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This paper arises from the extended discussion held by GLATUC at its September 2002 meeting. Future extended discussions, led by panels typically comprising a senior lay trade unionist, an MP and a community representative, will be held on privatisation (October 2002), political democracy (November 2002) and education (February 2003). Further details from the GLATUC Secretary or our website news page.


Preface

London’s local government unions – GMB, TGWU and UNISON – have balloted for strike action over a claim for a massive increase in the London Weighting allowance, to £4,000, almost three times the present level. The three unions struck on 17 July in pursuit of their national pay claim and an increase in LW and will strike again on 1st October over LW. UNISON, which held a number of days of strike action on LW before the all-unions’ 17 July strike on pay, plans to follow the 1st October strike by selective strike action of up to four weeks. Last year the percentage increase in LW followed that of the national pay agreement and following a meeting on 12 September the employers are offering the same this year.

Key issues

· What is London?

There is the problem of definition: in pay talks “London” sometimes means “inside the M25”, sometimes “the 32 London boroughs” or “within X miles of Charing Cross” and so on. Corridors to London, like the M4 (Reading) and M11 (Cambridge) are starting to call for similar allowances, as are other metropolitan areas, like Manchester, so that London Weighting is starting to be transformed into a phenomenon applicable to the Regional government structure being brought into England as well as into non-metropolitan areas into which London workers moving because of the problems of housing in London.

· The “recruitment and retention” argument

London employers use LW allowances as a recruitment/retention tool, not as a means of addressing the differentials in the cost of living. Where they don’t have a problem they don’t pay it. The “recruitment and retention” argument, therefore, should be resisted, as its attractions to workers are superficial and counter-productive in the longer run.

· The case for a big increase

Nevertheless, a big flat-rate increase in LW throughout the public and voluntary sectors, together with any major private sector enterprises whose unions might join in, would especially benefit the lower-paid. It would also have a knock-on effect into other sectors. There is a trend towards a unified approach. In the Higher Education sector NATFHE is leading a LW campaign in the new universities  and the unions are envisaging strike action in October or November. In the Further Education sector, since 1994’s “incorporation” of the colleges, floating free of its local government roots a strike is planned for 5 November. In the former Civil Service, some workers (such as in the British Library) have lost their LW after being hived off into new organizations – and their pay has fallen 15% behind, too. The LW campaign has its attractions there. The voluntary sector has special problems. There is a very large number of small employers , funded by public money on a “not-for-profit” basis and with a high proportion of women workers (so that child-care arrangements and costs are major issues). Under the present system of funding by Service Level Agreements and short contracts there is pressure to shift to low-paid front-line workers on fixed-term contracts. Partly because of this there is a growing gap in the workforce’s age profile, as women, unable to afford child-care, leave work to raise children. A big increase in LW would allow parents to find adequate child-care and to stay in the workforce if they wished, thus helping reduce family poverty.

· Underlying problems

London is Europe’s most expensive capital city, mainly because of housing and transport costs. But this is a feature of Britain as a whole, although most obvious in London. The Labour government has failed to achieve an integrated transport policy. The Mayor of London is forcing through anti-congestion measures like road pricing which may not be practical and will certainly hit the poorest hardest. The old GLC’s “Fares Fair” policy worked by making public transport cheaper. Making cars more expensive in the context of privatised public transport and its upwards trend in fares (there is not even the prospect of index-linking) will only increase help increase the proportion of income spent on transport, and this is already far too high. Worst of all is the housing problem. Since the destruction of the council housing sector the cost, as a proportion of income, has rocketed. The poorest – the “economically disappeared” – are locked into what are virtually ghettoes, while people with jobs and growing families are forced to move to the cheaper fringe areas, which increases commuting and intensifies transport problems. “Home ownership”, private renting and so-called “social housing” (housing associations) all drive up the costs. As Londoners are forced to tolerate steeply-rising costs, so the “buy to rent” phenomenon is emerging, with a new stratum of rentiers exploiting the poorest and encouraging short-term tenancy contracts for better-off workers. Areas like New Cross have conditions hardly better than third world townships. Ironically, the local government “single status” agreement, which is gradually abolishing the distinction between manual and white collar workers, is having a negative effect because council manual workers have better London allowances. The removal of this differential is forcing working class migration from central London. Schemes designating 50% of developments for “affordable housing” are palliatives. They create phoney and divisive categories of “key workers” (and even threaten to reintroduce something like the “tied cottage” system) but increasingly the pressure is on from developers to reduce the proportion of “affordable housing”, for example, to 30%. In London’s universities student applications are falling because of housing problems and some institutions may be allowed by the government to go to the wall. In this case, success in an LW claim could exacerbate job losses.The only solution is directly-owned council housing, which means encouraging councils to build and abolishing the “right to buy”. In the present political climate this is just not going to happen. The Mayor’s penchant for building more and more offices is denying the use of inner city “brownfield sites” to housing development. The question may be asked, for whose benefit is London being governed?

Finally, unless political measures are taken to restrain the private sector, any increases in London allowances will be absorbed by ever-increasing costs and by prices rising to absorb any increases in disposable income. London will remain an expensive slum – except for the rich.

· Industrial issues

Three things to bear in mind. Firstly, for some manual workers even a big increase in LW is less important than defending the bonus schemes which are threatened by Single Status and which can amount to as much as 40% of income. Secondly, selective strike action by one union would mean that workers in other unions would be forced to cross picket lines, thus causing divisions and confusion and handing over a mass campaign to a relatively few workers. Thirdly, a London Weighting campaign should reinforce the wider campaign for good State provision and across-the-board improvements.

Finally, all concerned say that a mechanism or forum for achieving unity must be found. The trades councils and GLATUC itself can help by becoming places where activists discuss their members’ needs and ambitions and learn to work together. In this way we can contribute to the unions’ strength on the ground.
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