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Editorial 

When I was Secretary of the Trade Union Council in one of
Britain’s most highly engineering based cities, two images
from factory visits struck me. The first was from the eighties
when visiting a Rolls Royce jet engine factory. Teams of
engineers would be working on the engines. In every team
there would be unionised, well paid apprentices and a
range of age profiles; skills were being tangibly passed on
to the next generation.  As a result work was productive
and interesting. It contributed to the real economy.  Skill
conveyed dignity and shop floor power. The other image
was also from Rolls Royce.  A charitable organisation had
been created to enable retired engineers to continue to
enjoy their high level engineering skills by working on the
restoration of old engines that they may have themselves
worked on in their youth. The passion for skill and creating
useful products was tangible in these workshops. The
happiness factor and camaraderie were really high.

Times have changed. Needless to say, with the de-
industrialisation that has ravaged Britain, neither the
apprentices, the factories, nor the enjoyment of retirement
are features of our economy and culture in the same way
today.

The General Federation of Trade Union’s Executive
Committee has been giving close attention to the unfolding
issues that challenge our trade unions in relation to the
extreme ends of the age spectrum in the workplace and in
the unions themselves.

On the one hand we are enduring a double dip recession
and mass unemployment. Rates of unemployment are higher
for young people and there are painfully fewer prospects for
them than there have been for any previous post war
generation. It is as though the future has been stolen. A
generation of young people has been disconnected from
the world of work and therefore the world of collective
social change through unions. Pat Ainley and Martin Allen
bring their usual incisive analysis to bear on these matters
and the stark evidence. 

On the other hand we face the prevailing culture of work till
you drop whether you want to or not. The widespread

assault on deferred wages as pension schemes and state
pensions are reduced in value, is giving an increasing
number no option but to work longer and harder  but for less
at the end.  And when the end does come, a lifetime
paying off a mortgage or scrimping and saving is rewarded
by the privatisation of elderly care which consumes most
people’s family assets. 

Age issues in the workforce in many areas of activity from
music, telecommunications, to food manufacturing have
created new demands on negotiators and caseworkers.
How do you accommodate less nimble fingers in an
important allegro section? How do you make adjustments
for the worker on a hard and fast production line who is
less physically fit than the rest on the line? How does the
union support an older worker made redundant in an area
where the chances of future employment may be zero?
Chris Ball rightly begins to encourage us to recognise that
conditions for older workers must be increasingly evident in
bargaining discussions. Speaking from the experience of
taking these issues up with one of Britain’s largest
employers, Ben Marshall points the way to a more inclusive
agenda for the bargaining table, and Rogery Jeary seals
the case that unions cannot ignore and provides details of
an interesting German agreement in this area.

So we have younger workers needing unions like never
before and older workers needing us like never before as
pressures at work in later years become tougher.  At one
end of the spectrum we have mass youth unemployment
and deskilling, at the other the blatant exploitation of the
elderly. Both of these developments have to be challenged,
and our sights once again have to be raised to the
compatibility of a full employment economy and a reduced
retirement age with comfortable pensions. Our renewed
task, with some urgency, is to find ways of overcoming the
pervasive effects of the neoliberal labour market. This issue
of Federation News seeks to nudge us in this important
direction by getting closer to the real needs of our younger
and more elderly members.

Smaller specialist trade unions have always gained the
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This edition of Federation News invites readers to be more conscious of the conditions of youth and age in the workplace
and in the unions.
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loyalty and respect of their members because of their close
attention to individuals and their democratic, family
approach. The challenges of engaging younger workers
and being relevant to those still working well beyond the
previous expected retirement age are exciting and
demanding. The history of specialist unions puts them in an
advantaged position to tackle these issues effectively.  

In relation to the ageing workplace, you will see from Judith
Jackson’s and Ian Manborde’s reports of the GFTU’s
pioneering international, partnership project work that we
can make a difference. In relation to attracting the loyalty
and active participation of younger workers, you will find
that Kev Henman’s stimulating piece takes forward much of
the work the GFTU did at its special Youth Conference two
years ago and its recent training course on building the
future leadership of unions. In a similar vein, Marie Taylor
sets out a revised ten point plan for unions to consider and
demonstrates that this is in the union’s interests, indeed a
matter of life and death for our organisations and their
relevance.

So central is the question of youth engagement that the
GFTU and many of its affiliates are planning a major
conference on this theme in March 2013. We are also
working on a new training programme and importantly a
whole new leadership development course targeted at
younger trade unionists in an effort to deepen our reach in
these vital areas. We want to find ways of supporting
unions that recognise that in order to have an independent
future they must identify younger members who want to
dedicate a lifetime of involvement in their business. And of
course, who will be needed to assist in mentoring them?
Many veteran union members of course who are keen to
pass on knowledge and organisation. They should be
involved in targeted work to develop new leaders. There
can be no resting on laurels, and no closing off committees
and power structures to younger enthusiasm. 

Taking up Kev’s point about using the skills of relevant
professionals to develop our approach to young people, the
GFTU is also currently pursuing some potential funding
opportunities for this work. If a union wanted to make its
computer systems more efficient it would no doubt employ
qualified professionals to support this. Well there are
qualified professionals who are trained to engage young
people in sustainable, democratic activity and political
education, these are called youth workers, and unions should
look to their skills more to assist with youth engagement. The
GFTU will also be studying more closely how this work is
undertaken in other countries, we will look at the American
Community Service systems this summer. In addition, the
International Metal Workers’ Federation held an important
international seminar last year to examine how unions were
engaging the younger generation throughout the world.
Interesting papers from their deliberations can be found at
http://www.imfmetal.org/index.cfm?c=27942&l=2.

Following Kev’s overall call for action, two young workers
in their mid-twenties, Dan Pover and Richard Harris,
describe why and how they became committed trade
unionists and how important this is. In his contribution John
Walsh reminds us that when young trade unionists are
organised they can fight on issues of benefit to all young
people, in this case against the discriminatory minimum
wage provisions.

Having created economic chaos the Tories and employers
now exhort the nation to work harder and thereby insult
working people everywhere. While millions are forced into
unemployment our workforce of some 26 million is clearly
working to capacity. Stress at work, long hours, tripled
workloads, burnout, unpaid overtime – these are all
endemic in the contemporary workplace.  Our people have
been working so hard that trillions of pounds of their taxes
have been given to private financiers. They are working so
hard that the rich in Britain have never been richer. The
richest thousand in the country own more wealth than 50%
of the entire population.  It is politicians who should work
harder to cut the overwork, cut the dole queues and cut the
inequality.

When I was sixteen years old I had a friend who was a
fisherman. He had fished each day since he was 14 in a
small boat off the south coast for crabs, mackerel and
anything else that came along with the seasons. When I
knew him he was 80, tough as nails and fishing every day
in a one person clinker built boat. Community pressures
mounted on him to retire simply because of his age and the
very tough job he did. Eventually he was persuaded to give
up. He died a week later. For many like him, work is life.
But this is becoming the exception. McJobs hardly inspire
loyalty amongst the young and the gruelling pace of the
modern workplace exhausts and tires many workers
prematurely.  How many friends do we all know who have
passed away shortly after retirement, not because their life’s
main purpose has gone, but because they have been
physically worn out? Just as young people should enjoy the
creative endeavour of experimentation and interest at work
in their youth, so should they, when they approach
retirement at 65 expect a long and comfortable time without
the scourge of poverty to haunt them to their grave and time
perhaps to catch up on other pleasures they may have
missed while working too hard for their employer.

Doug Nicholls



Introduction

UK youth unemployment continues to be alarmingly high
and one of the biggest issues facing government. Based on
the April Office for National Statistics (ONS) figures – which
cover the period December 2011 to Feb 2012 – youth
joblessness is well over a million, equalling 22.2% while
nearly half of young Black men are unemployed. These
figures include full-time students looking for work.
Nevertheless, using those ‘not in full-time education and
training’ as a basis for calculation, unemployment amongst
16-24 year olds still remains at 20.5%.  In addition,
approaching 700,000 young people in this category are
classified as ‘economically inactive’ – many having ‘given
up’ looking for a job.

As is well known, youth unemployment is not just a problem
in the UK. Spain and Greece now have rates of over 40%
with the EU average at around 23%; it is only Germany,
Austria and the Netherlands where rates are below 1 in
10.  Meanwhile, the International Labour Organisation has
recently estimated that globally, at the end of 2010 over 75
million young people were out of work. Significantly, the
ILO also reports large increases in unemployment in
developed countries and that more young people than ever
are now ‘hiding’ – temporarily dropping out of the labour
market, hoping that prospects will improve in the future
(Allen and Ainley, 2012).

Some recent   commentaries explain young people’s
predicament in terms of a generation war. Tory Minister
David Willetts (Willetts 2010) argues that today’s youth are
paying the price for the excesses of the baby boomer
generation, while for Howker and Malik (2010) we have
been left with a ‘jilted generation’.  A crude analysis of
young unemployment might also consider it the result of an
increasingly ‘ageing’ workforce.  Though this article agrees
that young people’s declining opportunities are the result of
changes in economy and society, it argues the need for
new types of employment policies as a whole rather than
simply emphasising generational redistribution.  

Unemployment amongst young people has rocketed since
the financial crisis of 2008; but the downturn has intensified
longer term changes in the labour market from which young

people have been the greatest victims.  At the start of the
prosperous 1960s for example, out of a total
unemployment figure of 330,000, only 10,000 were
under 19. In 2002 though, at the height of the New Labour
consumer boom, 10% of 18-24 year olds were jobless
compared with a general unemployment rate of 5%.  Going
into the recession, youth unemployment already stood at
14% compared with 6% for unemployment as a whole. 

Young people – overqualified and underemployed

Employer representatives continue, as they have always
done, to complain about young people lacking necessary
skills and ‘aptitudes’, yet the current cohort of young people
are the most highly educated generation ever. Most have
studied hard and played by the rules with repeated tests
and assessments from an early age, cramming for exams
while working part-time through sixth-form and college but
still stacking up thousands of pounds worth of debt, only to
discover that – even if they do find work – they are
invariably ‘underemployed’ in jobs that have little relation to
their level of qualification. Findings show that 1 in 3 recent
graduates report this (Allen and Ainley, 2012) and
graduates having to take ‘non-graduate’ employment simply
bump other less well qualified young people further down
the jobs queue.

This undermines the promise of ‘social mobility’ integral to
education since the war. For Tony Blair and Gordon Brown,
the 21st century globalised economy allowed ‘more room
at the top’ for those well-educated. On the contrary, many
of the current generation of young people, despite being
much better qualified than their parents, will end up much
worse-off. Education has become like trying to run up a
down escalator, where you have to run faster and faster just
to stand still (Allen and Ainley, 2012).

With ex-member of the Bank of England’s Monetary Policy
Committee, David Blanchflower calling for 100,000 more
university places to get young people ‘off the streets’, there
is increasing awareness amongst mainstream economists
that the expansion of education disguises the true extent of
youth unemployment – producing a situation of ‘education
without jobs’ (Ainley and Allen, 2010).
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You get out, what you
put in!
Dan Pover 

I am 26 and work as a homelessness support worker in
Bristol. I have been a member of Unite for around 3 years
and am the workplace representative based in Bristol

Joining the union and becoming more active has been one
of the best decisions I have made since leaving education
and embarking on full time work. As a workplace
representative and activist I am able to attend excellent
training which has been helpful to both me and my
colleagues. I have met many people who have become
good friends and sources of inspiration, encouragement
and support. I have worked with colleagues to improve
conditions at work. This has been beneficial to us as a
team but also to the homeless people we support as we
now devote more energy into supporting them. 

I have supported a colleague through a grievance,
negotiated a change of rota for greater work/life balance
and helped make improvements to the way we manage
risks within our scheme.  I’ve supported management and
staff to foster better relations, helped create a staff room,
and a redesign of the office workstations and helped
improve training provision for all staff.  

I am also involved in the young members committee
through which I support and encourage more young
members to make use of the union. I recently supported
the Choose Youth campaign in my local area to try to save
their youth service. It was humbling to be able to offer
support to such a worthy cause. I have also supported
campaigns against price rises on railways and in the
NHS. This year I will also fulfill one of my personal goals
by travelling to Cuba. I was elected by my colleagues in
the young members committee to go as part of the youth
brigade and I still can’t quite believe it’s going to happen.  

I first joined the union alongside colleagues because of
workplace issues. The union was there in the background
but I had not been involved. I was invited to a young
member’s event at Tolpuddle and learnt more about how
the union works. After speaking to union staff after the
event they supported me to hold an election for a
workplace representative. There is so much opportunity to
pursue interests within the union both in and out of work.
There is something for everyone. 

Many young people embarking into work would benefit
from being members of a trade union. Unite is a great
place to start as it’s a general union and covers many types
of work. My experience with Unite has been extremely
positive and rewarding. The more you put into the union
the more you get back.

One problem is that we young people are not told much
about unions. There are questions many would struggle to
answer, like how do they work? What do they do? 

We should be engaging young people through education
- letting them know about unions and answering those
questions. Teaching people their rights and helping them
to make use of them.

If we are sincere about engaging young people in our
union we should be going out to their workplaces.
Speaking with them about their issues and their aspirations
and helping to empower them to have the influence to
pursue them. We should be encouraging and supporting
existing members to become more involved and join us in
working for a better, fairer life in work and our everyday
life.
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