject to
ability to pay. To sell the deal tax cuts of nearly £900m were
promised. Thus workers, especially in the public sector, were
to hold back their wages in return for tax cuts while their
bosses were to get the same tax cuts without having to make
any concessions.

The new deal took steps in the direction of ICTU’s programme
for increased partnership with agreement to establish a net-
work at national level to encourage partnership at local level,
although again IBEC were keen not to be too clear about what
this might lead to. It did however involve setting up a National
Centre for Partnership and Change involving ICTU, IBEC and
the industrial relations machinery of the State. It was sup-
posed to provide joint training for union officials and human
resource managers. Clearly behind such a notion was the
idea that they would no longer be at opposite ends of the
table. But if they weren't, who would be on the workers side of
the table? On the issue of union recognition a high level group
consisting of ICTU, IBEC and the industrial Development Au-
thority was to examine the issue and report back. As we have
noted, the right to organise was up for negotiation.
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Involvement of organisations such as the Irish National Or-
ganisation of the Unemployed (INOU) and the Conference of
Religious of Ireland (CORI) led to an emphasis on social
exclusion but this in effect became one more ideological
mechanism for promoting partnership. No longer was the
union movement to be seen as representing the working class
as a whole but increasingly they were to be viewed as only
relevant for those in employment. These new organisations,
outside the labour movement, were to represent the poor and
unemployed and effectively fitted the propaganda of neo-
liberal economics that posited opposition between higher
wages and lower unemployment. Unfortunately the grain of -
truth to the claims of these organisations was that ICTU had
long since ceased to represent the poor and unemployed.
The argument of this book is that they ceased even to repre-
sent those in work paying union dues.

The token and purely ideological role of this new concern for
social inclusion was exposed a couple of years later when
Taoiseach Bertie Ahern told the inaugural meeting of the re-
constituted National Economic and Social Forum that it had ‘a
unique role to play in evaluating the effectiveness of policies
which are being implemented within the framework of social
partnership agreements and of the National Anti-Poverty strat-
egy. The Government will rely heavily in the next period on
your advice and your evaluation of the measures which are in
place to combat poverty and exclusion. When he left it
emerged that the secretariat of the NESF was down to one
civil servant, all the others having been redeployed. What
then was Manus O’'Riordan of SIPTU talking about when he
said that ‘the one missing ingredient is the vagueness over re-
sources? (Irish Times 13/11/98) No vagueness there one
might have thought.

Perhaps overconfidence led the social partners not to bother
with a launch of the new agreement but to hold a celebratory
lunch instead. When the SDC voted in January 1997 the deal
went through on the closest vote since that on the PNR in
1987, 188 to 123. Once again SIPTU's seventy delegate
votes were decisive with the vote inside the union 65,000 for
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to 49,000 against. The Irish National Teachers Organisation
was opposed to P2000 and didn't ballot its members but then
did a last minute deal with the government to throw its seven-
teen delegates behind the new agreement. Opposition to the
deals had now become routine with no real attempt to cam-
paign between votes. The yes vote was simply accepted until
the next vote on the next deal. No attempt was ever made by
the main unions voting against to organise their own confer-
ence to mobilise against partnership. No doubt had they done
so the ICTU bureaucracy would have accused them of splitting
the union movement but no issue was ever made of a sepa-
rate body, totally outside the union movement, deciding policy
for it. For this was essentially the role of the NESC. The
opposition never advocated or created its own forum where an
alternative union programme could have been hammered out.
Such an approach would have been too disrespectful of the
bureaucratic rulebook that strangled democracy within the
movement and perhaps too much of a radical example for that
wing of the bureaucracy that represented the main opposition
at ICTU Congresses.

Opposition to the deal centred mainly on pay, with ICTU's
much vaunted concern for the low paid exposed when even on
its own figures it was clear higher paid workers would do bet-
ter. Above all many workers were cynical about the cosy
deals and resented the blatant inequalities striking them every
day in their much-vaunted Celtic Tiger society. Carolann
Duggan, a SIPTU member in Waterford and Socialist Workers
Party (SWP) member, expressed it ciearly when she noted
that ‘the country is booming, the employers and the banks are
making a fortune in profits, up 45% according to Bill Attley.
Yet workers who created all the wealth are being told to take a
rise of 7.4% over three years and three months.’ (Quoted in
Gunnigle et al 1999)

The booming economy somewhat masked the overarching
objectives of the agreement which were still a commitment to
limiting the government deficit and meeting the terms of the
Maastricht criteria for EMU. Hence the continuing concern
over public sector pay expressed in the poorer terms for public
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sector workers and the continued attacks on workers in the
semi-state sector, culminating in the threat of privatisation. This
was the real meaning of ICTU's strategy of deepening and
broadening partnership but one that was again not prioritised by
those opposed to the process.

In a period of fast growth and declining unemployment it was
once again easier to argue that workers could make greater
gains from going it alone in local bargaining. The pay offer in
P2000 was lamentable, even in the period of dire economic cri-
sis the PNR involved pay increases of 7.5%. It was therefore
more than likely that workers could make greater gains outside
of the partnership straightjacket. Arguments from supporters of
the deals that the weakest and most vulnerabie would lose out
looked threadbare since these workers had suffered wage cuts
anyway. The agreements always included inability to pay
clauses justifying such cuts. Local bargaining inside the deals
had more recently led to higher increases in some companies
but these were invariably paid for by job losses or worsening
conditions. Larger increases for some workers no longer acted,
as they once did, as headline increases that others could follow.
This reflected the overall weakness of the movement, weakness
multiplied by the partnership deals of course, but weakness that
could only be overcome by effectively opposing the whole part-
nership agenda, not just the pay element. Of course opponents
were always ready to claim opposition to privatisation and the
undermining of rights, conditions and influence that it entailed.
Unfortunately propaganda against the deals didn't reflect this.

An extra couple of per cent on pay increases would not have
been a problem for many employers given the booming eco-
nomic conditions. In such circumstances increased exploitation
and undermining union influence was much more important. It
was just such possibilities that the agenda of partnership at io-
cal level and deregulation/ privatisation at national level al-
lowed. This is not to minimise the restrictions on pay that were
essential to boosting profits but the partnership deals involved
increasing employer control so that whatever the economic
conditions workers’ interests were more easily subordinated to
the requirements of profitability. This could be seen in the ne-
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gotiations around the ‘partnership chapter’, chapter nine of the
agreement, which ICTU hoped would implement its much
sought after gainsharing claims. Higher pay rises or lump
sums were offered in return for work changes while in the
most profitable sectors such as chemicals wage agreements
often exceeded the P2000 rate.

The result was that the ESRI was able to report in 1997 that
the level of wage dispersion had grown to almost US levels.
The one initiative that might have reversed this trend was the
introduction of a minimum wage, the result not of P2000, but
of the Fianna Fail/ PD programme for government. ICTU de-
mands for £5 per hour were rejected and the National Mini-
mum Wage Commission recommended £4.40 with lower rates
for those under 18 and for job entrants and trainees. The rate
was based on 1997 data, but implementation set for April
2000, so that the recommendation was even worse than first
appeared. By the time of implementation an ESRI report in
1999 estimated that it would directly increase the total wage
bill by only 1.6%.

An IRN survey in 1998 showed almost 89% adherence to the
basic terms of P2000 although this fell to 70% when fringe
benefits were included. Apart from growing skill shortages in
some areas causing higher settlements it was concluded that
higher awards were still in return for increased productivity.
(IRN 17/12/98) in general it appeared that it was in non-union
companies that pay was rising fastest. Social Partnership had
now arrived at the point where unions were seen to be holding
back wage increases. In fact it was now being reported that
only 20% of private sector workers were unionised and that
the union movement's role in setting wage rates in the sector
was irrelevant. This overstated the case but their policing of
the partnership agreements certainly made trade union mem-
bership less attractive to many private sector workers and
made the union movement less and less relevant to the most
dynamic part of the economy. This reflected union accep-
tance of the strategy of multinational investment and alliance
with the State, which meant accepting that they would not at-
tempt to organise in these firms and would certainly not seek
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to organise internationally. The Irish experience is therefore sup-
port for the argument put by some socialist writers that trade un-
ions all over the world are being rendered more and more irrele-
vant by their alliance with the national state in a period when the
economy is being increasingly organised on an international ba-
sis. (North)

However many Irish workers languished in low paid jobs where
union membership still appeared to offer a means of making
some gains. The workers at Ryanair were just such a group but,
as we have seen, the union bureaucracy was incapable of win-
ning recognition even in a very profitable company. Instead they
relied on the High Level Group on Recognition and the Right to
Bargain set up under P2000. it found that the best way to pro-
ceed was to improve the existing procedures that had so demon-
strably failed.

However the Ryanair dispute made such a conclusion untenable
and the Group was reconvened. ICTU proposed binding accep-
tance of Labour Court recommendations in return for limits on the
right to strike in essential services, which had been a key
demand of employers and government for years. How much
further union leaders were prepared to go was clear from
SIPTU’s agreement with Karavale in Co.Clare. Members of the
union would have their dues deducted at source and be elected
to a works committee pro-rata with non-union members while
disputes would go to an agreed three-person outside body. The
union would have no direct involvement. From the bureaucracy’'s
point of view it got members money but didn't have to worry
about getting involved in disputes.

Further retreats by the movement were signailed by the flotation
of Telecom Eireann and the setting up of a Trust that allowed
employees to join in the privatisation by owning 14.9% of the
shares. To do this the Trust, acting on behalf of the workers, had
to take out a £65m ten-year loan to be paid back from dividend
receipts. The Trust nominated former Labour Party leader, Dick
Spring, onto the board of the company. In doing so the union
and Telecom workers were going along with the massive propa-
ganda campaign which prompted around half a million people to
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buy shares in a company that promised a sure-fire way of
making money. Unfortunately the subsequent fall in the value
of the shares took the shine off privatisation but this was by no
means the worst aspect of the deal. Telecom Eireann, or Eir-
com, as it was renamed, could only be a small fry in a world of
multinational telecom companies and the prediction that it
would become the subject of take-over did not take long to be
proved correct when it was broken up by selling the mobile
phone arm to British muitinational Vodaphone. Hope that any
new company would have local needs as a priority could
therefore be consigned to the bin. The workers meanwhile
lost a great deal of their independence from the company
since in order to pay back the loan they would have to ensure
profitability and whatever sacrifices this entailed. In practice
higher wages could be played off against profits, which they
could only have a small part of anyway. Any misguided view
that they now had a say in how the company was run proved
illusory as the only people to gain out of privatisation were the
consultancy companies and top directors who amassed huge
bonuses. From opposition to privatisation, social partnership
now reached its highest expression through union collabora-
tion with it. Workers in ACC and ICC banks demanded the
same deal while ESB unions were prepared for something
similar. ‘

There were however some signs of fightback from a solid
minority of workers that might have formed the basis of an on-
going opposition. Carolann Duggan of the SWP polled 37,940
votes in the election for SIPTU president, won by Jimmy Som-
mers with 51,651 votes. In the following year she stood for
the post of General Secretary winning 24,842 votes against
John McDonnell's 49,408. Although her vote had gone down
it still indicated a constituency from which an alternative could
be posed, if union militants and the left could formulate and
organise a strategy to create it. Unfortunately Duggan
seemed not to understand what such an aiternative should en-
tail when she argued that the union leadership was not the en-
emy. In fact no alternative was possible without appreciating
precisely this fact.
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A series of budgets from Fianna Fail's Charlie McCreevy,
rubbed in by more than the usual quota of arrogance,
seemed designed to replicate the Thatcher experience of the
1980's when Nigel Lawson had given huge tax cuts to the
rich. The blatant bias in favour of the wealthy created con-
siderable anger. It increased as each budget turned out to
be more of the same despite union leaders meeting with him
after each to complain that this was not what partnership was
supposed to be about. This anger appeared to threaten ne-
gotiations on the new deal to follow P2000 when Des Ger-
aghty led SIPTU out of the negotiations in protest at the lat-
est McCreevy give-away to the wealthy. ‘Either we are in a
social partnership or we're not.. | cannot see how an agree-
ment can be brokered now, in the light of this Budget, which
is clearly biased in favour of the better off.” (IT 06/12/99)
However this was no more than a show for the membership
with no serious intent and SIPTU re-entered negotiations
after nebulous promises from Bertie Ahern.

The PPF

The Partnership for Prosperity and Fairmness was the result of the
next act of sham negotiations, promising pay rises of 15.75%
over 33 months with promised tax cuts of a further 10% leading
to predicted increases in wages of over 256%. This was more
generous than P2000 but there was already widespread con-
cern about inflation. The deal was based on a projected inflation
rate of 2 to 3% but it was already running at 4.4% in the month
before the vote. There was also cynicism over tax cuts that
gave workers back what they had just handed over and still left
those on the average wage paying over 50% tax on each extra
£1 eamned, just as in 1987. The ESRI reported that, thanks to
the booming economy and falling unemployment, settlements in
the year up to the negotiations were already hitting six per cent.
The report noted that 25% of unionised and 60% of non-
unionised workers won increases above the levels of P2000.
Even poorly paid workers had achieved significant increases.
Roches' stores workers had won around 25% and Securicor
workers 40%. The purpose of the agreement thus appeared to
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be to limit workers to what they had, in many cases, already been
able to achieve.

‘Coming up to the PPF ballot new groups — busworkers, junior
doctors, paramedics, teachers — were joining the queue to get
more, to breach the new agreement, never mind the one al-
ready limiting them.’ (Derwin, 2000) One teachers union, the
Association of Secondary Teachers of Ireland (ASTI) left ICTU
in protest at the new deal and many teachers were angry at
the level of settlement being offered, especially in respect of
‘early settlers’ in P2000, and the shadowy threats of perform-
ance pay. Some saw as significant the fact that ICTU did not
recommend the agreement they had just negotiated aithough
in truth few could be the least confused about where they
stood.

Other successes of partnership were also on display in the
month before the vote. The proposed legislation coming out of
the High Level Group on trade union recognition didn’t provide
for recognition at all. Jack O’Connor, vice-president of SIPTU,
described it as ‘little better than useless.” (IT 09/06/00) The
minimum wage was also eventually introduced at the rate set
a couple of years before. Now even ICTU's demand for £5 an
hour would have caused wages to rise by only 3% in total
Workers in Bewleys and McDonalds were already getting
more than the legislated rate of £4.40. On top of all this, scan-
dal after scandal involving leaders of ICTU’s so-called partners
made it quite obvious to many workers that these partners
were a bunch of liars, hypocrites and crooks.

Worry about the outcome of the vote led the government to
threaten not to employ the extra 1,500 teachers promised un-
der the PPF if teacher unions did not accept the deal. The
leader of the Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO), Joe
O'Toole, put his own oar in when he said that rejection of the
deal meant a ballot for industrial action. Who would have
wanted to lose pay in a strike led by a leadership that sup-
ported the very object of attack? Could anyone have seriously
believed that O'Toole would let his own union destroy a deal
he had helped create?
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The ICTU special conference voted by 251 to 112 for the deal
and as Derwin put it ‘the end result did not live up to the initial
hopes of the opponents of partnership.’ (Derwin, 2000) Unfortu-
nately this said more about the inadequacy of the campaign
against the deal than for any unexpected development within
the unions. Another success for social partnership was all too
predictable. Too much had been made of large pay increases
won by different sectors of workers. The nurses were held up
as an example of success when, as noted in the first chapter,
they had been defeated. Only this could explain the otherwise
surprising (for some) fact that nurses voted heavily for the deal.
As this book has been at pains to point out, social partnership is
about a whole lot more than pay percentages but the campaign
against it mentioned hardly anything eise. This led to two
mistakes. Firstly not realising the nature of the attack on work-
ers and thus not addressing the problems posed to a fightback
and secondly believing that high wage rises somehow rendered
partnership irrelevant.

This led to an over-optimistic view of the current state of the
workers movement. Not only was the outcome of the nurses’
strike misunderstood but the same mistake continued to be
made. The busworkers were a real threat to the PPF (but effec-
tively ignored by the left's campaign) because they demanded a
20% increase ‘without strings.” ICTU understood the potential
of this dispute, as did the government, when it intervened to set
up a holding deal that postponed the second scheduled strike
until after the vote on the PPF in return for a £15 per week bo-
nus and talks on a final deal. The fact that the busworkers later
won more in terms of pay was no threat at all to the PPF when
they accepted the surrender of long established work practices
and future privatisation. The left should have realised what was
going on when the minister for Public Enterprise, Mary
O'Rourke, backed by the media and opposition parties, was
able to threaten privatisation throughout the dispute. For some
on the left who viewed large pay increases as the key sign of
progress this was inexplicable. Much was made of workers in-
creased confidence and willingness to strike as a result of the
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economic boom and low unemployment but this led to failure
to recognise setbacks even when they stared one in the face.
When workers in the Aldi supermarket went on strike to de-
mand union recognition they were given a pay off to leave,
one gratefully accepted by workers understandably grateful to
get shot of the place. Yet remarkably much of the left, sup-
posedly armed with Marxist theory, held that it was a victory.
The bottom line was that there was no union operating in the
firm at the end of the dispute.

Socialist Party member Dermot Connolly (Connolly 2000)
noted that ‘all the ingredients are there now for an offensive
movement by workers on the question of pay. There is an in-
creased activity at the base of the unions, with shop stewards
and activists, many newly elected, able to base themselves on
a more militant mood among the ranks, giving them confi-
dence to challenge the bureaucrats.’ Written before the deal
was accepted the 69% vote in favour should have given pause
for thought. As Des Derwin pointed out (Derwin, 2000) SIPTU
also voted 69% in favour, when the ‘Irish Independent’ fore-
casted a no vote of 45%. ‘Some results showed a big ‘yes’
vote among new memberships’ noted Derwin. Connolly also
noted that ‘massive strike waves at the later stages of boom
periods is very much a part of the post war tradition of workers
in southern Ireland.’ (Connolly, 2000) However at the end of
2000 it was not enough for the left to leave it at that. While it
may have been hoped that history would repeat itself in this
respect, the task of socialists was to fundamentally break from
the existing limited political traditions of the Irish working class

Social Partnership had to be understood as a political attack
on the working class requiring at least a modicum of a political
response. Contrary to the view expressed by Connolly there
was little confidence among most workers that they could take
on their bureaucratic leaders. Strikes for higher wages were
usually led by leaders of the bureaucracy who tried to ignore
the implications of their dispute for the relevant partnership
deal, meaning it mattered less in terms of wider implications
even if they won. That or they treated their dispute as a
special case, which had the same result. Throughout partner-
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ship gains above the norm had been won but nearly always at
the expense of terms and conditions including privatisation.
We had yet to see a large successful strike against privatisa-
tion that would have represented a real setback to partnership.
Real defeats still hung over potential resistance.

This could be seen in continuing restructuring and privatisation
that resulted in job losses, so far hidden to a large degree by
the wider boom, but which nevertheless weakened the
workers movement. A couple of days after the ICTU vote on
the PPF Eircom announced plans for another 3,500 jobs to go
in a workforce of 11,000 and the Communications Workers
Union announced acceptance of contracting out through the
creation of two or three ‘joint ventures." Next month the ESB
told its unions it wanted to reduce the workforce by a quarter,
2,000 jobs, when this number had already been lost over the
previous four years. Mary O’'Rourke declared that 100% of the
market would be open to competition in about five years. The
following month An Post put forward employee share owner-
ship in exchange for work changes in the context of private
competition.

The experience of the teacher’s strike in 2000 was instructive
precisely because it contained the recipe for success advo-
cated by most of the left. The teachers were explicitly against
social partnership and had left the ICTU in order not to be
bound by the PPF. This earned them the vitriolic opposition of
the government, which promoted a vicious propaganda offen-
sive culminating in them being called ‘terrorists’ by a reaction-
ary parent’s representative. The government itself went as far
as breaking the law by not paying teachers for their atten-
dance at school while they refused to carry out purely volun-
tary and unpaid supervisory duties. In particular they incurred
the wrath of the trade union leadership. A member of the
Oireachtas told Pat Cahill of ASTI that ‘your problem is not
with us, it is with ICTU, especially Des Geraghty and Senator
Joe O’Toole, who see themselves as the architects of the PPF
and dare anybody to criticise it.’

ASTI had lodged a large pay claim of 30%, which tied in with
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most propaganda on the left that advised large pay claims as
the main means of breaking partnership. Their dispute was
also under the control of the rank and file (a demand that
would be top of much of the left's wish list in terms of workers
winning their demands). The structures of the union were
more democratic than most and the opposition had control of
the 180 strong National Executive. The full time officials had
been reined in to prevent effective opposition to a strategy un-
der the control of the rank and file.

In addition they had also decisively rejected benchmarking
which had quite properly been understood as a means of de-
stroying existing terms and conditions. Few were fooled by
Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO) leader Joe
O'Toole's reference to benchmarking as an ATM machine
where teachers could withdraw whatever pay increases they
wanted. Yet despite all this the teachers lost.

Militancy, determination and rank and file control were clearly
not enough. The majority of teachers across the three unions
supported ASTI's demands and those in the Teachers Union
of Ireland (TUI) voted with AST! against the PPF and bench-
marking. A large number in INTO supported this stand and
formed a clear majority across the three unions. Yet despite
this a reason why the strike failed was that the union hierar-
chies were able to divide teachers and with a vicious govern-
ment offensive force teachers to retreat in the face of ‘public
opinion.' 1t would therefore be wrong to see the latter loss of
support in the population at large as the key reason for defeat.
This simply reflected the result of prior weaknesses.

While the government and union bosses built a coalition
against ASTI, it in turn failed to build its own coalition in sup-
port of its demands. For example their strategy on exams
amounted to teachers taking full responsibility for the disrup-
tion which would be an inevitable outcome of the dispute how-
ever they fought it. This was characterised as a PR disaster
but again flowed from more fundamental failures. The govern-
ment was abie to point out that ASTI was alone among the
teacher unions in taking action, ignoring the fact that the
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majority supported ASTI's demands. This happened because
although ASTI reflected ordinary teacher’s concerns, the TUI
and INTO remained firmly under control of their union bureau-
crats. ASTI failed to go over the heads of these leaders to
appeal to the rank and file. The rank and file in these unions
was also unable to take the initiative and in fact trailed after
manoeuvres of the leadership, which actually undermined the
strike.

This could be seen in the union leaders’ emphasis on bench-
marking, which became their key to breaking the strike by en-
couraging the two other teacher unions to go ahead with their
submissions to the benchmarking body. When the leaders of
the TUI put forward a strike ballot in favour of bringing forward
benchmarking this caused confusion even on the left, which
supported it. In fact both amounted to strike breaking in the
midst of the ASTI action but this was not understood by many
in the TUI and INTO. This weakness allowed the leaders to
disorient ASTI's supporters including the left, brought up to be-
lieve that industrial action was the answer to every political
question. This failure fully to appreciate the character of
benchmarking came to the fore again later in INTO when after
the effort against it failed the left supported it being brought
forward so they could get the money from it quicker!

In the final analysis the failure of the strike resulted from a lack
of political consciousness. This is what lay behind ASTl's
failure to understand just how far the government was pre-
pared to go to defeat it. This is what lay behind their failure to
make benchmarking the central issue and to go over the
heads of the leadership of the other teacher unions. It
explained the action of militants in these unions supporting
ASTI and then supporting strike action to bring benchmarking
in faster.

Bertie Ahern ignored the 30% claim and emphasised that it
could easily be dealt with under the PPF, that is under bench-
marking. Opposition to benchmarking therefore became
central. Central because benchmarking meant treating
teachers as if they worked in the private sector. Since educa-
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tion is nothing without teachers this would mean treating educa-
tion as if it was producing software or selling hamburgers. Ex-
plaining that benchmarking only made sense if education was to
be treated as a commodity (educated children) produced for
profit would have been a powerful argument to win parents and
students support. It would have disabused militants of the
notion that strikes to bring it forward were in any way progres-
sive. This failure to appreciate the political issues involved was
not one simply of subjective failings on the part of the union
members involved. For the teacher's strike also showed that
while trade unions are a means of uniting workers they are also
powerful means of maintaining divisions. In the teacher's case
the division of teachers into separate unions was important in
breaking their action.

The grip of the bureaucracy remained in place in the TUIl and
INTO as it did across the wider union movement. Union recog-
nition had still not been won either in many disputes such as
Ryanair or Aldi nor in legislation. New working conditions were
still being imposed and the partnership process was to be deep-
ened in the new agreement. The National Centre for Partner-
ship was now to be called the National Centre for Partnership
and Performance, which got a little closer to describing its real
objective. Benchmarking was being introduced to discipline
public sector workers by trying to tie them to terms and condi-
tions derived from the private sector. Oh, and the PPF signed
up the whole union movement to support the thoroughly sectar-
ian and partitionist Good Friday Agreement.

Employers had not been unduly worried about large pay rises
which many right wing economists, accurately as it happened,
pointed out are part of the free market and could assist a ‘soft
landing’ for the economy. Large pay rises are one way in which
the most competitive companies dispose of rivals that cannot
afford the increases. Work changes negotiated by unions could
lead to higher productivity cancelling out the cost of pay rises,
and booming demand conditions could support profits. Inflation
could be used to maintain profit margins and reduce workers
living standards. This especially so if workers fall for the argu-
ment that they should not chase inflation in a wage-price spiral.
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Apparently they should let it run away with their living stan-
dards. As Derwin pointed out, social partnership was sup-
posed to be the answer to inflation yet Ireland, held up as the
model for the rest of Europe, had the highest at the end of
2000. Finally a new recession could assist in attacking
worker's living standards by bringing a return to mass unem-
ployment.

ICTU continued to hammer away at partnership at shopfloor
level but the evidence continued to roll in that their partners
were not interested. An IBEC survey revealed that only 3 per
cent of surveyed organisations had a gainsharing arrangement
and another survey from the University of Limerick reported
that only nine per cent of manual and eleven per cent of cleri-
cal workers in unionised companies were availing of profit
sharing schemes. This supported another IBEC survey which
showed that only 19% of companies had a profit sharing
scheme. This, despite a partner from PricewaterhouseCoop-
ers pointing out that /n many cases it has become cheaper for
an employer to incorporate profit sharing than to pay a straight
salary.’ (IT 09/06/00) According to a UCD survey of 450 pri-
vate companies in 1998 the predominant style of management
was still to force through change unilaterally. (IT 17/04/00 &
10/04/00)

Lessons

This demonstrated that despite over a dozen years of social
partnership deals the reality of work was still one of manage-
ment and boss control and worker subordination and exploita-
tion. Partnership between them was a myth. Despite many
defeats workers would again and again be compelled into ac-
tion in defence of their living standards and workplace rights.
We can have lamented the fact that they have often appeared
more willing to surrender the latter for meagre gains in the for-
mer, thus diminishing their ability to defend both in the future.
But the process is not one in which one side can be declared
the final winner if only because capitalism will continue to
demand worker's sacrifices no matter what defeats and con-
cessions are wrung from them. The Irish labour movement,
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even after years of partnership, still had considerable power.
Membership of ICTU passed the 700,000 mark for the first
time, 520,000 in the southern State. Union density had de-
clined from 55% a decade earlier to 48%, only 100,000 of the
500,000 jobs created had been unionised and in 1988 only
37,374 days had been ‘lost’ in strikes but these trends were
and are not irreversible. Buoyant economic conditions may
have given workers more confidence, as some on the left had
argued, but realisation and expansion of this confidence to roll
back the accumulated attacks of partnership required
advances in political confidence and consciousness. Not
necessarily all at once and not completely. But real advances
nonetheless. The job of the left continued to be to go beyond
the expectation that the dynamics of economic growth would
more or less automatically solve the problem especially when
the socialist analysis of these dynamics is that booms are in-
evitably followed by slumps and that the objective is to escape
this whole system.

80



Chapter 4

As Good
As It Gets

Partnership has been sold on two counts in particular. That it
has given the trade union movement influence in the corridors
of power that it otherwise could not hoped to have achieved and
that it saved the country from economic ruin at the end of the
nineteen-eighties and created the celtic tiger economy of today.

The first argument is relatively easy to dismiss. On issue after
issue there is absolutely no evidence of trade union influence
on government policy. From opponents of privatisation the
trade union leaders have become enthusiastic supporters.
They have embraced wage restraint, cuts in public services and
European treaties that consolidate deflationary and austerity
policies into the fundamentals of economic policy. They have
failed to gain union recognition and their demands for local level
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partnership have resulted in wider application of new manage-
ment techniques desighed to increase the workload on a
‘downsized’ workforce while sucking shop stewards into struc-
tures that make the latter complicit in the process. Their
‘prioritisation’ of the low paid and those on social welfare has
resulted in an increase in inequality and not a decrease.

The left has sometimes wondered how social partnership has
withstood the scandals that have revealed the corruption of
the social partners. This misunderstands the situation. It is
precisely social partnership that has allowed the scandals to
have so little effect. The leaders of the trade union movement
are complicit in the corruption. After all, if we can still be part-
ners with an establishment so apparently rotten it can't be that
bad, can it? In summary social partnership is not a means of
trade unions influencing the government but of the govern-
ment influencing the trade unions through the medium of the
union bureaucracy.

We can examine one issue in more detail to illustrate this
process. The union leaders have sold wage restraint on the
basis of tax cuts, yet tax has been at the centre of the scan-
dals. Having sown up the trade unions the government were
able to introduce tax amnesties in 1987 and 1993 for ‘every
sleazebag in the country’ as the former Labour Party advisor,
Fergus Finlay, so eloquently put it. Meanwhile PAYE workers
continued to suffer punitive charges. Individual capitalists
were even able to write their own tax legislation, wiping out
large bills. Thus Bertie Ahern introduced legislation that was
given retrospective effect for twelve years and which only
affected one person, the property developer and Fianna Fail
donor Ken Rohan. One capitalist interviewed by the ‘Irish
Times’ explained how real influence works: ‘They tend to listen
to you if you can get to sit down with them. That's the advan-
tage of having given them a few bob. .. There's not a whole lot
of difference between them all when you tot it up. (IT
07/05/99)

The handouts to the rich have dwarfed tax cuts given to ordi-
nary workers. The top rate of income tax fell from 65% in
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1985 to 46% in 1998, corporation tax from 50% to 32%, capi-
tal gains tax from 60% to 20% and capital acquisitions tax
from 55% to 40%. Ray MacSharry, the Finance minister
when the whole process began, admitted tax cuts were
skewed to the better off. During the PCW unions complained
that promised cuts had not been delivered. Since then the
bias towards the rich has accelerated. Charlie McCreevy's
tax cuts have appeared specifically designed to make the
rich richer and increase inequality. In one budget he cut
Capital Gains Tax from 40% to 20%, the only tax the rich had
to pay to any extent, so inflating house prices and further put-
ting them out of the reach of working class buyers. Despite
the tax frauds Revenue Commissioner sources admitted that
‘Rich people can even reduce their tax liability to zero’. (IT
26/03/99) Despite nominal corporation tax rates of 28% in
1999 many companies effective tax rate was much lower.
Thus Elan corporation had an effective rate of only 2.6% in
1998 and of nineteen other top Irish companies examined by
The ‘Sunday Tribune’ seventeen paid less than the nominal
rate. (Sunday Tribune 27/06/99)

Having boxed off potential working class opposition by part-
nership deals the most significant change to tax policy over
the last fifteen years has not been any so-called reform, or
reduction in taxes borne by workers. The most fundamental
aspect of tax policy has been the move to safeguard the
privileged position of big business by protecting the
extremely low levels of corporation taxes faced by multina-
tionals investing in the State. This was, for example, the
primary objective of the Irish government in the EU Nice
Summit in January 2001. More important than the right to a
commissioner or the number of votes in the commission was
the ability of the state to keep its taxes low for multinationals
from which of course native capitalists also gain.

EU rules forbid discrimination in tax treatment between
companies so that the Irish practice of a 10% tax rate on
manufacturing and exporting service companies, due to run
out in 2010 and 2005 respectively, had to be harmonised
with the corporation tax rate for non-manufacturing com-
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panies. This latter tax rate had been 50% just after the
commencement of partnership in 1988 but thanks to part-
nership the planned unified rate was to be 12.5%. Even
notorious tax havens such as Jersey have tax rates of 20%!
The ‘influence’ of trade unions thus led to a reduction in
corporation tax rates of 37.5%! One economist, Paul
Sweeney, ironically a supporter of partnership, estimated
from the 1998 budget that the reduction in corporation tax
rates from the then level of 36% to 12.5% would cost
£600m each year. He further admitted that the fundamen-
tal nature of this tax strategy was to get PAYE workers to
pay the taxes that multinationals avoid. (IT 06/02/98) PAYE
taxes pay for the grants that entice multinationals into the
country and for the infrastructure including roads, airports,
water, and an educated workforce that enable it to make its
massive profits. The tax strategy of which the trade union
leaders are so proud is thus the centrepiece of a policy de-
signed to increase the wealth of the most profitable compa-
nies in the world on the back of exploiting and taxing the
working population of Ireland.

The ramifications do not stop there. By leading a Dutch
auction in corporate tax rates the loveable lrish have put
pressure on the tax regimes of every other country in the
EU threatening workers across the continent with the same
tax regime as applied in Ireland. While the celtic tiger has
disguised, for the moment, the full effects of such a strat-
egy, full implementation across Europe would be devastat-
ing to welfare provision for workers across the continent.
Needless to say internationalism is not part of ICTU policy
either. The effects of this policy have already been seen.
in 1999 the European parliament passed a motion con-
demning US multinational Rank Xerox for expanding its
operations in Dublin and Dundalk while simultaneously cut-
ting 9,000 jobs in England and Holland. Denmark and Bel-
gium have also criticised the Irish State over the consolida-
tion of Boston Scientific’s research and development in
Galway leading to 1,000 jobs being lost in those two coun-
tries while 200 were created in Ireland. If this occurred
within a single state it would be called by its appropriate
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name — scabbing. The phenomenon has implications for
the whole world. An Oxfam report in June 2000 estimated
that developing countries lose $50 billion a year to tax
havens, the equivaient of all the development aid given
throughout the world.

Saving the nation

If the argument about influence doesn’t withstand even a
cursory examination the argument about the creation of
partnership saving the economy from economic disaster is
hardly more convincing. Firstly we shouid note that
despite the alarm spread by politicians about the imminent
disintegration of the lrish economy and society because of
the national debt, the State and Irish capitalists were par-
ticipants or passive observers in massive tax avoidance.
If ever evidence were required of the venal and parasitic
nature of the lrish capitaiist class this is it. Nero fiddling
while Rome burned had truly met its modern counterpart.

The hysteria that surrounded economic analysis in the
nineteen-eighties centred on the explosion of the national
debt that reached £21,611 million or 129% of GNP, in
1986. Servicing this debt took up 35.2% of total tax reve-
nue or 93.5% of income tax revenue in 1985. (MacSharry)
Supporters of partnership say that this was turned around
by the PNR in 1987. The truth is rather different.

The national debt had exploded because of failed policies
of which the PNR was just a continuation, although now
intensified through ICTU support. Deflationary policies
had caused rising unemployment and erosion of the tax
base because fewer workers were actually working and
business wasn't paying much. The cost of unemployment
was driving up the debt and a policy of cuts could only
intensify the problem. The debt was also rising because
of high and increasing interest rates, exacerbated by the
policy of entry into the European Exchange Rate Mecha-
nism. This not only fed directly into higher interest rates
but also led to further borrowing so that the government
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couid waste money trying vainly to support the value of the
currency. In contrast the share of GNP incurred by public
expenditure on salaries and wages remained constant over
the first five years of the eighties and then began to fall
while public sector capital expenditure fell dramatically.
Taxes were increasing and by common agreement in 1984
had reached an unsustainable level. Clearly high public
sector wage costs and high wages in general were not the
problem. Unemployment and parasitic debt repayments to
the banks, who in turn were facilitating tax avoidance by the
rich, was the problem.

Finding an answer to the debt problem began when interna-
tional interest rates began to decline and the problem of un-
employment was capped by exporting the unemployed to
Britain. The average US dollar short interest rate fell from
an average of 12% between 1981 and 1984 to 7.6% be-
tween 1986 and 1989. (Honohan 1999) Between 1988 and
1989 nearly 86,000 people emigrated and 208,000 did so
over the decade. Devaluation of the currency in 1986 and
appreciation of Sterling assisted Irish capitalists especially
given the UK and world economic upturn at the end of the
eighties. The receipt of EU structural funding covered the
infrastructural requirements of business masking the effects
of public expenditure cuts.

This is not to argue that the cuts of the PNR did not play a
role. Obviously less public expenditure reduced the debt
but reduced expenditure also increased unemployment. By
itself the PNR cuts would not have solved the debt problem.
They would only have led to a prolonged recessionary envi-
ronment similar to that which had followed the swinging
cuts of the early eighties. Even emigration, the fall in inter-
est rates and devaluation combined would not have worked
long term had it not been for a massive growth of muitina-
tional investment. However encouraging such investment
had been a consistent policy since the 1970’s and it had
clearly failed by the 1980's. If anything the policy of entic-
ing multinationals had become discredited and the empha-
sis had shifted to trying to get indigenous industry to im-
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prove its performance.

Widespread disillusionment with multinationals was justified.
Employment in foreign owned industry had declined from
88,400 in 1980 to 82,381 in 1988 despite the tax breaks,
grants and best efforts of the promotion agencies. Backing
native industry looked even more hopeless as employment in
native owned firms fell even more, from 143,300 in 1980 to
110,918 in 1988. (O'Malley) Policy, in so far as it had any
direction, was not to intensify the focus on multinationals but
to attempt to build up indigenous industry. This was
prompted by the Telesis report in 1982, followed by a White
Paper on Industrial Policy in 1984. A Company Develop-
ment Programme and National Linkage Programme were
also introduced in 1984 and the share of Programme Sup-
ports to industry going to indigenous firms increased from
51% in 1985 to 54% in 1989. (NESC & Allen 2000).

What made the difference and led to the celtic tiger was thus
neither social partnership nor changes to government indus-
trial policy. Having lain prostrate at the feet of international
capital and seen this fail it was the changed policies of these
multinationals that led to the turnaround in economic condi-
tions. In our previous book, ‘Ireland: The Promise of Social-
ism’, we spoke of a semi-colonial economy dominated by
imperialism and racked by crisis. An Irish economy flushed
by success only confirms the analysis that Ireland remains a
semi-colony dominated by imperialism. Mobile multination-
als moved into Ireland and caused the economic boom and
in this social partnership played only a minor role.

Before the supporters of imperialism claim the celtic tiger as
endorsement of their programme we should anticipate a later
argument.  Mobile multinational investment is precisely
that — mobile. There is no reason to believe that it has
suddenly stopped moving now it has arrived in lreland. What
was increasingly recognised in the nineteen-eighties, but
apparently forgotten, remains true. Reliance on multination-
als for economic development is a precarious policy. For the
working class it has other deleterious consequences some of
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which, like taxation, we have already noted and which, as
socialists, we are more concerned with.

What Changed?

None of this has prevented the leaders of industry and the
State claiming the policy of social partnership is the cause of
the booming economy. Bertie Ahern was in no doubt when he
wrote in the ‘Irish Times’ just before the vote on the PPF: ‘Why
has the Irish economy grown more than twice as fast as the
European Union’s? How have we been able to create so
many new jobs? Why has the unemployment rate fallen so
dramatically? Why is Ireland today the envy of our European
partners? The answer is simple. Ireland is working to a win-
ning formula — social partnership.’(IT 10/03/00) The simple
answer to this is - rubbish! Ireland has benefited from what
has been termed globalisation, or more accurately the multina-
tionals and lIrish capitalists have benefited from it. We can
confidently predict that it will not last.

The long period of reduced economic growth and general
downturn that affected the capitalist world since the beginning
of the 1970’s resulted in a world-wide assault on workers con-
ditions in an attempt to boost profitability. This involved eco-
nomic restructuring of the biggest firms and political initiatives
such as the development of large regional trading blocs like
the EU and North Atlantic Free Trade Area. In search of in-
creased profitability and in the absence of a general solution to
the malaise the largest companies entered on a period of glob-
alisation. This has often been presented as key to a new era
of growth but is testament more to continuing inability, so far,
to recreate the ‘Golden Age' of growth that occurred in the
decades after the Second World War. Thus foreign invest-
ment in search of increased profits and consequent increased
exports have all greatly exceeded economic growth.

The statistics behind this globalisation are impressive even if
the results in terms of growth are not. Sales of multinational
firms abroad have grown from $3 trillion in 1980 to $14 trillion
in 1999, nearly twice as high as global exports. The gross
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product associated with international production is about 10%
of global GDP compared to 5% in 1982. The ratio of foreign
direct investment (FDI) flows, which stood at $865 billion in
1999, to global gross domestic capital formation, is now 14%
compared to 2% twenty years ago. The number of multina-
tional parent firms in the 15 most developed countries in-
creased from around 7,000 at the end of the 1960’s to 40,000
at the end of the 1990's.

~ This massive increase in investment has had a very uneven
impact. Just ten countries received 74% of global FDI flows
and the share of such flows to the developing world has fallen
from 38% in 1997 to 24% in1999. In the developing countries
themselves ten countries received 80% of the investment.
Thus foreign investment is not an answer to global inequality
but a fundamental cause of it. Africa’s share of world FDI flows
is only 1.2%. Over 80% of FDI is not in greenfield factories
but in mergers and acquisitions (M & A’s) in which no addi-
tional productive capacity is created but one company simply
takes over another. Since the biggest and most profitable
companies are in the developed countries we can easily see
why most FDI ends up there. Some 90% of all cross-border M
& A’s were carried out in developed countries. The minority of
greenfield investment is thus more significant in developing
countries.

This massive increase in multinational investment and produc-
tion has been assisted by, and is the result of, trade and in-
vestment liberalisation, including removal of exchange controls
and the setting up of regional trade blocs. Over the period
1991-1994, 94% of the 1,035 changes worldwide in laws gov-
erning FDI have been favourable to the multinationals. The
number of bilateral investment treaties has risen from 181 at
the end of 1980 to 1,856 at the end of 1999 and the number of
double taxation treaties, to prevent multinational profits being
taxed twice, has increased from 719 to 1,982. It is these
global forces that have shaped Irish society and created the
celtic tiger, just as they were the cause of the eighties reces-
sion and crisis. (All figures from the World Investment Report
2000, UN)
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The ideological justification for this neo-liberal offensive has
been the claim that the free market will lead to economic
growth, which will improve the lives of the world’'s population.
However while world wide FDI has grown by 440% between
1986/91 (the average of these years) and 1999, average eco-
nomic growth per year in the most developed economies be-
tween 1991 and 1999 has only been 2.2%. (UN 1998 & 2000
and World Economic and Social Survey 2000) We have ex-
plained the discrepancy. Turning the world into the plaything of
the biggest capitalist firms has not led to a renewed era of
growth. The primary purpose of multinationa! investment has
been to increase the market share ‘and indeed market domina-
tion’ of each firm, not increase general production through the
application of new technology. ‘The constant pursuit of that
monopoly power becomes the central driving thrust of the new
economy’ is how Larry Summers, the chief economist at the
World Bank and Clinton's top Treasury Department international
official put it. (UN 2000) So all the rhetoric about the free mar-
ket comes down to big business monopoly.

The fact that the south of Ireland has experienced economic
growth through FDI cannot therefore be held as proof that the
pro-big business policies of the Irish State are an example for
others to follow. Rather the reverse, the Irish experience has
been exceptional and as soon as it stops being so the problems
that affect most of the rest of the world will hit home. The Irish
State has benefited disproportionately from the big increase in
investment into the European Union from the United States.
Flows between these blocs increased significantly in 1999 after
doubling in 1998 with the UK being the largest recipient. Flows
of FDI into the south of Ireland have grown from an annual av-
erage of $368m between 1986 and 1991 to $18,322m in 1999.
This is over twice the amount going to the whole continent of
Africa which received only $8,949m in 1999. The stock of FDI
in the economy thus increased from $4,649 in 1985 to $43,969
in 1999, nearly half the amount of the African continent, which
had a stock of $93,066m. Of course multinationals don’t invest
for the good of the country and the flows of wealth leaving the
country also increased dramatically. (UN 1998 & 2000)
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The first burst of US investment took place, according to a
US Department of Commerce Survey of Business, because
of the creation of the European Single Market in 1992. Later
flows increased because of the move towards the single
currency. The Industrial Development Authority has claimed
that 26% of all greenfield projects established by US firms in
Europe went to Ireland. The US Department of Commerce
also shows that the Irish economy is more dependent on US
investment than Costa Rica or Honduras, America’s ‘back
yard." The share of Irish GDP accounted for by US compa-
nies based in the country grew from 12.4% in 1989 to 16.9%
in 1997 while it was only 6.4% and 5.5% in Honduras and
Costa Rica. (Quoted in Allen 2000) The Irish Times reported
that the Irish State ‘attracts 38 per cent of all mobile manu-
facturing investment into Europe’ and is ‘the number one
global exporter of software’ outside the US. This US invest-
ment has been concentrated in a few high growth and high
technology sectors. Since 1980 40% of all US investment in
European electronics has come to Ireland. In 1999 elec-
tronics companies generated around £12 billiocn in exports,
over 17% of GDP and employed more than 36,000 people,
almost half employed by US companies. About 95% of com-
panies in the pharmaceutical sector, which exported around
£12.5 billion and empioyed 17,000 people, were from the US.
It is thus reckoned that US industry had an investment of $30
billion from around 500 companies. (IT 27/09/00)

The clear driver of economic growth has been this foreign,
mainly US investment. While GDP in current prices grew by
142% between 1990 and 1999, exports grew by 271%,
mainly as a result of US and other multinational production.
In contrast personal consumption grew by just over 100%
giving a first clue why despite the boom many people feel
they have missed out. Increasingly this consumption is fu-
elled by debt. GDP in constant prices grew by 78.5% be-
tween 1990 and 1999 while GNP grew by 69.8%. The differ-
ence shows the flood of money leaving the country in profit
repatriation by multinationals. Between 1990 and 1999
£50,298m left the country, greater than total GNP in 1999.
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If these are the bold statistics of growth the figures that lie
behind them also show that it was multinationals that made
the celtic tiger. While GNP grew by nearly 70% industrial pro-
duction grew by 225% and the sectors dominated by multina-
tionals grew even more. Chemicais, which includes the phar-
maceutical sector, grew by 449%, computers grew by 328%
and electronic engineering by 270%. (NIE 1998) The celtic
tiger is really a misnomer. The Irish capitalist class, instead of
recovering the fourth green field, has sold the other three to
the US and the ‘Republic’ in many ways is the 51st state of a
different union.

Further analysis not only confirms the origin of the boom in
multinational investment but also undermines the claim that
social partnership was the cause. Denis O'Hearn (O’Hearn
1998) working on unpublished statistics to the mid 1990's esti-
mated that 75-80% of fixed capital investment that produced
the surge in industrial production came from multinationals. In
the late 1990s this increased further to 80-85%. ‘The foreign
share of fixed capital investment in industry rose from about
60 percent in 1988 to 85 percent in the late 1990s. During the
same period, the U.S. share of TNC (Transnational Corpora-
tion) investments rose from 40 to 50 percent to more than 80
percent... Ten U.S. TNCs in computers and chemicals
accounted for a third of value added in southern Irish manu-
facturing in 1994. In 1998, the economy grew by nearly 10
percent, and much of this resulted from a 60 percent rise in
organic chemical exports, mainly due to phenomenal sales of
one drug produced in County Cork: Viagra. ‘In the main, the
Irish tiger economy boils down to a few U.S corporations in IT
and pharmaceuticals.' (O'Hearn, 2000)

The attraction for multinationals is reflected in the large profits
that can be ascribed to Irish operations. ‘According to the U.S.
Department of Commerce's Survey of Current Business, U.S.
TNCs maintained profit rates (net income as a percentage of
sales) of about 25 percent in Ireland during the 1990s, five
times greater than the 5 percent profit rates they receive else-
where in the world.’ (O'Hearn, 2000)
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The annual Census of Industrial Production (CIP) confirms
the role of these companies. The CIP for the years 1991 to
1998 show that while total employment in industry increased
by 23%, it increased by 33% in foreign owned industry and
by 16% in native industry. Gross output during the same pe-
riod grew by 132% overall, by 214% in foreign industry and
by only 38% in Irish industry. The figures for net output were
174%, 229% and 57% respectively. This meant that produc-
tivity (net output per worker) increased by 122% overall but
by 148% in foreign industry and 35% in indigenous industry.
These figures are distorted by the practice of transfer pricing
whereby multinationals avoid tax at home by artificially inflat-
ing the production that can be ascribed to Ireland but the
numbers are too great to invalidate the argument.

The figures in the CIP also show the growing dependence of
Irish industry on multinational companies. The percentage of
Irish industry production made up of supplies to multination-
als increased from 13.4% in 1991 to 36.2% in 1998. This
means that 96.5% of the growth in indigenous industrial out-
put was due to purchases from multinationals. Native indus-
try, which exported 34.8% of its output in 1991, exported
slightly less, 34.1%, in 1998. The biggest destination contin-
ued to be the traditional UK market. In 1991 41.9% of ex-
ports went to the UK and in 1998 it had hardly changed at
41.1%. This is important because of growing claims by me-
dia pundits and some economists that indigenous industry
has strengthened and the hope that it might become the ve-
hicle of future growth if (it should be when) foreign invest-
ment falters. The census figures confirm that if ever an econ-
omy could be considered dominated by imperialist capital it is
the lrish one.

When we look at the statistics for wages we can see the
effect of social partnership in restricting wage growth. Over-
all, wages grew by 33%, not even keeping pace with produc-
tivity, and actually increased slightly faster in foreign industry
(by 34%) compared to indigenous firms (29%). The share of
wages in net output of foreign industry almost halved from
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19.5% in 1991 to 10.5% in 1998. These figures demonstrate
the dramatic increase in rates of exploitation that have taken
place under the sociai partnership regime. They also provide
evidence for the socialist analysis that it is not wages that de-
termines growth but the strength of capital accumulation that
sets the framework for wages. Low wages can hardly be the
secret of economic success when the foreign, high tech sec-
tors that have propelled growth have higher wages than in-
digenous firms. In the CIP wages in Irish industry were only
80.7% of wages in the foreign sector in 1991 and by 1998
this had declined slightly to 78%. So the higher wages of the
foreign sector hadn't prevented higher growth while lower
wages in lrish owned industry had not prevented a much
lower rate of growth. Compared to other countries the cost of
labour has fallen. Unit wage costs compared to major trading
partners have halved from an index of 100 in 1990 to only 51
in 2000. (Central Bank 2000)

Beyond the Multinationals

It is therefore quite clear that wage restraint was not the
cause of foreign investment, which also lies behind the
growth of indigenous industry. The Irish State’s membership
of the EU when the latter was moving to the Single Market
and then Monetary Union encouraged investment in a period
when such developments were assisting a worldwide shift to
internationalise production by the world's biggest companies.
The reason they chose the south of Ireland as a location had
more to do with the qualities of an English speaking labour
force than the wages these workers were compelled to re-
ceive. The Director of Analog Device's European operations,
John Horgan, told a manager’s conference that inward in-
vestment had nothing to do with social partnership but ‘the
young, intelligent educated and committed workforce that is
happy to work in non-union environments.' (Irish Times
14/06/99) Intel's decision to make the biggest investment in
the history of the State in 2000, up to £2 billion, was due to
the ability of the local state to deliver the productive capacity
quickly so that Intel's technology would hit the market and
make profits as rapidly as possible. The vice-president of
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Microsoft, Bob Herbold, said that the main reason the com-
pany set up in Ireland was the provision of the necessary infra-
structure and the privatisation of Telecom Eireann.

However the most important reason for foreign companies
coming to the south of Ireland is the tax regime. A study of tax
in US investment decisions found that ‘low and in some cases
negative effective tax rate(s) applied.” (Allen 2000) This does
not mean that any shift in tax would see multinationals close
shop and move elsewhere immediately. The availability of an
experienced workforce, Irish industry suppliers, other
‘agglomeration’ economies, and the problem of committed
fixed investments mean that multinationals cannot just walk
out right away. However in the medium or long term, and
perhaps not so long term, this would indeed be the result. The
idea that Irish worker's living standards can continue to rise
while multinationals have the whole globe to seek out more
profitable locations based on lower wages is a simple fantasy.

This has decisive political consequences. It means that the
traditional reformist response to the demands of workers, for
example increased public expenditure based on taxation can-
not be applied - unless that taxation is of workers - because
multinationals will simply leave. There is therefore no purely
national solution for Irish workers. This is not a gospel of
despair, multinationals need workers around the world to bid
their living standards down in order to blackmail each national
section of the working class into accepting its demands. The
international response is simply to unite workers for the oppo-
site objective: to defend workers living standards and rights
across the world. The unwillingness of Irish trade unions to
organise in multinationals inside Ireland never mind organise
across these companies internationally demonstrates the com-
plete collapse of the reformist project of the union leaders.
They remain wedded to their own national State even when
this can only mean supporting the bidding down of workers
pay and conditions in their own country. The demand for the
international organisation of workers that has been raised in
the past by socialists is now not only a ‘good idea’ but a press-
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ing necessity for workers to defend their most immediate inter-
ests.

The mobility of international capital and the dependency of the
State on it for revenue places definite limits on the increased
pay, conditions and social services that Irish workers can ex-
pect to enjoy so long as they accept the parameters set by
multinational companies. There is only one alternative for
them and it is not wealth distribution from these companies to
working people. It is the international organisation of workers
with the aim of taking control of these companies for the bene-
fit not just of Irish workers but of those around the world sub-
ject to their blackmail.

Workers should not be afraid to defend themselves against the
attacks of social partnership because the option of doing noth-
ing and hoping for the best is not available. Just as worker’s
sacrifices did not create the celtic tiger, whatever its meagre
benefits, neither will their sacrifices save it. The problems are
piling up for an industrialisation strategy based on foreign in-
vestment and none of them have anything to do with busting
sacial partnership.

The first problem has hardly been acknowledged as one and
as usual there are many right wing economists on hand to ar-
gue it isn’t. Throwing the economy open to the forces of glob-
alisation has led to record job losses in IDA supported compa-
nies, 22,000 in 1999, the highest since the disastrous eighties.
Many of these jobs lost belong to an earlier generation of mul-
tinational investment. In effect a lot of running has to be done
just to stand still. Memories are short and the experience of
even high tech companies making redundancies is not a dis-
tant one as the names of Digital in Galway and Apple in Cork
ilustrate. As these lines are written speculation is rife about a
recession in the US and of a ‘hard landing’ there having similar
consequences in lreland. The pulling of Intel's massive new
investment and closure of Gateway have nothing to do with
workers in Ireland claiming too much and everything to do with
the failures of an anarchic economic system. The spectre of
harmonisation of tax rates in the EU is also an issue that will
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not go away. The Irish capitalist class is in no position to
continue the celtic tiger without the multinationals. Indige-
nous industrial investment fell by half in real terms between
1983 and 1998. (O’Hearn, 2000)

A second problem has been identified by the State but there
is considerable doubt whether it can do what it claims to
solve it. The rapid economic growth of the last dozen years
has exposed the infrastructural deficit of the country. Partly
this is the natural outcome of economic growth under capital-
ism, which is utterly incapable of balanced and even develop-
ment. Partly however it reflects the semi-colonial character
of Ireland’s economy, which exaggerates the problem. A
study by economic consultants, Fitzpatrick & Associates,
‘concluded that Ireland simply does not have the accumula-
tion of wealth and infrastructure that typifies countries such
as Holland, Germany and the UK. And it is not just the
wealthier nations that we trail. In transport terms, for in-
stance, we have the same number of motorway miles as tiny
Luxembourg, and are significantly behind Belgium, Greece,
and Portugal’ (IT 16/09/98) The Irish State will no longer
get the large structural funding from the EU which totalled
some £5.4 billion between 1994 and 1999 although this is not
viewed as the main problem. The National Development
Plan which envisages £40.6 billion being spent over seven
years to 2006 has been called into question because of the
lack of workers and State capacity to plan.

This should be no surprise given the State's track record.
The impetus for planning the development of the country has
not usually come from inside. We have already seen how in
the midst of a debt crisis the capitalist class massively
evaded tax and the State authorities ‘were broadly aware of
the fact that people were avoiding tax." (Maurice O’Connell,
Governor of the Central Bank) Such irresponsibility in the
governance of ones own state indicates the narrow and
greedy horizons of the native capitalist class and its political
establishment.  The inspiration for most previous pro-
grammes of infrastructural development has come from out-
side - the British, when they ruled the country, the Americans
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when the State chased after Marshall aid after World War
Two and EU structural funds in recent decades. The inability
of the native State to forecast and plan necessary develop-
ment can be seen in the most obvious current deficit — hous-
ing. The State built only 2,090 social houses in 1993, nearly
4,000 in 1994 but oniy an estimated 3,000 in 1999. Thus in
the year 2000 40,000 people were on the housing list com-
pared to 26,000 in 1996. Since this effects the working class,
nine out of ten households on the list have incomes below
£10,000, the State didn't care. Except now it needs workers
to stoke the boilers of the multinationals.

Paradoxically the prospect of a recession in the US and its
effects on Ireland have raised the possibility of an alternative
threat, no longer having enough money to pay for bridging
the infrastructural deficit. The policy of taxing workers and
letting capital off, when coupled with cutting payroll taxes,
especially for the rich, has left the State vulnerable. The pro-
jected fall in the government’'s budget surplus in 2001 from
£2.5 billion to £1billion iliustrates the underlying weakness of
the Irish State despite over a decade of record breaking
growth. In a matter of months the State moved from a situa-
tion of not enough resources to address its inadequate
infrastructure to one where it might not have enough money
to pay for it. Common to both is a lack of resources that re-
flects underlying weakness derived from complete and utter
structural dependence on the international capitalist econ-
omy.

The third problem is the narrow basis of economic growth,
the US IT and pharmaceutical sector. O'Hearn (1998 &
2000) has advanced the argument that not only is this limited
to two sectors from one country but it was the arrival of one
company, Intel, that was crucial in establishing the dynamic
towards agglomeration economies that saw other firms follow
Intel's lead. The obvious question is whether this
‘demonstration effect’ could work in reverse and a small num-
ber of companies exiting the country prompt a much larger
exodus. Production is located to facilitate exports and there
is no local market that would in itself help to anchor invest-
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ment. The downturn in the US economy raised very quickly the
prospect of these companies cutting back investment and pro-
duction in the south of Ireland and giving the lie to the stupid
analysis prevalent at one time that these were ‘recession proof
industries. In fact capitalism is a system within which the most
profitable sectors often expand without any obvious regard to
the limits of the market. Their initial fantastic growth only pro-
pels even more investment, the downturn being more shocking
when these limits are eventually reached. The dot com bubble
is only the most recent of a long history of such failures of the
capitalist market.

While social partnership is not the main reason for foreign
investment, it is a factor demonstrating the business friendly ap-
proach of the Irish State. Unfortunately as we have argued this
approach means that Irish workers can never equally enjoy the
benefits of economic growth. The much trumpeted gains of the
tiger economy cannot be distributed on the basis that there are
different partners in society because the only reason US invest-
ment came in the first place was the promise that foreign profits
were paramount. This is what lies behind the widespread disil-
lusionment and resentment among a population that is told that
it has never had it so good while feeling that it has never had so
little of what there is. The truth is that this is as good as it gets
and as good as it gets is a long way from the hype of succes-
sive governments and union leaders. The prospect of reces-
sion is currently sobering many to a much bleaker future.

Undoubtedly living standards have increased but it is important
that we know why and how they have increased. Wages have
risen and ordinary workers have enjoyed tax cuts, even if late in
the day and to a much lesser extent than those on the highest
salaries. Unfortunately the figures used to demonstrate and
quantify the increase are useless if not positively misleading.
Statistics used to demonstrate increases in real wages always
use a measure of inflation that bears little relation to the  ex-
perience of many workers. This is demonstrated by the fact
that while the average price of new houses rose from an index
of 98 in 1990 to 250 in 2000, in other words they went up over
250%, consumer prices are supposed to have increased by
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only 28.5%. (Housing Statistics Bulletin June 2000) But since
buying a house is the biggest expenditure working class peo-
ple will incur in their lives how can this be? The answer is
that the cost of housing is not counted in the rise of the cost
of living. Instead it is regarded as an investment. This may
be true for the rich speculators for whom the consumer price
index seems more appropriate but for workers this is obvious
nonsense. This leads to the absurd result that because
housing costs are measured by mortgage interest rates the
cost of housing has sometimes been recorded as falling
while prices go through the roof! It might be thought that the
cost of housing is covered by the inclusion of the cost of rent
in the index. Unfortunately this has a weighting of 1.8 out of
100 while newspapers have a weighting of 1.2. (Allen 1999)
If only the mortgage cost £1 per day! The Index is
‘specifically designed not to take into account changes made
by households’ according to the Central Statistics  Office.
In other words it is specifically designed to become more and
more irrelevant. The alternative to social partnership clearly
involves workers creating their own measure of the cost of
living and updating it regularly. The Consumer Price Index is
only one way of measuring increases in the cost of living.
Between 1990 and 1999 it recorded price increases of 21.5%
while the GNP deflator, used to measure the overall econ-
omy by excluding the effect of prices, recorded an in-
crease of 37%. (NIE 1999) The latter measure would signifi-
cantly reduce any recorded increase in real take home pay.

Some economists argue that all sources of income need to
be taken into account, not just wages, and that the best
measure of this is GNP per capita, that is the total output of
the economy divided by the population. This shows an
increase from £8,418 in 1990 to £13,384 in 1999, excluding
the effect of rising prices. This would indicate an increase in
living standards of nearly 60%, although this says nothing
about its distribution. A number of factors have contributed
to this. The fall in the birth rate since 1980 and the relatively
low numbers of over 60s because of the huge emigration in
the 1950s has reduced the dependency ratio. This is the
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number of people, such as the very young and old that those of
working age have to support. The second factor is that after
initial years of jobless growth the number in work has increased
from 1.110 million in 1987 to 1.591 million in 1999 with the un-
employment rate falling from 16.9% to 5.7%. In other words
workers living standards have increased because they have
worked for it. In particular the number of women working has
increased at an annual rate of 7% between 1988 and 1999
while that of men increased by only 2.4% per year. The share
of women in the workforce has therefore increased from 32.8%
in 1988 to 40.5% in 1999. Many working class households
have made gains in living standards because both partners
have gone to work. (O'Connell, 2000)

This has led to its own problems. While the official working
week is down from 40 to 39 hours the real working week has
expanded dramatically. Both partners working means that chil-
dren have to be taken to child care if it can be found and does-
n't cost a small fortune. Once that is done the lack of proper
public transport and infrastructure, especially in Dublin, means
long traffic jams. It has been estimated that 10% of peak time
commuters in the city spend three hours every day travelling to
work so that a 39-hour week becomes a 54-hour week. Some
are spending four hours a day travelling to and from work. ‘In
general, journey times in and out of Dublin increased by 55 per
cent between 1991 and 1999. (IT 18/10/00)

Most of the new jobs haven't been created in high-tech multina-
tionals but in service industries. This has meant part time work-
ing increasing from 8% of total employment in 1990 to almost
17% in 1998, with women accounting for 70% of the total. The
number of temporary workers has also increased, again dispro-
portionately women. (O'Connell, 2000) Debate has raged over
the quality of the new jobs and the categorisation of occupa-
tions into classes that informs the debate leaves a lot to be de-
sired but it appears that both good and poor jobs have been
created. The extent of the latter can be gauged from the fact
that while in 1990 there were 50,000 on marginal tax relief, by
1997 this had increased to 174,000. (ATGWU, 1999) This
gives some indication of the high number of new jobs that did
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not require workers to pay even the standard rate of tax.

This brings to the fore the large rise in inequality over the period
of social partnership. In 1987 the south of Ireland was already
a very unequal society but this inequality of earnings increased
in the 1990s. In the mid-1990s it had one of the highest levels
of low pay in the OECD countries but the main cause of rising
inequality has been the increase in earnings of the best paid.
(Barrett, Fitz Gerald & Nolan, 2000) Only the rise in the number
of working class women going to work prevented inequality at
the household level from increasing as much. No figures are
available on the unequal distribution of wealth which no doubt
exceeds income inequality and is impossible to measure given
the ability of the rich to hide their wealth and avoid tax.

The rise in earnings inequality has been assisted by part time,
temporary, ‘yellow pack’ employees beside better paid, skilled
and high tech workers. This is not only the result of impersonal
market forces but also a conscious strategy of employers
designed to weaken trade unions. In this, as we have seen, the
union leaders have collaborated. Changed terms and conditions
for new workers have been negotiated while ICTU long ago
stopped pretending it was trying to unionise the multinational
sector. Its enthusiastic adoption of flexibility translates into
increasing inequality. At the top of the pay scale top managers
are above the pay limitations of the partnership deals as are the
core workers of multinationals. The most amazing statistic of
this increased inequality is the dramatic fall in the share of
wages in the economy, falling from 71.2% in 1987 to 57.2% in
2000. In the EU as a whole the fall was from 72% to 68.6%.
Even in the home of inequality, the US, the fall was from 68.7%
to 67.7%. (European Economy 1999) The sheer scale of this
shift can be appreciated when it is realised that those working
increased by over 40%.

This damning statistic is not accidental but an inevitable result
of a partnership policy based on making the country and its
workers raw materials for multinationals. Wages have been re-
stricted in a conscious effort to boost the profits of foreign and
native capital alike. A further twist is introduced by the key role
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of low corporate taxes, which puts downward pressure on the
social wage in the shape of education, health and welfare
spending. The partnership policy of pretending to make up in
tax cuts what has been foregone in wage rises means that
workers are doubly penalised. Not only are limits put on direct
incomes but the social wage is also restricted in a strategy ex-
plicitly endorsed by ICTU. Thus while GDP grew by almost
78% between 1990 and 1999 government expenditure in-
creased by only 36% and state spending as a proportion of
total spending is now lower than in the US. (NIE 1999) This
provides another explanation why workers feel that most of the
benefits of the celtic tiger have passed them by.

It should therefore come as no surprise to find that state ser-
vices for the working class have suffered in the middle of the
boom economy. Education in particular has been dominated
utterly by the requirements of multinationals for computer and
engineering graduates. The State spends over twice as much
per pupil on those that go on to third level education as it does
on those who leave school early. (Fintan O'Toole, IT 17/10/00)
Ninety percent of the children of higher professional groups go
to third level institutions compared to only 13% of those of
unskilled manual workers. The south of Ireland has the lowest
spending per primary school student relative to GDP in the
EU. (Allen, 2000) The result of this is that ‘a quarter of the
population is functionally illiterate and a young person from a
poor background has a better chance of seeing the inside of a
prison or a psychiatric hospital than of a university.’ (O'Toole
IT 17/10/00)

Similar neglect is also evident in the health service despite
relatively recent announcements of increased funding. Spend-
ing on health is below the EU average and was only 80% of
the EU average in per capita terms in 1998. In 1960, after the
disastrous 1950s, it had been nearly 84%! In 1997 there were
3.7 in-patient beds per 1,000 people, the lowest number in the
EU, which had an average of 6.6. Cuts in healthcare spending
in the 1980s forced many, now 45% of the population, to take
out private health insurance and seventy percent are charged
for visits to the GP. Those in public healthcare wait years for
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treatment while for VHI members ‘in excess of 80% are
admitted for treatment within four weeks of seeing a special-
ist.” The result is that in the summer of 2000 nearly 32,000
were on the waiting list. Private health insurance is subsidised
by the State and provides only 9% of total healthcare spending
‘yet it totally distorts access to services.” Until recently it was
provided by the semi-state VHI which was not a profit seeking
enterprise. Changes to world trade regulations mean that it
will not be long before attempts are made to change this. The
result is a country where, if you reach 65, you have the lowest
remaining life expectancy in the EU. (All quotes and figures
from the Irish Times ‘An Unhealthy State’ series, 2-6 October
2000)

The chronic underfunding of some services has led to  dis-
turbing scandals. Children as young as ten are being put into
prison because there is nowhere else to look after them. ‘An
extremely disturbed, mildly mentally handicapped boy who
was sexually abused as a child’ was put into a young of-
fender's centre. ‘In another case last month, a 17-year-old girl
considered to be at “very serious” risk to herself and others
was committed to the Central Mental Hospital for the criminally
insane despite an expert view that it was totally inappropriate
and possibly illegal’ (IT 17/04/00) Thus we have an estab-
lishment that boasts of its ability to build factories for rich multi-
national companies faster than anywhere else but finds it
impossible after years of neglect to build safe and caring
homes for its most vulnerable citizens. And these are the
partners of our union leaders.

The warped priorities can be seen in every aspect of govern-
ment policy. Total current spending by the state fell by 10% in
real terms between 1987 and 1989. Social security spending
by 1996 was 7% lower than the European average and had
converged with US levels. (O'Riain & O’Connell, 2000) Close
to 854,000 people were in receipt of weekly welfare payments
at the end of 1998 and when you take account of their
dependants it comes to around 1.4 million people, over one
third of the population. (IT 2/08/99) In housing ‘somewhere in
the region of 100,000 people were seeking accommodation
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from local authorities’ and a further 16,000 were forced to pay
rents to private landlords. (Alan Dukes, IT 6/10/99) On taxa-
tion: ‘the net effect of the last three budgets has been to in-
crease the after-tax purchasing power of a single taxpayer
with a 1997 income of £100,000 a year by eight times as much
as in the case of someone on £10,000 a year in 1997’ (Garret
Fitzgerald, IT 11/12/99) The stunning inequality of it all can be
pointed out by ‘unbiased’ academics or right wing politicians.
It isn't necessary to be a socialist to see and describe reality
when it stares one in the face. However as that old fashioned
figure from the past Karl Marx might have put it, they have
only interpreted the world, the point is to change it. The first
step in doing so is understanding why it hasn't been changed
already.

Politics

All these statistics are not meant to imply that working class peo-
ple are simply passive objects of economic, social and political
forces over which they have no influence. The record of trade
union struggle has shown that many workers have refused to
accept their allotted role of patsy to the combined forces of
bosses, State and wonderful union leaders. More than that sig-
nificant numbers have sought to voice their anger and opposition
politically. The reason the world hasn't changed, except for more
of the same, is because of the political vacuity of that opposition.

While dissatisfaction with social partnership is only one issue that
has exercised working class voters it is a fundamental element of
a political system that has generated a minority but significant
opposition. This has been expressed in votes for parties that
could generally be considered left or at least not part of the estab-
lishment. Disenchantment with the prevailing political leadership,
particularly Fianna Fail, reached a pinnacle in the 1992 election
when the Labour Party which in 1987 had only 6.5% of the vote,
increased its total from 9.5% in 1989 to 19.3%. It so blatantly be-
trayed the hopes of those sickened by the rottenness of the sys-
tem by entering a coalition with Fianna Fail that its vote plum-
meted in 1997 to 10.4%, with Fianna Fail gaining some of the
benefit and many more deciding not to vote. Declining turnout,
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particularly by working class voters has been a feature of south-
ern elections for years.

This is not surprising. Every major party supports social partner-
ship and almost every conceivable permutation of coalition except
a Fianna Fail/Fine Gael government has negotiated or presided
over a partnership deal. Smaller parties to the left have risen and
fallen and for a short time appeared to promise an alternative, for
example the Workers Party or Democratic Left. However these
parties refused to fundamentally break from the system and their
perspective of reforming capitalism required a healthy capitalism
to deliver the reforms. This in turn required working class sacri-
fice and support for the attacks that partnership involved, covered
up to a greater or lesser extent by left rhetoric. When it came to
the bit these parties also betrayed the hopes that many had
invested in them. The Workers Party helped prop up the Charlie
Haughey government in the early eighties and Democratic Left
joined a rainbow coalition with Fine Gael and Labour in the mid
1990s. This discrediting of what presents itself as the left has
undoubtedly played a part in the search for other alternatives in
the shape of the Green Party or Sinn Fein. Neither even prom-
ises a break with the capitalist system.

At the back of this political weakness of the current left, expressed
both in its limited support and minimal reformist programme, is an
inheritance of monumental betrayal. This can be traced back to
the willingness of the leaders of the labour movement to step
aside from the democratic struggle against British imperialism in
the November 1918 Labour Party and Trade Union Congress and
their endorsement of the new Free State at the 1922 Congress.
The ‘carnival of reaction’ which followed partition as foreseen by
James Connolly was expressed in the South by the workers
movement's complete subordination to 26 county bourgeois
nationalism expressed particularly by Fianna Fail. This led to
support for whatever project happened to be favoured by the
indigenous capitalist class or its State. Protected industrialisation
or openness to the world market have both been adopted by the
labour leaders in the trade unions and Labour Party. Acceptance
of the core programme of the capitalist class has meant support
for whatever measures have been required to implement them.
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Thus when the strategy of handouts to multinationals led to unsus-
tainable debt the Labour Party demand was simply that cuts in
public expenditure should be more equally spread. Even critics on
the supposed left such as the Workers Party accepted that the na-
tional debt had to be repaid. The internationalisation of the world
economy has made the reformist projects of these social democ-
ratic parties even less tenable than in the past. In Ireland there can
be no room for basing oneself on a national State delivering the
goods when that State is so utterly subordinated to multinational
forces.

This timidity of the left has nowhere been so cruelly expressed than
by the Fianna Fail leader Sean Lemass: 7 have already said that
the outstanding charactenistic of the Labour Party is that it is the
most respectable party in the state... So long as they cannot be
accused of being even pale pink in politics they seem to think they
have fuffilled their function towards the lIrish people’ However
perhaps even more accurate was the remark by another Fianna
Fail leader Gerry Boland: ‘as England despises those who run after
her, so does Capital despise those who run after it’ (Quoted in
Allen, 1997) It has continued to be Fianna Fail that politically domi-
nates the largest part of the working class. A poll in the 1997 elec-
tion showed that Fianna Fail had the support of 51% of the skilied
working class and 49% of unskilled workers. (Fitzgerald & Girvin,
2000)

This political inheritance has borne down heavily on the Irish work-
ing class leaving it ill equipped to resist attacks like social partner-
ship. There has been a tendency for some on the left to put this
down to a separation of politics from economics in the tradition of
social democracy represented by the Labour Party and ICTU.
(Allen, 1997) In fact the problem with current social democracy is
that its politics are thoroughly capitalist. The demands of social
democracy always begin from what the State and system can
afford. The demands of socialists start from what the working class
and others need. If this proves unaffordable to the system then it
only confirms the analysis that the capitalist system has to be over-
thrown and replaced. Whether this looks ‘unreasonable’ or
‘uneconomic’ concerns us not a jot. In fact we are convinced that
the demands of the working class are uneconomic under capital-
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ism and are unreasonable to the rich and privileged.

This is the political framework and the political obstacles that face
those opposed to social partnership. It has been argued correctly
that the power and influence of Fianna Fail and the Catholic
Church, the historic pillars of the State, have been weakened by
scandal. Mobilisation by those demanding change has played a
large role in bringing this about. Unfortunately their institutional and
political power remains because these mobilisations have not been
sustained, again a reflection of the left's weakness. (Allen, 2000)

What then must be the strategy of opposition? Again we can learn
from the past in order to understand the limitations of previous
challenges and why mobilisations have not been sustained, often
leaving no lasting political legacy. The 1960s witnessed impressive
levels of working class combativity with strike statistics in the irish
State topping international league tables. This culminated in the
maintenance craftsmen’s strike in 1969. Politically it was the
Labour Party that rode the crest of this wave, once more proclaim-
ing its socialist credentials after the period of cold war reaction in
the 1950s. The North  exploded in the demand for civil rights,
fracturing the political establishment. The Southern State
responded with a political offensive threatening a wage freeze in
order to impose a National Wage Agreement. The Employer-
Labour Conference was beefed up and ICTU introduced restric-
tions on worker's picketing. The Labour Party dropped its radical
rhetoric and despite rank and file organisation through a Dublin
Shop Stewards Committee the workers movement had no overall
political altemative so that the existing leadership strengthened its
control. In the North republicanism gained leadership of the
democratic struggle and eschewing class politics embarked on a
doomed armed struggle strategy in the North, looking on the South
simply as a base for operations.

At the end of the 1970s the South witnessed even more impressive
struggles, in opposition to the punitive levels of taxation suffered by
the working class. ICTU was eventually forced to call a national
strike and on 20th January 1980 700,000 people came out on
strike in 37 centres and 300,000 marched in a demonstration in
Dublin. It was the ‘largest peaceful protest in post-war Europe’
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according to the BBC, which in relative terms it could well have been
(Allen, 1997). The State and union leaders again upped the ante by
negotiating a partnership deal that for the first time explicitly included
the government as one of the parties. The first National Under-
standing was brokered before the strike to a background of more
threats of statutory pay restrictions. The second was endorsed
by a large majority and the process only brought to a halt by the
bosses who thought they could get more by following the austerity
policies of the government with a free-for-all attack on worker's rights
and wages. This led to the long recession of the eighties when pub-
lic expenditure was cut, wages fell and union membership declined.
The earlier impressive show of militancy had failed to prevent any of
this. An obvious lesson of both these periods was that militancy by
itself was not enough. Political weakness was exploited by the State,
bosses and union leaders to impose a renewed offensive in each
case.

The dramatic growth in inequality during the recent period of social
partnership has been characterised as one of class polarisation.
(Allen, 2000) This in itself has laid the basis for justifying resistance
but the growth of inequality is not only expressed in growing polari-
sation of the top from the rest. Inequality has grown within the work-
ing class and sectionalism within the union movement is probably
greater now than it was when partnership was first imposed in
1987. Class polarisation in sociological terms does not automatically
transfer into political polarisation and it is just such a political shift
that is required. Class polarisation in economic and social terms has
been most strikingly confirmed by the statistics showing the declining
share of wages in the economy. It should be recalled that this de-
cline has been going on for a long time. The share of wages also fell
in the 1980s from 78.6% in 1980 to 71.2% in 1987, a faster rate of
decline than that of the 1990s. (European Economy, 1999) Eco-
nomic conditions may currently be more  favourable to a revival of
working class militancy but what will  always be decisive is the
question of political policy and leadership to which we now turn.
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Chapter 5

Alternatives to
‘No Alternative’

The argument of this book has been that the interests of work-
ers and the employer class and its state are opposed and ir-
reconcilable. The idea of partnership, which speaks of such
reconciliation, can therefore only mean that the interests of
one are subordinated to the interests of the other. In a capital-
ist society this means that the interests of workers are subordi-
nated to those of capitalism. The peculiar character of social
partnership is that this subordination has been accompiished
mainly through voluntary actions by the workers movement
itself. It has not come through massive State repression or by
the sort of Thatcher offensive that occurred in Britain in the
1980’s and 1990s. The key to understanding how it has hap-
pened therefore lies within the workers movement itself. The
ideological offensive around the ‘national’ debt; that ‘we’ had
been paying ourselves too much, must pay higher taxes and
accept lower wages to encourage the richest companies in the
world to invest etc. etc. This by itself was not enough, despite
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the repeated Thatcherite mantra that ‘there is no alternative.’
The key to the enduring success of social partnership has
been the role of a trade union leadership that has supported
this ideological offensive, indeed often leading it, and has used
its control of the union movement to sabotage any fightback
against it.

Because a genuine partnership of equals with the bosses and
capitalist state is not possible the partnership that has existed
has been between the bosses, State and trade union bureauc-
racy. This has meant further attenuation of the relationship
between the trade union leadership and ordinary members.
Partnership with the bosses is only possible by weakening
democracy inside the trade union movement because the
false nature of the partnership inevitably becomes too glaring
and the leadership is compelled to step in to stop workers do-
ing something about it.

Democracy

Alongside the imposition of the rotten deals have gone attacks
by the bureaucracy on union democracy. We have noted the
secret negotiations, false promises, threats, lack of balloting of
members on deals and attacks on delegates voting rights at
ICTU conferences. This isn't the half of it. The erosion of
union democracy has been going on for decades but the part-
nership process has pushed it much further.

The case of John Mitchell of the Irish Distributive and Adminis-
trative Trade Union (IDATU) is telling in this regard. Mitchell
was leader of IDATU and had gained a reputation for sup-
porting members in industrial action, as opposed to tying them
in knots through industrial relations procedure and then selling
them out. He had also taken a stand on international issues
such as the rights of the Palestinian people and solidarity with
Polish trade unionists. Above all he was a potential thorn in
the side of, and pole of opposition to, the first partnership deal,
the PNR, which was being negotiated at the time.

The issue began when Mitchell lambasted the trade union
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movement for remaining silent in the face of discrimination and
repression in the North, particularly criticising the shop
workers union USDAW. USDAW complained to ICTU, which
subsequently expelled Mitchell from the executive and
suspended IDATU from Congress. His remarks were widely
seen by the IDATU membership and by militants generally as
an excuse to push him aside from a position of influence,
weakening potential opposition to the new partnership deal.
This view was confirmed when Mitchell was suspended from
IDATU by its executive and later sacked after he booked a
union hall for a republican meeting. Simultaneously the lead-
ership of IDATU began pulling out of organising northern
workers. How appropriate that the opponents of workers unity
in the whole country should also oppose those fighting against
sectarianism and repression in the North and those in opposi-
tion to partnership in the South. Also instructive was the role
of Sinn Fein's leading trade unionist, Phil Flynn. Not only did
he not oppose the expulsion; he seconded the motion expel-
ling Mitchell!

This case showed the unwillingness of the trade union move-
ment to tackle sectarianism and repression in the North or to
look towards any real unity with northern workers. They bol-
stered sectarianism by, in effect, arguing that northern workers
were not really relevant to those in the South and that Protes-
tant workers could not be persuaded through union campaigns
to treat Catholic workers as equals. It demonstrated that
opposition to ‘politics’ in the unions was only a cover for
acceptance and support for the existing rotten political set up.
The case also illustrated the weakness of union militants who
left the question of organisation to left-wing leaders. The case
was eventually settied in the High Court between IDATU and
Mitchell, leaving the campaign to reinstate him high and dry.
Reliance on a left wing leader with no strong rank and file
organisation below him had proved a failure.

The State also took steps to strengthen the bureaucracy’s grip
on the trade union movement. It was felt that too many small
unions reduced the gap between ordinary members and union
leaders forcing the latter to be more responsive to the former.
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The State therefore heavily promoted the merger of existing
unions and in 1989 gave out £290,000 to encourage union
mergers. Between 1989 and 2000 there were to be 30 union
amalgamations. In order to minimise the possibility of new
breakaway unions in response to this strategy the State speci-
fied that licences could only be given to unions that had more
than 1,000 members and were able to raise a substantial
amount of money as a deposit.

The most significant merger took place in 1990 when the Irish
Transport and General Workers Union (ITGWU) and the Feder-
ated Workers Union of Ireland (FWUI) joined together in the
creation of SIPTU (Services Industrial Professional Technical
Union). The new union had 155,000 members comprising 40
per cent of the total ICTU membership and received a grant
from the State of £700,000 to carry out the merger. The first
ordinary members heard of the proposed alliance was when it
was announced in the press after months of secret negotiations.
The members of both unions were left with no means of deter-
mining the conditions on which the merger would take place.
These conditions showed that behind the leadership rhetoric of
‘one big union’ lay an attack on union democracy. Thus the six
general officers that headed the union were not to be elected
but kept in place until 1997. The first national conference and
elections for a new National Executive wasn't to be held for four
years. National conferences were only to be held every two
years instead of every year and in the first SDC after the merger
only documents from the leadership were to be discussed.
Regionalisation of the union threatened the ability to initiate
State-wide action and increased powers to the bureaucracy
made such action harder to achieve, placing the ability to call,
and call off, strike action firmly in the hands of the bureaucracy.
in the end only 23% of the membership voted and the break-
down of the figures was not revealed, except to confirm the
support of an ‘overwhelming majority’ which, given the lack of
debate and impossibility of putting an alternative, would not
have been surprising.

The ICTU bureaucrats also took other steps to increase their
control of workers’ potential for action. In 1987 they tightened
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up the rules that governed picketing. Following the mainte-
nance craftsmen strike in 1969, which had been won partly
through effective picketing, ICTU had introduced a rule which
meant that workers were instructed to pass pickets unless they
were placed by their own union or given all-out strike status by
ICTU. ICTU thus sought to control what solidarity action was
possible and tried to enforce this by instructing member unions
that they could not provide strike pay to members who crossed
a picket not of their own union or approved by ICTU. In 1987
the red tape involved in getting pickets sanctioned was in-
creased and restrictions were placed on how and where they
could be placed.

The State and bureaucracy were convinced that strong legal
measures were necessary to enforce discipline on rank and file
workers. The 1990 Industrial Relations Act was the result. The
purpose was not so much to emasculate union power but to
concentrate what power the State was prepared to concede, or
felt it had to allow, in the trade union bureaucracy. In that
respect it differed from the anti-union laws introduced by
Thatcher in Britain. In other respects it was the same except
that tough class battles were required to implement these laws
in Britain and ICTU was able to oversee their introduction in
Ireland with relatively little resistance. Some union leaders
claimed to oppose it but Bertie Ahern, the ‘Minister for Labour,
made it quite clear that ICTU’s fingerprints were all over it ‘all /
have to say is that if ever a Bill was discussed as much with the
people concerned as this Bill has been, | would like to read the
files on it.’ (Allen 2000) When some unions tried to propose
amendments to the legislation they were told by Assistant Gen-
eral Secretary of ICTU, Kevin Duffy, that this would be
‘dangerous in the extreme because if we were to do so we may
get minor changes but | think the price we would pay for them
would be costly indeed.'

The Act outlawed strikes over an individual worker thus assist-
ing victimisation of individual union activists. It made political
strikes more difficult by limiting union immunities to ‘trade dis-
putes’ only. It insisted on secret ballots of all affected workers
before industrial action could be taken, limited the scope of pos-
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sible solidarity action and even if a majority voted for action
officials were not obliged to carry it out. In other words
democracy was ok as long as the vote went the right way.
ICTU support was required if members of one union wanted to
take action in support of workers in a different union. Blacking
of scab employers and goods was probably illegal.

This strengthening of the bureaucracy was viewed favourably
by the bosses. Indeed they wanted bureaucratic control of the
union movement reinforced even more. Sylvia Doyle of IBEC
called on ICTU to be ‘strengthened to enable it to wield sub-
stantial influence over constituent unions." (Socialist Worker
April/May 1993)

The Act quite quickly began to have an impact. Bus Eireann
claimed £100,000 from SIPTU in a strike in Sligo over one
worker. Irish Rail got picketing stopped in only two days in a
dispute with the National Bus and Rail Union (NBRU). In Cork
B+l management threatened to sue the ATGWU and to get its
negotiating licence taken away. The effect of the Act was
especially marked in union recognition disputes at Pat the
Baker and New Ross transport where solidarity action and
blacking would have been particularly important weapons. In
1998 the Building and Allied Trades Union (BATU) had to
ballot its ten members twice and court action cost it £40,000 in
a dispute over subcontracting. This convinced workers that
unofficial action was needed and led to the jailing of two
workers, David McMahon and William Rodgers, for picketing
sites in Dublin. The legislation had put in jail workers protest-
ing against a form of tax evasion in the midst of scandals that
every day revealed evidence of massive tax evasion by the
rich, none of whom at that point had ever been threatened with
jail.

The attempt to curtail the influence of rank and file workers on
union organisation also led to delayed resistance. This took
the form of attempts by groups of workers to leave one union to
join another such as Aer Lingus workers leaving SIPTU to join
IMPACT, but this was almost invariably bitterly opposed by ICTU
who viewed it as a threat to bureaucratic control. It was therefore
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handy for them that they were always brought in to arbitrate and
settle this sort of dispute between unions. However the most
vitriolic. opposition was against groups of workers who left estab-
lished unions to set up their own organisation.

This could be seen most vividly in the attitude to the train drivers
who left SIPTU and NBRU to set up the Irish Locomotive Drivers
Association (ILDA). When the ILDA went on strike over safety
concerns arising from restructuring of CIE the NBRU and SIPTU
outdid the employers, State and media in attacking the new
union. A prime complaint was that they were a ‘breakaway’
union. Rich from two unions one of which was a breakaway and
the other which was the product of a merger from two other
breakaway unions. SIPTU and the NBRU actively pursued a
policy of scabbing on the ILDA strike with the President of the
NBRU calling on workers to cross ILDA pickets. According to the
‘Sunday Business Post’ ‘the SIPTU leadership has put intense
pressure on the government not to concede to ILDA.’ (Quoted in
Socialist Worker no. 133) The right of workers to join a union of
their choice, in other words union recognition, was under attack
not just from the State, Irish firms and multinational companies.
Now it was under attack from the leadership of the trade unions
themselves.

Attempts by workers to find a means of union organisation that
more closely reflects their needs should be supported but this
does not automatically mean agreement with setting up new
unions. Such a tactic can often isolate the most militant activists
from the mass of union members who are thereby more easily
controlled by their existing leaderships. It can also lead to substi-
tuting organisational changes for the changes in political orienta-
tion that are required to prevent the same bureaucratic sclerosis
from affecting the new union. After all the ITGWU, FWUI (i.e.
SIPTU) and the NBRU were successive attempts to deal with the
perceived inadequacies of previous unions to properly represent
workers.

Not that winning votes in the existing unions is enough. The
history of partnership is littered with union leaders taking votes
(when they are not getting away with not taking them) again

116



and again until they get the result they want. Phil Flynn got
the LGPSU to vote again and again to prevent it from refus-
ing to collect the new £10 hospital charge. Nurses in INO
voted 90% against a pay deal under the PCW that was sup-
ported by its leadership. In effect this amounted to a vote of
no confidence in the leadership but this wasn't at all appreci-
ated and the existing leaders remained in place, maintaining
their capacity to misiead the membership. Attempts to intro-
duce compulsory arbitration and limit the rights of minorities
to fight changes that impact most directly on them have been
further attempts to prevent democratic control of union or-
ganisation. Bureaucratic leadership of the trade unions is
clearly central to this erosion of democracy.

Nature of Bureaucracy

So what exactly is the union bureaucracy? The roots of
bureaucracy lie in the necessity for mass workers organisa-
tions to have permanent structures. These need profes-
sional, that is experienced and full time, workers with special-
ist skills and knowledge to ensure their effective functioning.
These include negotiation and organisation skills often only
developed with considerable experience. To do without
these would reduce the power of workers organisations in the
face of the state and capitalist class. An attempt to avoid
bureaucratisation by avoiding organisation or full time union
officers would only leave the working class exposed and
more reliant on specialists from outside its ranks.

However as soon as full time professional staff are employed
they tend to transform themselves into a permanent bureauc-
racy or apparatus with their own career structure, plans, life-
styles and their own separate interests. Initially they are usu-
ally concerned above all to protect, make more secure and
ultimately make permanent their favourable employment con-
ditions. In this sense the possibility — or rather probability - of
bureaucratisation arises from every attempt by workers to
build strong and independent organisations. However the
solution to this problem is not to give up organisation or the
skills required to make it work.
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This is because real bureaucracy not only involves a technical
division of labour but a social division. A technical division might
involve ordinary workers paying dues to fund their union on the
one hand, and full time professional workers inside the workers
movement who manage and negotiate etc. on the workers
behalf, on the other. A social division of labour means a com-
plete and more or less permanent separation between those who
will never have to work outside the workers organisation and who
are empowered to make decisions on behalf of workers, and the
mass of workers who are subject to these decisions. Once this
social division takes place a divide between those who take deci-
sions and those that are subject to them inevitably involves the
potential for those taking the decisions to take them in their own
interest. The history of social partnership illustrates union lead-
ers taking decisions that strengthen their own power at the
expense of rank and file workers.

It is sometimes claimed that the mere act of negotiating inevitably
spawns bureaucracy. The argument is that it pits negotiators
who want to sell a deal, to impress their negotiating partners that
they can be trusted to deliver and are therefore worth negotiating
with, against ordinary workers excluded from negotiations. But if
the negotiations are subject to regular outside scrutiny and a
regular mandate from a representative body, as well as final
approval by all the members after a real debate, the dangers of
bureaucratisation can be lessened. The split between those who
take decisions and those that take the consequences is at least
partially overcome. Even more so if workers' representatives are
present for all negotiations and professional help is precisely
that, help, not direction.

This technical and social division leads to a subjective inversion
of reality by the professional employees of the workers organisa-
tion. They come to view events solely from their own position
and their own little view of the world. They come to see them-
selves and their organisational structures not as the servants of
the union, the union being the membership, but as the union it-
self with the membership simply being customers of the union.
The most important thing becomes protecting the union struc-
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tures and apparatus, including themselves, not the member-
ship. Thus a strike might be the only way to win workers
demands but this might endanger the union’s strike fund threat-
ening the funds that pay for the bureaucrat’s salary. Breaking
the law might be the only course if workers are to engage in
effective action but again this opens the union apparatus to
attack from the state. From such considerations develop the
typical conservatism, often called realism, constantly preached
by the union leaders. Thus ICTU leaders say ‘don’t oppose the
anti-union laws, we might get something worse.” A legitimate
concern not to endanger existing gains becomes a willingness
to agree to anything that protects the bureaucracy’s position of
privilege. The judgement on what risks to take can only be
taken by those who will suffer or gain from the consequences.
Not by a privileged group that has nothing to win by supporting
a strike but everything to lose if the union strike fund is de-
pleted.

These divergent views arise because the professional staff and
ordinary workers have separate interests arising from different
circumstances. Escaping the need to work for a private
employer or even the state is a privilege on its own but even
more so when the trade union is obliged to be a good employer.
For committed socialists it is a privilege to work full time for the
workers movement. These small privileges can become more
meaningful if it appears that the prospect of socialism is remote
or at least postponed. The everyday struggle to make ends
meet and, for example, to provide a secure environment for
one’s children forces material concerns on even the most com-
mitted. In other words under capitalism even the most sincere
socialist is under pressure to make a decent living. Either
through lack of political consciousness in the first place, or
demoralisation, the professional employee will be tempted to
make sure that their standard of living is as high as possible.
This then becomes the real material foundation of bureaucracy
standing at the root of any difference over policy and strategy.
These privileges become the real gains that the bureaucratic
leaders of the union movement wish to protect.

We can now readily understand the willingness of union leaders
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to sell productivity deals and greater flexibility. After all, they
are not going to have to work any harder and all their talk of a
competitive economy doesn't threaten them with unemploy-
ment. This does not necessarily mean they don't believe all the
crap about competitiveness and the free market. It's just that if
they did suffer in the ways ordinary workers do we would be
surprised if they were quite so enthusiastic supporters of it.

it could be argued that bureaucracy would be avoided if the
leaders of unions did not benefit from rights and privileges that
ordinary workers did not also enjoy. There is a degree of truth
in this and it is one of the means of reducing the possibility and
problem of bureaucracy but it is not a solution in the sense of
being a guarantee that bureaucracy cannot exist and grow. To
believe otherwise is to believe that islands of socialism and
socialist behaviour can exist in the midst of capitalism. It is
wishful thinking to believe that the problem of bureaucracy can
be solved in this way for a mass workers movement deeply inte-
grated into capitalist society. Non-bureaucratic workers organi-
sations are not the objective of socialists anyway. This would
just be a higher form of distorted bureaucratic consciousness.
The objective of socialists is socialism because we understand
that while capitalism exists the distorting effects of a society
dedicated to profit will be felt everywhere and by everyone.

Nevertheless the question of the degree of bureaucratic privi-
lege and degeneration is obviously an important one. For a
socialist the freedom not to have to work for a capitalist and
ability to work fulltime for the workers movement is a privilege.
Being well paid and giving part of the salary to the organisation
is still a privilege. A large salary that is retained completely is
an even greater one. Then again we have the leaders of
Ireland's trade unions who are on salaries that most of their
members could only dream of earning. This is rarely high-
lighted. It was when it became apparent how much the SIPTU
bureaucrats were paying themselves. During the campaign for
officer elections the socialist Carolann Duggan was able to point
to the £75,000 a year that some bureaucrats were paid. This
created such embarrassment that they were trimmed to
£60,000.
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Promotion and preferment inside the unions is clearly assisted
by supporting partnership. Why else would the general secre-
tary of the NBRU, Peter Bunting, be appointed the new
Northern Ireland officer of ICTU when the NBRU is not even a
member of ICTU. It wouldn’t have anything to do with postpon-
ing the bus workers strike before the vote on the PPF or his role
in the ILDA strike would it? Clearly the ‘lrish Times' thought so,
although it put it rather coyly as working ‘closely with others
within the CIE group during the recent unofficial train drivers
dispute.'

Large pay differentials between workers and their bureaucratic
leaders are not new but social partnership has taken bureau-
cratic privilege a degree further. Partnership has witnessed the
bureaucracy become increasingly entwined with the State. Not
just with the bureaucratic machinery of partnership and its para-
phernalia of industrial relations bodies but with other state and
semi-state organisations. The examples are legion. Thus
Kieran Mulvey became head of the Labour Relations Commit-
tee set up to prevent strikes. John Tierney, one time opponent
of partnership, was put on the National Partnership Forum. Billy
Attley was put on the Board of Greencore, the privatised Sugar
Company. Peter Cassells was made chairman of Forfas, the
State’s industrial policy advisory board. The ‘Sunday Tribune'
put his role on this body in the following terms: ‘he will be re-
quired to appreciate even more keenly issues such as the com-
petitiveness of Irish industry compared to businesses in foreign
countries and the need to keep government spending under
control. He will be required to look at ways of controlling wage
inflation at a time of labour shortage, just as he attempts to ne-
gotiate better deals for trade union members in the new partner-
ship talks.' (21/11/99) Des Geraghty was put on the board of
RTE in 1995, appointed a shareholder of the Abbey Theatre in
1998 and to the board of FAS in 1999. Other union leaders are
on the National Economic and Social Forum and the National
Economic and Social Council. Phil Flynn probably beats the lot
by becoming chairman of a State owned bank as well as roam-
ing consultant on industrial disputes such as Ryanair, a role
more accurately described as strikebreaker. More recently he
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and Billy Attley were placed on the national benchmarking body.
If ever confirmation was needed that workers should avoid
benchmarking like the plague this is it. Perhaps even worse
than this fusion of union and State at the top has been the
attempt to suck a whole layer of shop stewards into the machin-
ery of partnership, especially in public and semi-state employ-
ment, robbing workers of the very people who should form the
backbone of resistance against it.

Democracy

It is perhaps this latter phenomenon that has started to con-
vince left activists in the unions that fighting the bureaucratic
union leadership is central to defeating social partnership and
must be central to any alternative. Until recently while the left
has complained and denounced the leaders of ICTU the
bureaucracy has been regarded as a secondary problem to
winning disputes or votes on deals. The history of partnership
shows that winning votes without a leadership that will imple-
ment the vote is nearly useless. The history shows that getting
workers mobilised in militant strike action will nearly always fail
if a rotten leadership remains in control and has the initiative in
deciding the direction of a dispute. Underestimation of the loyal
ICTU bureaucracy has sometimes been expressed in the claim
that they are not the enemy. This book has provided the
evidence that they certainly are.

There really has been no excuse for the left not to understand
this. The history of the workers movement internationally as
well as in Ireland demonstrates the decisive role of bureauc-
racy. The decisive moments of international working class
struggle and organisation in the twentieth century have been
defined by the victory of a worker's bureaucracy over the work-
ers movement. The last century began with the creation of
mass working class trade unions and parties in the most indus-
trialised countries and ended with these organisations becom-
ing pillars of capitalist society with minimal active working class
participation. The destruction of the promise of the Russian
revolution by a worker's bureaucracy called Stalinism has left a
legacy of distrust of socialism by many workers that has still not
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been erased. A central moment of the century, the Second
World War became almost inevitable when the bureaucratic
leaders of the biggest workers organisations in the world failed
to stop Hitler and fascism destroying the German working class
movement. Just because a bureaucracy is not a foundational
class such as the working class or capitalist class does not
make its political impact anything less than of first class impor-
tance.

Leon Trotsky long ago made it clear how important the role of
the trade union bureaucracy is. ‘Amsterdam is the most power-
ful international organisation of the Trade Union bureaucracy, it
is thanks to it that the whole structure of capitalism stands up-
right. And ‘the Marxist will say to the English workers. The
trade union bureaucracy is the chief instrument of your oppres-
sion by the bourgeois state. Power must be wrested from the
hands of the bourgeoisie and for that its principal agent, the
Trade Union bureaucracy be overthrown’ (Quoted in Kevin
Keating 2001)

Underestimation has its roots in a view predominant in the Irish left
that can be characterised as economism, a view which underesti-
mates the specifically political tasks of the workers movement and
which sees the role of socialists as one of closely following the
spontaneous activity of the working class. Since this view neglects
the role of an alternative leadership it is not surprising it downplays
the role of existing leaders. We can see the expression of such a
view in the main demand raised by the campaign against the PPF,
that the ICTU go back to negotiate a higher wage increase.
Besides reducing the deal to a wage agreement it was ‘in fact an
oblique vote of confidence in the trade union leaders which is
breathtaking and if that demand had been instrumental in persuad-
ing trade union members fo vote no it would hardly have repre-
sented an advance in political consciousness or self activity for
those so motivated.' (Keating 2001) As the Workers Solidarity
Movement put it ‘we were left with the alternative to a social part-
nership deal being...a different social partnership deal’

In addressing the problems of leadership two equal and oppo-
site mistakes can be made. The first is simply to pose the
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question as one of electing a new left wing leadership that can
solve the problem. Experience shows that yesterday's left wing
leaders are tomorrow's followers of partnership. The second
mistake would be to concentrate solely on rank and file struc-
tures that ignore the problem of offering alternative leaders. Only
by combining an active membership with a challenge for leader-
ship can the question of bureaucracy be tackled. The very low
level of rank and file worker participation in the unions is both a
product and cause of bureaucracy and partnership. in fact the
lower the level of participation the greater the likelihood that the
bureaucracy actually reflects rank and file demoralisation and
indifference. Unfortunately because workers by definition have
to spend most of their time working for a living it is very rare that
the whole working class is politically active. It is to be expected
that in normal times only a minority of workers would be actively
engaged in struggle. New structures are required that can pro-
mote and maximise continuous rank and file participation but
such participation will also require an objective that goes beyond
having a democratic union.

This is why the question of reinvigorating the trade union move-
ment with rank and file activity cannot be understood or solved
outside of struggles that face up to the partnership deals. The
alternative to the present bureaucracy can probably only be
posed realistically in a fight against the policies they are imple-
menting. Workers are not going to oppose leaders whose
policies they agree with or acquiesce in. In this process the
argument for democracy can greatly assist the struggle against
partnership.

Most workers readily understand the demand for democracy
even if the very lack of it inside the unions makes it a very difficult
battle to win in practice. Such has been the erosion of democ-
racy under the partnership deals that even very basic demands
must be raised. A campaign against Social Partnership set up in
February 2001 put forward demands calling for annual confer-
ences, for union literature open to all views and the election of
union officials who are to be paid at the average industrial wage.
The Workers Solidarity Movement (in a leaflet) also put forward
suggestions that are worth quoting in full:
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A ballot of the members on every wage deal, and on any
revised terms which may be proposed at a later date.
Equal space in union publications for both sides of the de-
bate before any ballot on a national pay deal.

For elected lay editorial committees to oversee union jour-
nals and publications, and ensure that all views are given
space.

More regular branch general meetings (not just an annual
general meeting).

Allow sections and branches to retain a proportion of
member’s subscriptions. Such cash to be spent at the dis-
cretion of the section/branch. Full accounts of expenditure
to be submitted to their annual general meeting.

For representative voting at conferences. Where a branch
general meeting (or branch committee where appropriate)
votes on a specific motion going to conference, and — for
instance — passes a motion by 55% to 45% their delegates
should register that same percentage vote. An end to the
winner takes all form of voting. Alternatively, a branch
may decide to leave it to their delegates to decide how to
vote after hearing all the arguments from the conference
floor. The decision should lie with the people giving a
mandate to their delegates.

A maximum term of office for all full-time elected positions
(even SIPTU has a five year term for its General Officers).
No more elections to lifetime positions.

No full-time union official to earn more than the average
wage of the members of his/her union.

The right of branches to directly propose rule changes to
conference (presently not allowed in SIPTU)

To this list we could add the necessity for all union officials to be
elected and all officials or representatives to be subject to immedi-
ate recall upon request by the requisite number of petitioning
members/branches. Conference should also be subject to recall
upon petition of a minimum number of branches, as should ICTU
congresses upon request by a minimum number of unions. The
attempts to impose change on minorities through votes involving
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those who will not be affected by the changes must also be
opposed. The right of any group of workers to resist attacks on
its rights and position must be protected as well as the right of
those workers to expect full solidarity in their fight.

Union democracy cannot be rebuilt by purely internal meas-
ures. Opposition to the Labour Court, LRC and the bureau-
cratic industrial relations machinery as well as attempts to
introduce compulsory third part arbitration is required to
ensure that union decisions are not frustrated by the state.
Obviously this also means opposition to the Industrial Rela-
tions Act.

The precise demands to be raised and the resonance they
have will depend on the particular union and will vary over
time. The demand for equal access to union publications
became central to the vote on the PPF in the Teachers Union
of Ireland. The right to vote on renegotiated deals came to
the fore when ICTU agreed to heavier policing of the PPF in
return for an extra 3% per cent on wages, 1% on a one off
basis.

The question of affiliation to ICTU is also one that must be
addressed particularly following the decision of the Associa-
tion of Secondary Teachers of Ireland (ASTI) to leave
Congress in protest at its support for the attacks on the
teachers incorporated inside the PPF. The desire to get shot
of ICTU is perfectly understandable given its central role in
negotiating and enforcing partnership. However it runs risks,
similar to breakaway unions, of isolating the most militant
memberships. Unless the proposal is to create a more
democratic union organisation, and such a proposal has
credibility, the effect of disaffiliation can be to enhance the
sectionalism that plagues the union movement. ICTU was
not slow to shower the teachers with criticism for elitism in
their attitude to the rest of the trade union movement. Such
criticism is both inaccurate and hypocritical since ICTU has
done its best to isolate workers from each other and place
barriers in the way of effective solidarity. Nevertheless a goal
of socialists is to create a strong united organisation for the
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trade union movement that can act as a real leadership of the
working class. We are not in favour of isolated or uncoordi-
nated individual unions co-operating in, at most, an ad hoc
fashion. ‘Unity is strength’ is a motto just as pertinent to inter-
union relations as between individual union members. The
fight for a militant and democratic central leadership of the
trade union movement is part of the fight for democratic indi-
vidual unions. It gives the lie to ICTU’s characterisation of op-
position to partnership as being everyone for themselves with
the weakest left to fend for themselves.

None of these measures will in the end finish off the threat
of bureaucratisation of the workers movement. Kieran
Allen (Allen 2000) rightly traces such bureaucratisation to
the acceptance by the trade union leaders of the current
capitalist system. The role of unions becomes one of regu-
lating the exploitation of the working class through demand-
ing higher wages for this exploitation, not one of overthrow-
ing the system of exploitation itself. This breeds sectional-
ism in the organisation and consciousness of workers that
goes very deep. Even in the campaign set up against part-
nership in February 2001 the demand for the maintenance
of relativities between sections of workers was raised again
and again as if such relativities were a socialist demand.
They are of course a measure of how far we have to go to
create a genuine egalitarian society. Socialists should only
champion demands based on relativities in so far as they
protect workers living standards and involve them in
struggle within which it may be possible to advance their
political consciousness. Allen also traces bureaucracy to
the history of defeats suffered by the working class which
allows the most conservative layers inside the unions to
re-establish control in a period of downturn of worker par-
ticipation in union affairs. Unless one believes that the
working class will from now on win only victories it must be
accepted that future defeats will provide yet more opportu-
nities for bureaucracy to grow. We have noted that
because of structural constraints only in revolutionary or
pre-revolutionary occasions does the whole working class
engage in struggle.
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Alternatives

Democratic renewal of the trade union movement is not an
end in itself but only a means to arm the wider working class
with organisations that can defend its interests and achieve a
wider democratic transformation of society. This means
complete and uncompromising opposition to social partner-
ship, which in turn requires an understanding of what it is
about and why we need a political alternative. Unfortunately
despite all evidence to the contrary most militants and social-
ists have regarded partnership as no more than a ‘glorified
system of industrial relations with a universal wage cap’.
(ATGWU1999) At a conference on socialist unity in November
2000 both Mick O'Reilly of the ATGWU and a Socialist Party
speaker spoke of partnership being finished because many
workers were getting pay rises above the PPF limits. The
question of pay becomes all-important: ‘The real issue is what
share are workers getting relative to others.” (C Duggan in K
Allen 1999) At the conference to set up a rank and file trade
union campaign one speaker from the SWP said that de-
mands for pay went to the ‘heart of the system.’ ‘The alterna-
tive to social partnership is that workers get the freedom to
make claims against employers when they choose.’ (Allen
1999)

Our history and analysis of partnership demonstrates that
these views are wrong. Partnership is a political offensive of
which wages is one, extremely important, but only one, part.
As this small book is written there has been an upturn in strike
activity, particularly around wages. [f this becomes the issue
around which groups of workers regain their confidence well
and good. Unfortunately up until now wage rises have gone
hand in hand with setbacks in terms and conditions and the
wider social and political agenda. For the left and militants
generally their primary aim has to be to alert workers to this
agenda and the threats posed by it. The alternative thus has
to rise to meet a political challenge. So what do we mean by
political offensive?
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Partnership was born in its present form through the demand
that workers suffer pay restraint, public expenditure cuts and
continuing punitive tax rates in order to pay for the national
debt. It was justified by arguments that the State had to
make itself attractive to multinationals in order to create the
jobs native industry was so obviously incapable of providing.
The need to be competitive justified attacks on working
conditions, unemployment, wholesale deregulation and priva-
tisation. These were encapsulated into EU treaties such as
Maastricht and EMU that the trade union movement
endorsed and which set limits on almost every aspect of
economic and social policy. These treaties involved signifi-
cant political changes in themselves and were accompanied
by others such as joining the stepping stone to NATO, the
Partnership for Peace. Every aspect of government policy
from education, health provision, taxation and public services
was made subject to the demands of ‘competitiveness’ and
the attraction of multinational investment.

To impose this agenda unions have been strangled by
bureaucratic industrial relations machinery and shackled by
the 1990 Industrial Relations Act. Many unions have been
gutted of any participation by the rank and file membership
and have had every move towards action in defence of their
rights sabotaged by the bureaucracy of ICTU. The demand
for union recognition has been ignored and the very idea that
workers have distinct interests separate from their bosses
has been hammered by a new business unionism, which
asserts that what is good for business is good for workers.
The possibility that workers might have their own economic
demands is rejected. The possibility that they might have
their own political agenda is not even entertained. Social
Partnership is political because it is what it says it is, workers
in partnership with the bosses and the State. The idea that
all this becomes irrelevant or is overcome by the demand for
a 20% or 30% or 40% pay rise is utterly misguided.

A situation where workers have a pay rise that is eaten away
by inflation. Where services that should be public are priva-
tised and are charged for. Where work becomes more
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stressful and the working day longer. Where union rights are
eroded and job security is at the mercy of globalised capital.
How is this a gain for the working class? In 2000 and 2001
many workers are making wage gains while ‘a renewed wave
of destruction is under way. Plans are well advanced in the
commercialisation and privatisation of public services. Under
the terms of the General Agreement on Trade in Services be-
ing pushed through the EU and the World Trade Organisation
all services must be open to tender from outside. Education,
healthcare and even the payment of unemployment benefit will
fall under this dictat. That is where the rush to introduce bin
charges and likely water and sewerage charges comes from.
Strategic Management Initiatives and the breaking down of
departments info separately budgeted units can all facilitate
break up and privatisation. The manoeuvres to first make the
VHI a state owned company and then to privatise it can only
be understood as a move fo remake the health service in the
American model where insurance companies rule and if you
can’t pay don't get sick...everything is turned on its head, in-
stead of being a safety net and a source of security for the
working class their services are transformed into a source of
oppression and fear. If they become ill, will they have enough
insurance cover? |If they are unemployed they will have no
cover for themselves or their kids. Can they go on strike, can
they afford decent education efc efc.’ (Keating 2001)

The big agenda that has comprised social partnership is
getting bigger. it should have been obvious that this has
involved an enormous political attack that requires a political
alternative. In the last couple of years two conceptions of
what such an alternative should look like have been put for-
ward. The first in a pamphlet published by the Amaigamated
Transport and General Workers Union (ATGWU), a long time
opponent of partnership deals, clearly recognises that its
‘negative effects require a two-pronged approach: industrial
and political." This acknowledgement allows it to put the politi-
cal question of democracy first.

Unfortunately its model is not one that can be recommended.
It argues for trade unions and employers to accept
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‘co-responsibility as the fundamental principle of managing the
company,’ where ‘trade union(s) accept the responsibility to
work with the management to improve the commercial per-
formance of the company.’ In turn the employers are obliged
to ‘disclose relevant information’ and ‘accept the legitimate
role of trade unions in the strategic decisions and policy mak-
ing of the company, accept employment security as a major
objective co-equal with finance, marketing, customer service,
etc. and accept the right of employees to share in the financial
success of the company.’

Just why the employers would accept such a major reduction
in their power is not explained. Their interests lie in maximis-
ing profit at the expense of wages and if they fail in this
endeavour a more successful capitalist will put them out of
business. Co-responsibility leaves unresolved who has the
final say when profit criteria clash with the needs of workers.
Who decides what information should be disclosed? What if
new technology to make the company competitive requires
less workers or continuous 24-hour operation? Such ques-
tions reveal the completely antagonistic interests of workers
and capitalists. The answer to them implies a sacrifice by
either one or the other. In a capitalist society governed by
private ownership and production of commodities in the pursuit
of profit the market will punish those companies that put any
criteria above that of profit. In a world of cut-throat competition
the least profitable companies that give equal consideration to
the needs of their workers will go out of business. This is the
mechanism that demonstrates that the interests of workers
and capitalists are irreconcilable. The capitalist system
prevents such a reconciliation. The pamphlet puts forward the
idea that the current bureaucracy of partnership e.g. the
Labour Relations Agency should monitor the system but this
begs the question of who these agencies represent and
sustains the illusion that the state is some sort of neutral
mechanism above the interests of the contending classes.

The only alternative is one where the whole system of produc-
tion is geared towards workers needs and not profits. In such
an economy, planned for social need, all relevant information
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would be fully disclosed so that the whole population could
come to a democratic decision over the priorities for produc-
tion. New technology could either be accepted or rejected by
a democratic decision of the workers. It could be accepted in
the knowledge that the planned nature of the economy allows
for a rational restructuring of production that would either guar-
antee work in another area where labour is required or a move
to reduce the working week if increased levels of production
are not required. A trade-off between the two is a third possi-
bility but these decisions only arise when capitalist profitability
is not an issue. The proposed co-responsibility is obviously
not so much an alternative to social partnership but an attempt
to take it to its logical conclusion. As we can see the logical
conclusion is that it cannot work.

Some of these problems also arise in the alternative pay
strategy that is put forward by the ATGWU. A three-tier
approach to wage bargaining is proposed. The first involves a
flat rate increase for all workers e.g. £10 per week. The
second links an additional pay increase to overall national or
sectoral performance and the third involves another increase
where company performance is above the national/sectoral
average. Obviously those working in the most profitable com-
panies would gain most. Numerous questions are raised by
such an approach. How would the flat rate increase be deter-
mined if, as the proposal makes clear, commercial competi-
tiveness and profitability were to be a limiting factor? It cannot
be determined locally otherwise it would not affect every
worker equally. If it were fought for by the whole trade union
movement, negotiations that accepted company profitability as
the benchmark would have to ensure that the least profitable
companies were not threatened by it. Either that or an inability
to pay clause would have to be agreed that allowed these
companies to avoid paying. But doesn't this begin to look very
like the existing partnership arrangements?

It could be argued that the second and third tiers are the differ-
ence. But are they? Pay increases for productivity deals in
both the private and public sectors and pay increases that
reflect the profitability of the very richest companies are hardly
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unknown under the present arrangements. [ndeed the fact that
pay increases above the norm under P2000 is put forward as a
supporting argument shows what little difference there is in the
proposal. How is increased productivity to be measured? Who
decides the criteria of company performance? These are some
obvious questions but they are the least important. The key
question is why workers should have their needs subordinated
to capitalist competitiveness and profitability in the first place.
As we have argued, in a booming economy such an argument
will allow some gains to be achieved, but as we are seeing not
as much as one might have expected. But what happens in a
recession? Do workers still accept capitalist criteria of profitabil-
ity and accept wage cuts? This is not just a question of the
recent past or of the future. Capitalism always develops
unevenly with booming sectors alongside those in decline. Are
workers in the textile, clothing, farming or other traditional indus-
tries to join a pay strategy that leaves them with no justification
for defence of their living standards and conditions?

In fact we can see that the alternative proposed by the ATGWU
is but a more sophisticated version of the arguments put for-
ward by private sector workers in the first years of partnership
and which we have shown were inadequate and even dan-
gerous. Dangerous because they would encourage greater ine-
quality to develop through workers in the most successful
sectors being able to race ahead of workers in less profitable
industries. Why should this happen? Workers in the traditional
industries work just as hard. If they receive less it is only
because of the way capitalism restricts production of new goods
like computers through private ownership of the knowledge and
capacity to make them. The leaders of ICTU would be quick to
point to the iniquitous features of this alternative, as they have
in the past, despite the utter hypocrisy involved.

Failure to challenge the ideology of competitiveness and
profitability severely restricts the ability of the authors of the
ATGWAU alternative to develop different policies in other areas.
Thus large increases in pay are justified because of the low
taxes enjoyed by many companies at the same time that in-
creases in taxes on capital are advocated. In fact increased
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competitiveness is used as an argument to support changes
that the bosses could easily argue are threats to competitive-
ness. The bosses could quite simply ask how the original
competitiveness was achieved except by decisions that any
trade union alternative would have opposed.

Workers have to reject the whole competitiveness argument
from start to finish. The whole way that society is organised
around competition for the highest profit is the root of the prob-
lem. The arguments around it are designed to make them pay
for problems that are inherent in the capitalist system itself.
Sacrifices by workers may stave off problems or temporarily
ameliorate them but since the demands of workers are not the
root problem no amount of sacrifice will ever solve the
economic problems that continually seem to be there even
when the economy is booming. No sooner had the Irish econ-
omy started to grow strongly but we were told that there was a
danger that it was ‘overheating.” What are we to make of such
a system that ‘is at its most vulnerable’ (IBEC) when it has
escaped recession and is on the up? Isn't it obvious that
under capitalism there is no such thing as a system that works
without continual crisis or threat of it just around the corner?
Why then should we put up with it and accept its strictures on
what needs can be met?

The wealth that is created under capitalism is only possible
because of the labour that is applied to produce it. Labour
is the creator of new wealth and the raw materials that
exists in nature only become various items of consumption
because of the work applied to transform them into the
million and one things that we use every day. This involves
mental and physical labour and no job exists which requires
only one or the other. The growth of wealth over the
decades reflects the increasing productivity of labour and
the claims on that wealth involve use and consumption of
the products of someone else’'s work. This doesn’t matter if
one also works, but the feature of capitalism is that one
class makes enormous claims on the products of labour
without having to work itself. Private ownership of the
means of producing wealth allows the capitalist class to ap-
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propriate much of it.

Mainstream economics teaches that the capitalists’ wealth is
the result of either abstinence from consumption so that they
save up money to invest, or is due to their enterprising spirit,
which allows them to spot a good idea and organise produc-
tion to capitalise on it. The first idea that capitalists abstain
from consumption is laughable. The idea that profit is pay-
ment for enterprise ignores the fact that most profit goes to
those who simply have the money in the first place and get
others to decide where to invest it. A small number of capi-
talists make millions out of exploiting good ideas but either
way money and good ideas in themselves add not one jot to
the wealth of society from which the capitalist class enjoy so
much. The secret of their wealth comes from their ownership
of the means of production which allows them to hire those
who do not own these means, the working class, to work on
their behalf. The profit that the capitalist pockets is the differ-
ence between what the worker is paid and what the worker
produces. It is not a simple difference between ‘costs’ and
‘sales’, that is selling something for more than it cost,
because if that is all there was to it there would be no extra
goods for the capitalists to transform their profit into. This is
what socialists call exploitation. The worker creates more
wealth but has no say over its use or appropriation.

It is from such very basic facts that the problems of capital-
ism spring and which should inform workers rejection of the
arguments of the bosses. Capitalists only produce for profit.
The actual use that products have is really irrelevant. That is
why sixty seven varieties of one product is produced with no
difference between them while life preserving drugs are ig-
nored because those that need them have no money. That's
why millions are spent on arms while the cost of health care
is said to be too high. It is why you will often hear that the
country cannot afford a decent health service but at the same
time asked to accept that the private sector must therefore
provide what's missing. Yet it is the very same resources
that ‘the country’ requires to use up whether publicly or pri-
vately provided except that under private  provision a capi-
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talist can make a profit out of it.

The capitalist class seeks to maximise this profit in a
number of ways; by making workers work harder or for
longer or with fewer breaks so that the unpaid labour that
they pocket is greater. Or they seek to pay lower wages.
Either way the amount of wealth produced that is taken by
the worker declines in relative terms. The capitalist seeks
to take a greater and greater share usually under the
banner of competitiveness claiming that they need the extra
to re-invest in more production. The problem is that the
more they take the more they have to invest in greater pro-
ductive capacity and the less workers have to actually pur-
chase the additional production. Of course capitalists can
increase their own consumption but there are physical limits
to how much food one person can eat, how many cars they
can drive and how many houses they can live in. They can
use their profit to buy more machinery that only makes more
machines but eventually these are going to increase the
products that workers are asked to buy and restriction of
their wages means they won't have the purchasing power to
do so. It therefore makes sense to increase this purchasing
power, without increasing wages, which is why we have
credit cards and before that hire purchase. This is what has
fuelled the boom in the United States and has increasingly
fuelled the celtic tiger. However you can only borrow so
much.

An obvious way out would be to increase wages to allow
workers to purchase the increased production that arises
from the increased investment that comes from the in-
creased profits. But it is then clear immediately that this
would mean lowering profits and this goes against the
whole purpose of the system. Instead each individual capi-
talist tries to prevent his or her own company going out of
business by talking about competitiveness. Let somebody
else go out of business and when he or she stops producing
we will be able to corner their market. In the meantime to
make sure it is not their company that goes bust workers
must accept that they must be competitive and accept lower
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wages than competitor firms or countries. Of course this re-
duces market demand still further and exacerbates the crisis
but from an individual capitalist's point of view it makes sense.
They make things even worse by trying to expand production
still further both to capture a competitors share of the market
and also to gain economies of scale. These reduce unit costs
and thus increase the market for an individual company by
making their products more affordable to a wider group of peo-
ple. This often justifies new technology and new products as
well as new working conditions requiring greater work effort
and flexibility.

If these efforts work then higher cost firms will indeed go out of
business because they are uncompetitive. Perhaps a wage
cut might mean the firm lasts a bit longer although the determi-
nants of success are usually a lot more than lower wages. In
any case it is readily apparent that workers having excessive
wages is not the problem and that any solution found by lower-
ing wages could only be temporary. The real answer would be
to ensure a proper and even balance between consumption
and investment so that the problems of either too little produc-
tive capacity to meet demand or too little wages to buy what is
produced can be avoided. This however would require a
planned economy and planning could not exist in a system
built on private ownership of the means of production and pro-
duction for profit. The ‘solution’ based on wage restraint and
job losses further reduces demand and makes the problem
worse. More workers are toid that there is no market for their
goods or that someone else is making them cheaper. Once
again reality is put on its head and workers are blamed for a
crisis of competitiveness when it is the very idea of competi-
tion that is the problem.

It is necessary to go into this brief explanation because the
ideas of the capitalist market have gone very deep when even
its opponents start to embrace some of the ideas of its perni-
cious outlook. We can now fully appreciate the remark by
Connolly that in trade union struggles temporary victory is all
that concerns us because no permanent victory is possible
until permanent victory is achieved. This permanent victory is
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the creation of a new society called socialism.

Political

A great merit in the contribution of the ATGWU pamphlet is
that the political problems posed by partnership are
addressed. It is recognised that no purely trade union alterna-
tive to social partnership is possible. A new political project
based on representatives of the trade unions and the Labour
Party is proposed. This new project is to be based on a pro-
gramme of higher spending on public services and economic
development by the State. It is to be funded through higher
taxation on capital and corporate profits and would prioritise
the ending of poverty and social exclusion. It would also rest
on the democratic foundations proposed for industrial democ-
racy.

Socialist Democracy would criticise this project because no
fundamental break with the capitalist system is envisaged.
Nothing in the strategy would change the economy from one
based on profit to one based on need. Nothing in it would
challenge the powers of the existing State, which would inevi-
tably be deployed to prevent any radical change. And nothing
in it envisages the majority of society, i.e. the working class,
actually taking over the power to run it. The existing Labour
Party is looked upon as a possible vehicle for change when its
whole history is one of the most craven prostration at the feet
of the establishment. The need for an entirely new party of the
working class is fundamental for the creation of a new society
but this is, unfortunately, not proposed.

The second alternative from Kieran Allen of the Socialist
Workers Party clearly understands the need for a revolutionary
transformation of society and the building of a new working
class party to lead the struggle for such a goal. (Allen 1999) In
some ways, however, its strengths and weaknéesses are oppo-
site to those of the authors of the ATGWU proposals. Allen
underestimates the political dimensions of the problem even
when he seeks to highlight the importance of politics.
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This begins with the analysis of the bureaucracy. ‘Acceptance
of capitalism also means that the unions separate politics from
economics...The role of the bureaucracy is rooted in this
narrow economistic and sectional nature of ftrade
unionism. (Allen 2000 p108-109) While this may be an accu-
rate picture of the way the trade union leaders like to portray
their role and that of unions generally, it is not at all an accu-
rate picture of reality. This reality is one in which the trade
union bureaucracy has fully embraced the politics of the capi-
talist class and foisted them on the trade union movement. As
we have repeated ad nauseum, this requires a political
response. The downgrading of the political aspect clearly has
important implications for a proposed alternative.

‘The alternative to social partnership is that workers get the
freedom to make claims against employers when they choose.
Sometimes this will be done on a workplace basis. Shop stew-
ards should take a mandate from their members and submit
claims for higher pay rises and better conditions and report back
regularly on negotiations. = Sometimes this will occur on an
industry-wide basis as workers have established relativities with
other workers.” (Allen 1999) As we have pointed out free collec-
tive bargaining of this nature has benefits in a booming economy
but is exposed in a recession. Groups of weaker workers will al-
ways fall behind in either economic climate. While it is correct to
say that each group of workers must be free to defend their own
living standards and interests, this, in itself, is not an alternative.

Such an alternative would facilitate pursuit of particular claims as
part of a broader strategy of solidarity within a trade union move-
ment united around an alternative programme in opposition to the
numerous attacks of the State and employers. Solidarity cannot
be left to spontaneous movements of workers, impressed by the
gains in struggle of other workers. The very point of a trade union
movement with an organising centre is to provide organisation to
such solidarity and give it a political programme. The question of
a union-wide programme and what it would include is not
canvassed in the analyses of Allen (Allen 1999 & 2000)

The problem is posed simply in terms of building a rank and
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file movement and the observation that ‘there is no set formula
on what workers look for. The key is to go with the wishes of
the rank and file and report back to them on a regular
basis." (Allen 1998) This is fair enough, to a degree, on a
shop fioor basis but is utterly inadequate as an approach to
building an alternative leadership of the union movement.
Socialists must explain that an alternative leadership is the
primary question that a rank and file movement must address.
That to do this means identifying the tasks in opposing part-
nership and fighting for workers to embrace these tasks and
the politics that flow from them. This leadership approach
-stands in contrast to that of following ‘what workers look for.'

To be fair Allen rightly identifies obstacles to such an
approach; the legal restrictions on solidarity action, the sec-
tionalism of trade unions and the key role -of rank and file
activity. The weakness lies in the role of socialist politics,
which he says should inspire a rank and file movement. There
is no mention of what these socialist politics should be. This
weakness flows from two sources. First the SWP has been at
the centre of campaigns against social partnership deals that
have characterised them as simply wage agreements. More
importantly it reflects the role that the organisation sees
politics playing. Politics for the SWP is the generalisation of
workers struggles and their politicisation by socialists like
themselves. Thus as soon as Kieran Allen identifies ‘the key
fo success is socialist politics’ (Allen 1999) he talks about the
role of a political party, which usually means the SWP itself.
Unlike the authors of the ATGWU proposals the question of a
political programme and organisation is not one posed to the
whole union movement, to every worker. In effect it is posed
only to those who could realistically be expected at this time to
join a revolutionary organisation.

We have noted that such an approach leaves politics to the
left organisations while often reducing the politics of the left to
militant trade unionism. It should be easily understood that re-
sisting the attacks that have taken place under the disguise of
partnership and fighting for an alternative is not the sole terri-
tory of socialist parties. It must embrace the whole working
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class, which means the whole trade union movement must
be armed with an alternative political programme. In any
case the working class will not reject partnership or the poli-
cies of the right wing parties that promote them unless they
are actually convinced that there is an alternative. Spontane-
ous rejection of policies that hurt them will never translate
into lasting opposition or commitment to sacrifice in the strug-
gle unless an alternative is presented and is convincing. This
requires activity borne out of a deep and intellectually strong
conviction in the politics of an alternative. The left must ar-
gue that the alternative requires a political programme that
the whole trade union movement should endorse. What
does such a programme look like?

Its actual content can only be determined in the course of
fighting for it, informed by the challenges posed to it and by
the struggles that workers take part in. The proposals here
can be no more than provisional and cannot be viewed as
comprehensive. However the history of partnership has
provided numerous pointers to the politics that workers need
to defend their interests.

The key task of socialists and militants in the trade union
movement is to build a rank and file movement in each and
every union that is more than the sum of the individual parts.
In other words it must be a real unified movement which
together formulates policy and strategy across the union
movement while leaving the tactical interventions in each
individual union to the rank and file groups in that union. It
must also signal its determination to organise and fight for
everyone, going beyond the sectionalism prevalent today by
seeking to organise an unemployed section that becomes an
integral part of the movement.

The primary goal of this rank and file movement is to create a
militant and democratic trade union movement with a leader-
ship drawn from, and accountable to, all the ordinary mem-
bership of the movement. The demands that we have high-
lighted above are the means by which it should aim to create
such a movement. While seeking to organise the widest soli-
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darity for workers in struggle its primary aim should not be to
try itself to organise solidarity action that can only be achieved
by the unions themselves. Of course where existing leaders
refuse and the rank and file movement has the capacity, it
should not be afraid to organise action on its own. However
even in this situation the challenge remains capturing the ex-
isting union, giving it a militant leadership and turning it into a
genuinely democratic organisation. That, or creating a real al-
ternative. While raising money and support for individual strug-
gles is important a rank and file campaign’s primary objective
is to bring to workers in action the experience of all previous
struggles and the lessons that need to be grasped if victory is
to be won.

Its on-going activity must be centred on opposing social part-
nership and calling on workers to reject the Programme for
Prosperity and Fairness. It must campaign for recall union
conferences and an ICTU congress so that the arguments can
be presented to the whole union membership and a mandate
for opposition won. Such an alternative must exclude any
re-negotiation of partnership deals, i.e. a new deal, which
leaves the bureaucratic leadership in place and opens the way
for further horse-trading of hard won rights and benefits. The
alternative must involve a campaign of the whole movement to
win gains for everyone. Such a campaign of direct action
must have clear goals that are won through..pressure on the
State and bosses.

Opposition to partnership means opposition to all its bureau-
cratic paraphernalia used to shackle workers, prevent direct
action and impose sellouts. This means opposition to the
Labour Court and Labour Relations Commission etc. It also
means opposition to the 1990 Industrial Relations Act and
open defiance of the law that stops workers from defending
themselves but allows companies to lay waste to people's
lives.

We should demand a common wage claim across the move-
ment that ties the power of the strong to the weak and refutes
the charge that the weakest will lose out in a free for all. Such
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a campaign would not exclude individual groups of workers
from setting their own targets and fighting for them but would
increase the prospects of solidarity because stronger groups
would clearly be seen as key components of the union-wide
movement upon which all workers gains are dependent. The
trade union movement should demand  indexation of wages
on a real measure of rises in the cost of living so that inflation
would not immediately erode wage rises that are won.

For a decent minimum wage with no get-out clauses that
exclude young people or trainees. Decent social welfare
increases must also be demanded so that the threat of
poverty is not held over workers should they lose their job.
Welfare payments must also be linked to the real rise in the
cost of living.

The trade union movement must oppose business secrecy.
All firms claiming inability to pay decent pay claims or notify-
ing redundancies must have their books opened to worker's
inspection so that their claims can be confirmed or refuted. |f
they are confirmed the company should be nationalised
under worker’s control with compensation paid only on dem-
onstration of real need. The industrial development agencies
of the state should be mobilised under the direction of the
workers to give them the expertise to develop production
plans that will safeguard their jobs. Workers should demand
the same support that is regularly given to the richest multi-
nationals that promise to set up shop in Ireland.

The trade union movement must oppose all privatisation of
public services and semi-state companies. Again the indus-
trial development agencies of the state shoulid be put at the
service of the workers of these firms to allow them to plan the
development of their services along with representatives of
consumers. Unions must reject all share option schemes
that tie their workers to job losses and wage restraint which
only benefits profits that go overwhelmingly to the biggest
shareholders. Eircom should be re-nationalised under work-
ers control with compensation only for small investors who
should receive their original stake back. This should be
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funded from a tax on corporate profits starting with those indi-
viduals, banks and management consultants that made so
much money out of the whole rip-off.

The trade union movement should demand decent public ser-
vices funded by proper taxation of capital, wealth and profits.
Public services should be fully accountable to their users who
should have a voice in the management structures of these
services. Thus patients’ representatives should have a full
voice in a new health service that is managed by those that
work in the service. Education must allow a voice for students
as well as parents in a service managed by the people who
actually deliver education.

The trade unions should oppose all new management tech-
niques that are means of increasing the exhaustion and stress
that more and more workers are suffering. They should op-
pose benchmarking which ties them to ‘best practice’ as
defined by their bosses and performance related pay that di-
vides them and puts them further at the mercy of an irrational
market system.

The union movement must stop supporting the European Union
of the bosses and oppose the international treaties that enshrine
neo-liberal attacks on workers rights through de-regulation and
privatisation. Real international structures must be created that
allow workers across Europe and beyond to fight the blackmail of
multinational firms that threaten to pull out of one country if their
interests are threatened.” A rank and file movement would imme-
diately attempt to identify similar movements in other countries so
that solidarity action could set an example for the whole union
movement. As we have argued, internationalism is a basic re-
quirement of a movement that has been crippled by nationalism
and incorporation by the national State. The alternative to capital-
ist globalisation is not nationalism. In this sense even the call for
nationalisation will become more and more inadequate. Instead
the only viable alternative will be intemnationalisation of multina-
tional capital under workers control.

The unions should champion the rights of women inside and
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outside the workplace demanding that equality become a
reality and not simply a legal definition. Workers must also
oppose the attempts to divide them, and unite them with their
bosses, through scapegoating refugees. The solidarity of
workers should know no barriers of nationality or skin colour
and the poison of racism must be vigorously opposed. The
bosses are happy for the free movement of money around
the world — taking place in seconds through international
speculation. The union movement must stand for the free
movement of workers and oppose all racist immigration con-
trols. The trade unions should seek to be at the forefront of
all progressive causes and should oppose all attacks on civil
liberties North and South.

Finally a rank and file campaign must address the arguments
of the bureaucracy that many of these are political questions
by freely admitting that they are, and demanding that the un-
ion movement sponsor a political party that will represent
workers interests and fight for the implementation of these
policies, as well as many others. The task of a political alter-
native for the working class should be a question put to the
whole working class movement, not reserved to the most
politically conscious workers who might be won to revolution-
ary socialist organisations. A rank and file movement should
set its sights on winning unions and union branches to a con-
ference that would debate the task of winning the whole
working class movement inside and outside the unions to the
creation of a political party that would represent the whole
working class. Such a conference would set itself the task of
taking the first steps in the creation of such a party and de-
bating its programme.

This does not render irrelevant the small socialist organisa-
tions that already exist nor is it an alternative to them. This
must be obvious since such a mass working class party does
not yet exist, or is even a subject of widespread discussion.
The purpose of such a call is to place the question of political
organisation in front of the widest number of workers, espe-
cially those already willing to engage in activity and organisa-
tion. It does so in a way that shows them that it will be their

145



own creation. That it will be under their control and responsive
to their demands. It is a way for the already existing left to
demonstrate that they do not assume their own organisations
are already adequate instruments of working class emancipa-
tion, that all they really need is just more recruits. It is a
means of demonstrating that the socialist ideas that they advo-
cate are vital to working class emancipation by maintaining
that such a new party must not replicate on the political terrain
the same reactionary politics that presently governs the trade
union movement.

Conclusion

The bureaucratisation of trade unions right across the globe is
proof that we are not dealing with failings of individual leaders
or policies. Despite different origins in different environments
all trade unions have ended up as props of the existing eco-
nomic and social system everywhere. This raises two ques-
tions. Firstly, can the trade unions be reformed to become
bodies truly representative of the interests of the working
class? This is closely tied up to a separate question. Are
trade unions adequate forms of organisation? The examples
of struggie we have looked at clearly indicate that they are not.
A traditional criticism of trade union organisation by socialists
is that they have organised workers as they are exploited, not
as they must organise for emancipation. In fact their purely
national organisation is one proof that they no longer even
organise as they are exploited.

We have already argued that often trade unions are a means
not only of uniting but also of dividing the working class. This
is clear in the teacher's strike where the existence of separate
unions clearly worked against united action. In the nurses’
strike lack of rank and file control allowed the leadership to be-
tray the strike while other health workers in other unions were
bystanders in a dispute that had huge implications for them.
In the Ryanair dispute the workers almost achieved victory by
action across the whole airport that ignored union lines of de-
marcation and organisation. Baggage handlers organised
solely as baggage handlers would have achieved nothing.
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Time and time again we have noted the public sector versus
private sector split within union ranks. The failure to organ-
ise internationally has left the whole working class open to
blackmail by multinational companies, which have demanded
that the whole of society be organised around their require-
ments. The answer is clear: trade unions are not adequate
forms of organisation to defend the working class as a whole.
They cannot therefore be reformed to represent the real in-
terests of the working class. This is why we need a political
movement. The second question can therefore be asked
and answered. If pure trade unions are not adequate what
is?

‘At the same time, and quite apart from the general servitude
involved in the wages system, the working class ought not to
exaggerate fo themselves the ultimate working of these
everyday struggles. They ought not to forget that they are
fighting with effects, but not with the causes of those effects:
that they are retarding the downward movement, but not
changing its direction: that they are applying palliatives, not
curing the malady. They ought, therefore, not to be exclu-
sively absorbed in these unavoidable guerrilla fights inces-
santly springing up from the never-ceasing encroachments of
capital or changes of the market. They ought to understand
that, with all the miseries it imposes upon them, the present
system simultaneously engenders the material conditions
and the social forms necessary for an economical recon-
struction of society. Instead of the conservative motto, ‘A fair
day’s wage for a fair day’s work!’ they ought to inscribe on
their banner the revolutionary watchword, ‘Abolition of the
wages system!” (Karl Marx, quoted in Lapides) In other
words, trade unions, whose job it is to demand a fair day’s
wage, are inadequate.

This does not mean abandonment of trade unions or the fight
to transform them into instruments of defence of working
class interests. We can only begin where workers are pres-
ently at, although this is by no means reducible to trade un-
ions or purely or even mainly economic struggles. We can
and must therefore engage in the struggle within the trade
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union movement with a socialist perspective and not simply a mili-
tant trade union one. We must  understand that the final goal is
not to merely transform trade  union organisations but to go be-
yond them, to create a political organisation of the working class.
The programme we have outlined is a means by which workers
can start from their existing organisations, test how far they can
go and be clear that however the struggle develops their real goal
is the creation of a political movement of the working class. Ex-
perience of working class struggle over nearly two centuries
across the world has shown that such a movement must be led by
a revolutionary political party. ‘Considering, that against this col-
lective power of the propertied classes the working class cannot
act, as a class, except by constituting itself into a political party,
distinct from, and opposed to, all old parties formed by the proper-
tied classes. That this constitution of the working class into a po-
litical party is indispensable in order to ensure the triumph of the
Socialist Revolution and its ultimate end — the abolition of
classes.’ (Marx and Engels, quoted in Lapides)

" A revolutionary party understands that the task of socialists is not
to view the working class as an exploited class that must politicise
its struggles against its exploitation in order to create socialism.
Instead it understands that the working class must be viewed
primarily as a political class that must intervene into every aspect
of oppression and through doing so train itself to be the new ruling
class of a socialist society. This is the ultimate alternative to the
false idea of partnership with the capitalist class. To go beyond
partnership is therefore to go beyond trade unionism.
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