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Fighting Back
‘Let me say a word about fighting back. We all know it is easy 
to say, but harder to do most of the time. It requires not just 
rhetoric, but conviction and commitment, organisation and 
discipline. But to those who say it is pointless or hopeless, 
I say look at British Airways. Thousands of cabin crew, not 
perhaps your average image of trade unionists. Middle class, 
loyal professionals who stood firm against the attacks of one 
of the world’s biggest companies for 18 months or more, and 
in the face of the courts and the anti-union laws designed 
to frustrate their democratic decisions. Who stood by their 
union. Maintained their unity and dignity, and can now rebuild 
their relationship with their employer with their heads held 
high, their union unbroken. I am proud of them, and proud of 
the support UNITE gave them’.  

Len McCluskey, General Secretary UNITE, Address to PCS Annual 
Conference, 20 May 2011.



1.1  The BA – cabin crew dispute was one of the most bitter industrial 
disputes in the United Kingdom for some time. It had everything: a 
large employer apparently bent on having its own way, whatever the 
views of workers or their trade union; strong resistance from a proud, 
self-confident, and highly professional workforce, new to the demands 
of industrial action; a series of high profile court cases, with judges flip-
flopping in tense litigation; allegations of dirty deeds by the employer, 
including allegations of harassment, victimisation and union-busting; 
and creative intervention by ACAS, the United Kingdom’s conciliation 
service, which has performed a brilliant role in helping to find long 
term solutions in the resolution of other recent high profile disputes 
(notably at East Lindsey).

1.2    Beginning in 2009, the cabin crew dispute was not only one of the most 
bitter but also one of the most protracted and intractable industrial 
disputes in recent British history. Although UNITE emerged on 11 May 
2011 with its dignity intact following a settlement with BA, the dispute 
nevertheless highlights the dangers to workers everywhere of a legal 
system stacked against them, and shows with great clarity just what 
this means in practice. The dispute revealed the different strategies 
that employers can now use with impunity in an attempt to crush a 
union’s resistance, and provides a textbook example of strike-breaking 
practices. But it also demonstrates that organised power cannot be 
broken, and as such the response of the BA cabin crew should be a 
source of inspiration for others caught up in similar circumstances in 
the months ahead. 

British Airways
1.3  BA claims to be the United Kingdom’s largest international airline,1 

generating annual revenues of around £8 billion (a sum which 
compares with the combined income of all British trade unions of just 
over £1 billion).2 The company operates four fleets from Heathrow, 
Gatwick and London City airports: Worldwide and Eurofleet from 
Heathrow, Single Fleet Gatwick, and London City Flyer. To maintain 
these combined fleets of 238 aircraft which were said to fly just under Re
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Re
si

sti
ng

 ‘U
ni

on
-B

us
tin

g’
 a

nd
 ‘S

tr
ik

e-
Br

ea
ki

ng
’ i

n 
th

e 
BA

 D
is

pu
te

2

100,000 passengers a day, BA was said to employ roughly 38,000 
people, of whom some 11,000 were cabin crew. The great bulk of the 
latter were employed at Heathrow, where 7,190 were engaged on the 
Worldwide fleet and 2,170 on the Eurofleet; of the remaining 1,160 or 
so, 1,100 were employed at Gatwick.3 

1.4  It cannot be denied that BA has been facing serious commercial 
challenges. In the financial year 2009-10, its pre-tax losses stood at a 
staggering £531 million, an increase on the £401 million pre-tax losses 
in the previous year.4 Nor can it be denied, however, that matters 
began to improve even while the action by cabin crew was in full 
spate, notwithstanding the extra costs associated with the dispute. 
Thus, it was reported on 29 October 2010 that BA had ‘returned to the 
black for the first time in two years’. A ‘pre-tax profit of £158m’ in the 
first six months of 2010-2011,5 was said to compare favourably with 
a pre-tax loss of £292m in the second half of 2009-2010. Moreover, 
revenues rose ‘by more than 8% to £4.4bn’ in the first half of 2010-
2011, ‘allowing the airline to report its first gain at a pre-tax level since 
September 2008’.6   

Box 1.1

British Airways plc
‘We are one of the world’s leading global premium airlines. Our principal 
place of business is London with significant presence at Heathrow, Gatwick 
and London City. Some 20 million people live within commuting distance of 
these airports, on the doorstep of the City of London, the world’s biggest 
premium travel market. We also operate a worldwide air cargo business, 
largely in conjunction with our scheduled passenger services. Operating 
one of the most extensive international scheduled airline route networks, 
together with our codeshare and franchise partners, we fly to more than 300 
destinations worldwide. In 2009/10, we carried nearly 32 million passengers’.
Source:   British Airways, Annual Report and Accounts 2009-10.

1.5    BA shareholders were thus doing rather well, it being reported 
also that BA’s shares had ‘surged by 46% in 2010 following a £4.5 
billion merger with Spanish carrier Iberia, to form the International 
Consolidated Airlines Group (ICAG). The merger was said to ‘leave 
BA investors with 55% of the combined group, which will be based 
in London but registered for tax purposes in Spain’.7 What was good 
for the shareholders was just as good for the company’s senior 
executives. The then Chief Executive – the combative Willie Walsh – 
was reported in the press to be in line for a 12% pay rise (and a £1.65 
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million bonus) as the top man at the new company to be established to 
run the merged ICAG;8 while BA chairman Martin Broughton received 
a much deserved knighthood in the 2010 New Year’s Honours List.

1.6    But of course BA is concerned not only with executives, shareholders 
and customers. In common with other multinational corporations, it 
claims to be committed to corporate social responsibility, and to this 
end its website proclaims that ‘British Airways Plc and our subsidiaries 
strive to be good corporate citizens’. Part of this commitment relates 
to the workplace, where it is stated that: ‘We aspire to work together 
as one team, to treat each other fairly, respecting individual and 
collective rights, and striving for high levels of employee motivation 
and satisfaction through training, development and honest 
communications’.9 It is not clear what collective rights BA has in mind 
here, though when other companies use this term it is thought to 
include a commitment to the rights of trade unions, in accordance 
with standards set out in international labour conventions.10

attacks on cabin crew
1.7    That latter commitment was to take a serious battering in the dispute 

with cabin crew, as represented by the British Airlines Stewards’ and 
Stewardesses’ Association (BASSA) and Cabin Crew 89, which are now 
both branches of UNITE. At the heart of the dispute was the company’s 
proposed introduction of a new group of employees on greatly inferior 
terms and conditions of employment, including significantly reduced 
pay, while subject to greater command and control by the company’s 
managers. Some aspects of these new arrangements are more fully 
discussed in Appendix 1, at which point readers may wish to reflect on 
the remarks of a company representative who wrote in 2010 that the 
response of cabin crew to these changes was ‘unjustified’.11

Box 1.2

Sir Martin Broughton and Cabin Crew
‘Regrettably, these changes were met by unjustified strike action by UNITE’s 
cabin crew branch. BASSA misrepresented the Company’s position to its 
members, failed to represent the views of the majority of cabin crew and 
has been intent on a confrontation with the airline. The vast majority of our 
employees recognise the need for permanent change and have shown great 
commitment to British Airways during this difficult year’.
Source:   British Airways, Annual Report and Accounts 2009-10.
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1.8  The other major concern was that cost-cutting would also affect 
existing staff. Indeed, BA introduced new crewing levels for long-haul 
and European fleets. Again this was done unilaterally, leading to an 
attempt to challenge the company in the courts (which failed), and 
in turn to industrial action in protest. The determination of staff was 
clearly under-estimated by BA, which in 2008 had avoided a planned 
strike by pilots partly with the threat of litigation.12 Cabin crew were 
not, however, prepared to capitulate so easily, even in the face of legal 
action. Indeed, the strength of feeling and sense of injustice about 
the conduct of BA is reflected in not one but four overwhelming votes 
in favour of industrial action in statutory ballots, which the company 
would have us believe was the result of misrepresentation by BASSA.

1.9   The changes to working practices were anticipated in the secret 
plans that are set out in chapter two below, with the substance 
of the changes introduced and the attempt by the union to fight 
them by legal means being addressed in chapters three and four. 
It was not, however, only what some saw as an ‘attack’ on working 
conditions that caused so much concern. So did BA’s response to the 
members of cabin crew who took part in the dispute, and who – it 
was alleged – were attacked for taking the action they did in defence 
of working conditions. These allegations are considered in chapters 
five and seven, and concern various forms of classic ‘union-busting’ 
and ‘strike-breaking’ strategies adopted by employers determined 
to prevail.13 Apart from undermining trade union organisation at the 
workplace, this involved the imposition of a number of sanctions 
against individuals taking part in the action.14

1.10 The other feature of the dispute that permeates this report is the 
nature of the legal system that allows employers first to impose 
changes to working conditions, secondly to inflict sanctions on those 
who resist the employer by means of collective action, and thirdly 
to restrain by injunction or other means workers who engage in 
organised resistance. This is a matter addressed specifically in chapters 
four, five and eight, with some of the wider implications of this aspect 
of the dispute addressed in chapter ten. However, we should not 
lose sight of the fact that the dispute led to an agreement, some of 
the details of which are considered in chapter nine. That the union 
survived unbroken despite the odds against it was an extraordinary 
achievement. Having exposed the limitations of British labour law, this 
dispute should now provide a launch-pad for its reform.15
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