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The Campaign for a Trade Union Freedom Bill

To celebrate the centenary of the introduction of the
Trade Disputes Act 1906, this edition of Federation
News is dedicated to the 2006 campaign for a new
Trade Union Freedom Bill. In the articles that follow, six
general secretaries of unions representing nearly 4 mil-
lion workers, outline why they believe restrictive trade
union laws should be replaced by positive trade union
freedoms.

To place the discussion in context, Keith Ewing begins
by welcoming the legal freedoms introduced by the
1906 Act – the right to strike, to support others in
action and to picket. However, he acknowledges the
limitations of the Act, in particular the system of immuni-
ties. He notes the ease with which the judiciary first
undermined and then removed many of those immuni-
ties, and ends by asking what we can learn from the
1906 Act in developing a new legal settlement to
combat the sharp practices of gloabalisation.. He
points out that employers large and small have rights.
These rights are the source of great power. Trade
unions should also have rights – rights to organise, to
bargain, and to strike.

The following two articles then pursue economic
themes. The first looks at the economic impact of the
1906 Act. Simon Deakin and Frank Wilkinson point
out that laws which grant unions the right to organise
and to take action in defence of terms and conditions
have a positive impact on union membership which in
turn helps to reduce inequalities in employment.
Between 1905 and 1914, trade union membership
doubled and doubled again by 1920 – mainly
amongst women and into low paid occupations – an
impossible achievement without the freedoms granted
by the 1906 Act. During those periods, pay differen-
tials between high and low skilled occupations more
than halved. In contrast, between 1979 and 1989,
the pay gap widened from 85% to 146% and by
2000 had widened further to 163%. According to the
authors, what is needed is an enduring institutional set-
tlement for trade unions which puts beyond dispute

their role in the economy.

Pursuing the economic theme, Jon Cruddas MP then
assess the extent to which the current political spin on
the state of the labour market reflects economic reality.
According to Jon, the architects of the new labour strat-
egy have created an image of a classless society built
on a new knowledge economy which has no place for
organised labour or government regulation. As the
author points out, the problem with this analysis is the
lack of empirical evidence. In reality, our “hour glass”
economy has a limited knowledge economy at one
end, and an expanding service related secondary mar-
ket at the other. Our so-called classless society has in
effect been built on an increased demand for low
waged work. And our low waged work is increasingly
provided by migrant labour – the cornerstone of gov-
ernment economic policy. Inevitably policy tensions
arise between the rhetoric of government and the eco-
nomic reality of the labour market. As the author con-
cludes, if the government is to reconnect with the
majority of workers then the regulations and rights
touched on in the Trade Union Freedom Bill must move
centre stage.

The following articles look at why individual unions
believe a Trade Union Freedom Bill is needed. Tony
Woodley begins by reminding us of the issues sur-
rounding Gate Gourmet – the dispute that triggered the
campaign for a Bill. But he points out that Gate
Gourmet simply crystallised demands which had been
brewing for some time. And these demands stem from
problems associated with changes in the labour market
and the unchecked march of globalisation. Dave
Prentis then takes up the theme, seeing the Bill as a
necessary response to the economy of the 21st century
and the organising challenges it poses to unions. With
public services heavily penetrated by multi-national
capital, workers need collective union rights if existing
individual rights are to be effective. Unions need less
bureaucracy, fewer restrictions, and more freedom to
respond on behalf of their members.

Speaking on behalf of a smaller union, Bob Crow then

Editorial:
Carolyn Jones / Keith Ewing
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