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SUMMARY

With the passing of the Health and Safety at Work Act
(1974) the subsequent Safety Representatives and Safety
Committees Regulations (1977) the trade unions acquired
an enhanced role in the field of health and safety at
work. At national level they became involved in HSC
Tripartite Committees whilst at workplace level union-
appointed safety representatives with statutory support
came into being.

The objectives of this study were to examine how health
and safety at work is perceived by those trade unionists
and how unions organise themselves to influence health
and safety. In the course of the study an analytical
framework for examining the influence of trade unions

is developed.

Trade union influence in this area can be measured by
looking at inputs such as ideology, resources and how
they are organised or outputs such as effects upon
accident rates and the extent of occupational ill health.
This study concentrates on the 'input' side (leaving the
more complex analysis required of the 'output' aspect
for future investigation).

Data were obtained through an initial literature search,
personal involvement, focussed interviews with experts

in the field and questionnaires to safety representatives
whose shopfloor level perceptions and experience could
be set against national level perceptions.

The major conclusions were that though trade union infor-
mation, training and advisory services had been increased
in recent years not enough of these resources appeared to
be reaching its shopfloor target and that the unions now
need to concentrate upon building up workplace organiza-
tion to translate the impact of improved servicing into
the bargaining strength which will give them the
influence to make improvements in health and safety at
work.

CHRISTOPHER DAVID KAUFMAN

MASTER OF PHILOSOPHY

1985

HEALTH SAFETY

REPRESENTATIVES TRADE UNIONS
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INTRODUCTION

Health and Safety: a brief 1look at the nature of the
problem and the trade unions' involvement at the workplace

This study attempts to explore the role played by trade
unions in their efforts to minimise the health damage to
their members particularly in the 1light of the Health and

Safety at Work Act (1974).

Banner headlines are a familiar sight in the press when
trade unions become involved in strikes. Yet time lost
through industrial accidents and prescribed diseases can be

anything from three to six times greater (Robens, 1972).

For example, (TUC Education, 1977):

'the total time lost as a result of accidents
in 1975 was 23 million man-days - which was
four times the number of man-days involved in
strikes in the same year.'

The HSE (1978) notes that:

'In the course of a year, more than 1,400
working people die and 300,000 suffer
injuries serious enough to keep them away
from work for three days or more',

and TUC ex-General Secretary, Len Murray, (TUC, 1984) adds:

'The economic cost to the community of
industrial accidents and diseases comes
to more than £2,000 million a year.

But nobody can measure the pain, anxiety
and hardship suffered by the victims and
their families.'



However, even these statistics are commonly assumed to be
considerable underestimates. For example, IS
impossible to quantify 1loss of production in economic
costs. Aitkin and Reid (1971) estimate 'the cost to the
country' and Lewis and Latta (1975) saw common law damages
paid for industrial accident compensation constituting a

'tax' on British industry of 60 million.

Kinnersley (1973) details several categories of workers not
covered by official figures and applies a multiplier of at
least 35 to give a more accurate picture (citing as
examples non-recording of deaths of the self-employed in
the building industry and ignorance of the outcome of
long-term illness and injury. It is 1indeed hard to
imagine that, for example, with the untested effects of
contact with a number of chemicals subsequently found to be
harmful, official figures for illness represent anything

other than the tip of the iceberg.

Support for under-reporting of accidents alone comes from

Powell et al. (1971):

'officially reported figures for three-day
lost time accidents are still much smaller
than the truth...It is a picture distorted
by the different clerical arrangements of
different firms, the wish to avoid blame,
ignorance of procedures and differences in
the compensation available from national
and local sources.'

The Department of Employment (Robens, 1972) estimated the



ratio of non-reportable to legally notifiable accidents at

300s

My own experience of a number of industries is similar.
In agriculture, the Inspectorate readily concede that
unreported accidents predominate by at least six to one
over reported accidents. It 18 ‘unsurprising in an
industry where workers are isolated, trade unionism weak,
loyalty played upon and labour pared to the bone that
farmworkers also concerned not to put their tied cottages
at risk, either fail to report accidents or return speedily
to work. Research in preparation (Dr K Cliff, Southampton
University) finds farmworkers continuing to work with major
injuries that might require several weeks lay-off in the

view of a medical practitioner.

Official figures should therefore be seen more as an
indicator of trends than as an absolute measure. Grayson
and Goddard (1975) suggest that they are of 'very little
practical use to trade wunionists'. This argument is
easily sustained in the face of subsequent changes in
notification procedures — the most recent of which, the
1982 statutory sick pay scheme, has considerably increased

under-reporting.

Examination of trends by Beaumont (1983) supports the view
of Robens that Britain does not appear to compare

unfavourably with other advanced industrial countries. It



also allows him to suggest a possible correlation between

industrial accidents and economic activity.

Smith (1973) in the United Stated and Steele (1974) in
Britain tend to corroborate Beaumont's suggestion that more
accidents arise from increasing wuse of capacity and
overtime associated with an economic upswing. Fatigue and

inexperience would increase the risk.

As the mill worker 1in Jackson in Jack London's novel, the
Iron Heel (1907) replied to the question as to whether it
was carelessness that got his arm caught in the machine:
'No, I ain't for calling it that. I was
working overtime, an' I guess I was tired
out some. 1 worked seventeen years in them
mills, an I've took notice that most of the
accidents happen in the hour before whistle-
blow than in all the rest of the day. A
man ain't so quick after working steady for
hours. I've seen too many of 'em cut up
an' gouged and 'chawed not to know.'
Just as the issue has not appealed to news editors (with
exceptions, growing more numerous, like asbestos and 245-T
which rate as 'scare stories') neither had health and
safety aroused consistent concern amongst workers. That
this view seems to have altered in recent years, at least

amongst wunion activists, is strongly suggested later in

this study.

In all probability there are many contributory factors
which have made health and safety a lower priority issue in

the past. It is, after all, an i1ndustrial relations



topic, Jjust 1like wage bargaining, but traditionally the

annual formulation of a wage <claim (with its attendant
'shopping 1igt! of claims for increased holiday
entitlement, decreased hours, etc.) gives a focus at branch
or district level to discuss and pursue a positive target -
and to decide what to do in the event of opposition from

employers.

In contrast, it can be argued that in the past health and
safety has been 1left to =zealots perceived by their
colleagues as having a 'bee in their bonnet' or reacting to
particular hazardous circumstances = rather than pursuing a
consistent interest 1in what seems a negative claim (the
avoidance of health loss) as seen against striving to

improve pay levels and therefore living standards.

The above is a 1line of speculation which might fruitfully
be taken up elsewhere but certainly there is a complex
series of pressures acting on the worker (such as outlined
in the case of the farmworker) which may be damping down on

a more militant approach to the health and safety issue.

It may well have been the coming of the safety
representatives in 1978 following the Robens Report, the
Health and Safety at Work Act (1974) and the SRSC
Regulations (1977), which has done much to move the subject

higher up the trade union agenda.
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For their powers, including the right to inspect plants

regularly, to receive information from management and the
inspectorate, to have time off for training and to set up
safety committees if they wished, gave workers
representatives - for they are appointed only by trade
unions - a far more active role. It also gave the
opportunity for the issue to be routinely and regularly

brought before the membership.

In so doing it may well have made it clear to many trade
unionists that their own interests and those of their
employers may often diverge. An example of this 1is the
conflict which often arises between the demands of
continued production and those of operatives' safety.
This can boil down to a crude question of cost to the

employer which may or may not be a long-term saving.

The workplace hazard arises from the process of
production. In order for the workers to be best placed to
bargain over the issue with management they have certain
requirements such as information about potential hazards,
training on how to detect them and knowledge about how to
improve standards of health and safety. As with the
wage negotiator who requires knowledge of the 'going rate'
for the industry, overall Retail Price Index etc., the
safety representative needs all kinds of knowledge to play
an effective role, to start to limit the hazards to both

health and safety.

% |



Under the 1974 Act, there are duties on employers,
manufacturers and the inspectorate to assist in this
process, but it is from his trade union or the TUC that the
member expects most help and this study hopes to examine

whether it is usefully forthcoming.

At the macro 1level, the economic cost of man-days,
production, investment in training and machinery etc. lost
through occupational illness, injury and death should be as
much a concern to Government and employers as the pain and
suffering and loss of earning power to the victims and

relations.

But this theoretical consensus, reflected as it was in the
main in industry at shopfloor level by safety committees
before 1974, did not produce any dramatic improvements in
workplace conditions, (amongst the exceptions was the
coalmining industry which has had workmen's inspectors
since the beginning of the 20th century) though it went
hand in hand with a trade union approach which sought to
extract maximum compensation through the courts for members

who had suffered occupational disease or injury.

It was an essentially passive role for trade unions which
the Robens Committee Report of 1972 would have done nothing
to change. For its conclusion, that 'the single most

important reason for accidents at work is apathy' brought

12



forth only the solution that the law should be simplified and
regulations replaced by voluntary codes of action with
joint safety committees a central feature through which to
discuss problems and encourage 'in-plant voluntary

self-regulation'.

The Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 in itself had no
means of changing this central philosophy - it was an
enabling act which would have no special teeth, in the view
of many, unless union pressure were applied. Perhaps the
most important section of the Act introduced the concept of
the safety representative, with statutory rights and
functions. Following the consultation period which the
trade unions - during a period of generally increased
militancy in the early 1970s - used to strengthen their
role, the Safety Representatives and Safety Committees

Regulations came into effect in October, 1978.

It enshrined a concept (LRD, 1978) of safety
representative 'as the first workers' representatives with
statutory rights to challenge the employers' claim to sole
control of plant, machinery and methods of work. They
must necessarily, if they do their work well, help the
growth of industrial democracy which had perhaps been one
of that complex of impulses diminishing the workers' thrust
to impose safer standards in the past consciously or
unconsciously rejected as being too presumptious or 'not

our job'.

13



Objectives

The year of the 1974 Health and Safety at Work Act was
also the year 1in which my own personal interest in
occupational health and safety expanded. Interested by an
excess of 1liver cancer amongst vinyl chloride monomer
manufacturing workers, I undertook a research project on
the issue (Kaufman, 1974). Shortly afterwards I started
work for the then National Union of Agricultural and Allied
Workers in the 1legal department. Subsequently, I
attended a number of gatherings of trade wunionists
discussing their attitudes to the new health and safety
legislation. I also, through my job, dealt with a steady
stream of occupational injury and illness cases reported to

the NUAAW.

All these experiences convinced me that trade unions could
and should be devoting far more energy and resources to an
issue which, in general, had never featured very high on
the list of priorities. I determined, therefore, to
discover as broad questions, what kind of influences the
trade unions did have on health and safety at work,
whether they met the perceived needs of the shopfloor and
the expectations of those operating at trade union national

level.
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The TUC's evidence to the House of Commons Select Committee
(TUC, unpublished 1983) on Employment, Health and Safety,
submitted as this project was drawing to a close,
maintained that:

'The growing awareness throughout the trade

union movement about health and safety at

work, which led to the establishment of the

Robens Committee, has continued to develop

over the last ten years directly as a result

of the introduction of the Health and Safety

at Work Act. There has been a profound

change in outlook and activity amongst trade

unions at all levels towards health and
safety at work issues.'

This statement provides a focus for another area of study:
to examine the evidence that trade union activity has
been growing in the years since 1974 but, more
particularly, to discover trends in the last eight years or

so since the beginning of this research.

The new legislation introduced new roles for trade unions;
at the national 1level, for example, the setting up of the
Health and Safety Commission with its tripartite committees
to include trade unionrepresentatives and at the workplace
level safety representatives and safety committees.
It posed the question, what use could or would the trade

unions make of these opportunities?
I was fortunately in the position, working for a trade

union, where I would be allowed swifter and more open

access to trade union officials in the field of study and

15



to their information and co-operation than would be an
outsider - who traditionally finds this particular 'closed
shop' very difficult to enter. It would also enable me,
if my suspicions were borne out by the research findings,
to underline them with some vigour in an attempt to induce
amongst trade unions' membership and officials a greater
involvement in health and safety at work and to point up
areas of successful practice at any of the various levels

of trade union activity for emulation.

At the same time, however, I would have to ensure that my
own preconceptions did not influence my findings if I was
to avoid devaluing the research.

A structured setting for these objectives would be:

(a) to examine the nature of the problem of health and

safety at work in terms of:
1 how the issue is perceived by the parties
involved (namely trade unions, management

and government),

Ao how the trade unions organize themselves

to achieve influence:

(b) to develop an analytical framework for examining the

influence of trade unions on health and safety at work.

16



To try to examine trade union influence it was decided to
measure 'inputs' and 'outputs'. '"Inputs' can be broadly
defined 1in terms of (a) ideology or attitudes and (b)
resources devoted to the health and safety issue and the
way 1in which they are organized or mobilised. The
'outputs' which may be seen in terms of criteria such as
the effect upon accident rates and incidence of industrial
disease, are the most difficult to define because there
are so many other attendant variables, (such as economic
activity and its effect upon man-hours worked and at what

speeds) which can affect industrial accidents and diseases.

This study will, therefore, concentrate upon the 'input'
aspect of the trade unions' work and the 'output' side
solely in terms of the unions' involvement in
decision-making on health and safety at workplace, regional
and national levels. This implies observing the
influence of trade union participation at the workplace
through safety representatives and, to a lesser degree,
through safety committees (by the time this study was
completed there had been extensively surveyed elsewhere)
and at the national level through bodies like the Industry

Advisory Committees under the HSC.

In the absence of any known study of trade union influence

on health and safety at work using examination of both

national and local level union personnel, it is hoped that

17



an analysis along the 1lines indicated will 1lead to an

increased understanding of the 1issue and may encourage
others to take on the more complex analysis of the 'output'
side and of the many other issues which emerge in a so far

underdeveloped field of study.

Methodology

In an essentially exploratory study the method developed
for examining the influence of trade unions on health and
safety at work was an initial literature search followed by
a series of focussed interviews and the development and
subsequent analysis of a questionnaire to groups of safety
representatives attending TUC training courses. Using the
information from these sources and the experience of my own
personal participation in the subject area, hypotheses
which had evolved during the course of the study would be
tested and conclusions drawn in a brief final section which
would suggest further lines of research thrown up by the

investigation.

Participant observation through personal involvement

I became an official of the NUAAW in 1978, and gained
valuable experience in the following areas of health and

safety:

18



Casework in the wunion's legal department dealing with

agricultural and allied workers' accidents or occupational
ill health, for example, the high incidence of back

injuries to farm workers.

Head office speaker at numerous union area conferences, all
over Britain at which health and safety is always one of
the three most popular topics (the others being poor wages

and declining rural amenities).

Teaching union members at Winter and Spring Schools on
health and safety, for example, on the rights and functions
of safety representatives and the need to insist on

becoming one.

Membership of the NUAAW's National Health and Safety
Subcommittee and, since 1980, the Health and Safety
Executive's Agricultural Industry Advisory Committee

(till 1983) and Chemicals in Agriculture Subcommittee.

These experiences provided valuable insights into the
hazards of working in a highly mechanised industry with a
very poor record of health and safety. The scattered
nature of its workforce make it difficult to organise and
to service the existing membership. It also provided
experience of working on the tripartite Agriculture

Industry Advisory Committee of the HSE.

19



A developing interest in the use and effects of pesticides
brought me into contact with almost all sections and
levels of the NUAAW, including forestry and horticultural
workers and a whole range of other unions; in particular,
ASTMS, GMWU, NUR, ASLEF, TGWU, NUPE, USDAW, and ACTT.
Being particularly concerned about the health and safety
problems relating to the weedkiller 245-T, 1 liaised either
directly or through a joint ad hoc committee with
interested parties from other unions under the umbrella of
the TUC. Through this contact I learnt more of the
workings of other trade unions. Through addressing
meetings on the issue, I learnt something of the concerns
of political representatives and the public to health and
safety problems, such as pollution and occupational disease
detection, which spread beyond the confines of the

workplace.

As a delegate and speaker at several TUC Congresses and
meetings, through contact with the TUC's Social Insurance
and Idustrial Welfare Department (and one of its committee
members, Jack Boddy) and occasional member of the TUC
Health and Safety Specialist's Group, (which now has
representatives from over 30 wunions) I gained further
insight into the workings of both the TUC and other unions

on health and safety issues.

Further experience has been gained through a seat on the

20



National Water Council's Health and Safety National Joint
Industrial Council which has afforded me a view and participation
in the making of national level arrangements and
negotiations in what has been one of the country's best
organized industries in the occupational health and safety
field. Similarly, attendance at several international
conferences, (such as a 1982 gathering of workers and
manufacturers concerned with the effects of pesticides),
notably of rural wunions, has added an international
perspective to my appreciation of trade union activities in
this sphere. It has demonstrated, for example, that
workers in developing countries have even greater problems
than in Britain which it was hoped to counteract by
establishing transnational links between trade unions and

sympathetic organizations.

My own career, from the legal department, undertaking
union research latterly as Research Officer, becoming
Editor of the agricultural workers' newspaper (The

Landworker), playing a leading role in agitating for a ban

on 245-T, (on which I co-authored a book - Portrait of a
Poison, 1982, and with the campaigning pamphlets, Not One

Minute Longer!, 1980: Pray Before You Spray, 1981 and

How Many More?, 1984), joining the TGWU, (through a

merger with the NUAAW in 1982), and 1latterly becoming

Editor of the TGWU newspaper (The Record), has brought me

into contact with widening groups of workers facing

differing health and safety hazards. Some of these

21



dangers are common to several industries, some are
peculiar, but I have become growingly aware of the need for

a common approach based upon bargaining power.

From the above experience and concerns it 1is evident that
it would be impossible for me to present a 'balanced' or
unbiased view of the health and safety issue even if such
a portrayal exists. However, the study will attempt to

be rigorous and scholarly in its approach to the topic.

Literature Search

Much of the written material in the area of this study was
published in the course of the research and is, therefore,
referred to in the text rather than at the outset. To
demonstrate this an example was taken of the source
material quoted in the study, (Glendon and Booth, 1982)

entitled Worker Participation in Occupational Health and

Safety in Britain. Analysis showed that of 79 sources
quoted, 55 had been published after and including 1977,
(the year that this research began), amounting to

approximately 70 percent of the literature.

Of the few works of note to have appeared before this
date, reference is here made to what I consider to be the
most important. Williams (1960) is a major work written
long before the issue had 'taken off', which exposes the

absence of a comprehensive plan either nationally or by any

22



interested parties, particularly (in this context), trade
unions, for the prevention of occupational accidents and
ill health. Williams identifies sixteen forms of activity

which have a bearing on prevention. They are:

'l. Common Law Safety Standards, 2. Statutory

safety standards, 3. Statutory inspectorates,

4. Workplace safety organization - compulsory,

5. Workplace safety organization - voluntary,

6. Medical supervision, 7. Compulsory

notification of accident and disease, 8. Inquests

and statutory investigations, 9. Claims for

damages, 10. National joint committees, 11. Trade

union activity, 12. Employers' activity, 13.

Voluntary associations, 14. Research, 15. Education,

16. International activity.'
Many of the above spheres of activity in which trade unions
have a role to play are discussed in this study.
Williams' book (which has not received the recognition it
merits), though now dated, is the most thorough work of its
kind known and places great emphasis on worker
participation, involving bargaining over health and safety
rather than what he sees as ineffectual consensus. His
views are shared by many others, including Vernon (1936)
and Bramley Harker (1964) who lauded workers participation
as one of the most important elements in any accident

prevention programme.

More recently, Kinnersley (1973) and Atherley et al. (1975)
have emphasised the same point 1in different ways.
Kinnersley has an aggressive message for workplace
activists once they have become apprised of the nature of

the hazards they are facing:

23



'When you are organized to fight collectively
for safety by answering any threat to health
with a threat to profits, you can begin to
exert real control over hazards.'

But he points out 1in a socialist critique that some
problems are too big for the workplace union organization
to tackle, (such as fast automated, multi-million pound car
plant production lines which produced wunhealthy, stressful
conditions), so that:

'There can be no lasting solution until workers

control society and can direct their skills and

labour into meeting the needs of all people.'
In the above context he is referring to the inherent
conflict of interest he sees between employers and

workforce over the importance of devoting adequate

resources to producing healthy and safe working conditions.

Grayson and Goddard (1975) and Gregory and McCarty (1975)
produced useful handbooks with a fundamentally similar
message to the above, that is, the importance of workplace
organization to deal with the new situation arising from
the Health and Safety at Work Act, and the last named
published a Trade Union Research Unit Document (January
1977 attacking the fact and implications of the
Government's delay in bringing the Safety Representatives

Regulations into action.

Hutchings and Harrison (1911) gave a picture of factory
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legislation as it evolved whilst Webb and Webb (1897)
produced a very readable account (especially in their

chapter on Sanitation and Safety) of the prevailing 19th

century arguments for introducing workmen's compensation

for accidents and illness arising from work.

The Webbs quote from Annual TUC Reports which are a fertile
source for investigation of trade union attitudes to health
and safety issues whilst Annual Reports of the Chief
Inspector of Factories give a picture of the Factory
Inspectorate's views. The Robens Report (1972) with
accompanying volume containing evidence from a wide range
of individual and bodies, is similarly illuminating,
particularly with reference to the employers' collective
views on the issue (as articulated by the CBI) and the
Committee itself which favoured consensus and voluntary

arrangements for tackling workplace hazards.

Finally, 2000 Accidents (Powell et al. 1971), a study

of just over 2000 accidents studied by a team of
researchers at four different workshops, added a useful
body of information and thought to the issue, particularly
stressing the importance of the work system rather than the
'careless worker' as the roots of most industrial

accidents.

Discussion of the background to the focussed interviews and

safety representatives' questionnaires introduces chapters

2 and 3 of this study.
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HOW UNIONS SEEK TO INFLUENCE HEALTH AND SAFETY AT WORK -
—AND HOW THEIR ROLE TS PERCEIVED = 5

In keeping with the objectives and methodology outlined in
the introduction, the focussed interviews were conducted
against a background of existing literature in the area of
health and safety and a framework broadly described by the
following headings: perceptions of health and safety at
work issues; the role ascribed to trade unions; resources
provided by unions for health and safety at work; how

resources are mobilised.

Focussed interviews

A series of interviews with activists in the health and
safety field was arranged in order to gain a baﬁkground
against which to evolve questions to safety
representatives. Five out of six of the interviewees
were the only and, therefore the best available trade
union experts (in the 15 months from March 1977) in the
field with a national level perspective on the issue. The
sixth interviewee was a safety representative who served to

give the investigation an early shopfloor view.

All the potential interviewees selected for the shortlist
as being the most knowledgeable in their field agreed to be
interviewed with one exception (he was Bill Prince of the
Foundry Workers Section of the AUEW who was reluctant to

undergo a taped interview) and who was not pressed further.
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Those 1interviewed provided a good spread of wunion types
and of different status within wunions for the health and
safety function. Further details of the structure and
workings of the particular unions under discussion are
embedded in later citings of the interview content but the

following provides a brief description.

Sheila McKechnie - ASTMS

Sheila McKechnie of ASTMS was appointed as a national
official - Health and Safety Officer, in 1977. At that time
she had no assistance (apart from clerical)and a limited
budget compared with, say, the Union's legal department.
After that time she acquired the back=-up of a qualified
research assistant and built up resources like a health and
safety 1library which she regards as indispensable as a

reference source. (She left ASTMS early in 1985).

ASTMS is the second largest (NALGO is the largest) white
collar ynion in Britain, (the seventh largest affiliated to
the TUC) and organizes acrosss many sections (Eaton and
Gill, 1981) in particular among scientific, technical and

managerial staff in industry, commerce, education and

health. It also has membership in practically every major
industry, particularly in engineering, chemicals,
universities and food. This diversity presented problems

for McKechnie in trying to keep a varied membership
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informed and organized to deal with a variety of hazards

and industrial organizations.

Her job came into being as a result of a resolution passed
at the 1976 ASTMS National Delegate Conference (against the
advice of the Executive) pressure for which she ascribes to
two main causes: the Flixborough disaster - a chemical
plant explosion in 1974 which had a major impact upon
public and union opinion; and the growing awareness of
hazards by the membership in the chemical sector,
particularly arising from the concern over vinyl chloride
monomer which leads to angiosarcoma amongst some workers in

the PVC industry.

McKechnie was in a unique position amongst wunion health
and safety specialists in being appointed as an officer
with full time responsibility in that area. Other unions
have officers in part-time responsibility or full timers
who work as staff in their research or legal departments.
However, granted the status of an officer and free from
the constraints of other departments, she appreciated the
chance to concentrate upon the organizational side of
health and safety, the setting-up of a servicing structure
for the membership which required workplace organization to
press its demands. The appointment's comparative
seniority owes something to the fact that it emerged from
conference decisions and, perhaps, more to the fact that

the health and safety sub-committee of the ASTMS Executive
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in the words of McKechnie, 'had some understanding of the
nature of health and safety as an issue, which is really

crucial'.

Ken Clarke - ISTC

Ken Clarke, of the ISTC is an example of a
national official who has had health and safety grafted
onto his existing job, and which despite taking an
increasing proportion of his time was by no means a

full-time pursuit.

The ISTC 1is the dominant union within the British iron and
steel industry which consists of several important sections
which are, in effect, industries in themselves. These
include the heavy steel section, concerned with the
manufacture of pig 4iron, ingot production and rolling of
heavy products; the sheet industry; the tinplate
industry; the tube trade; the Sheffield steel trade; and
the foundry industry, petering out until it impinges on the
engineering trade. ISTC organizes nearly all production
and ancillary workers throughout the industry, except for

the blastfurnace workers in England and Wales.

Clarke ascribed his appointment to two trends which had
not come directly from the membership. The passing of
the Health and Safety at Work Act and Britain's entry into

the European Economic Community. The first said Clarke
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'created a new set of conditions in the view of our
Executive Council', and, together with the suggestion from
the TUC that affiliated unions might think in terms of
increasing their head office manpower dealing with the
issue, created the pressure for the appointment. Added
weight was given, however, by the growing realisation that
the Union's then General Secretary, Bill Sirs, when he
attended a number of committees in the European Coal and
Steel Community, was not being afforded the research

back-up that was required.

However, the failure of the union to evolve established
internal machinery for dealing with health and safety
complaints may account for the different treatment it had

received compared with ASTMS for example.

David Gee - GMBATU

David Gee, who was appointed health and safety officer for
the GMBATU, (then GMWU) in 1978 as a result of a national
conference resolution, was not given the same national
officer status as McKechnie and is still based in the

union's research department. The differences which result
from these varying spheres and strengths of influence are
discussed in the next chapter. It seems likely that the
appointment owed something to the change in leadership of
the GMWU and an accompanying change in style which saw a

new emphasis on high grade back-up staff at national and
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regional level for the membership.

Gee was not one of those specifically interviewed for the
research but as my external supervisor was on hand for

discussion at various times during its progress.

Jim Watts - NUAAW

Jim Watts was another official (legal officer) of the
NUAAW with part-time responsibility for health and safety.
He saw the need for a full-timer but pointed to the
union's lack of resources in achieving that goal. Thus,
in an industry (agriculture), notoriously difficult to
organize because of its scattered membership, the official
with responsibility for health and safety was in a poor
position to do much about the grassroots level organization
for dealing with the issue. Despite speaking of the
importance of the preventive approach, he was predisposed
to legal remedies simply because of the department's own
raison d'etre, (which was in the main to claim

compensation).

Though the awareness of the health and safety problem is
high on the agenda in most agricultural workers' union
discussions, the union's response has tended to be in terms
of national single issue campaigns (like pesticide hazards
or the need for safety cabs on tractors) rather than

grappling with organizational problems.
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Roger Bibbings - AUEW

The AUEW Engineering Section, whose research assistant
Roger Bibbings was interviewed, had yet another approach.
He was a staff member based in the research and technical

services.

Eaton and Gill (1981) explain that Britain's second biggest
union, the AUEW, has members in the great majority of
manufacturing establishments in the country, and a detailed
coverage of the union is too complex to give here. The
main industries where the wunion is concentrated include
engineering, iron and steel, shipbuilding, chemicals, paper

and boardmaking, electricity, synthetic fibres, rubber and

plastics, road transport, motor vehicles, printing,
construction, machine tools, government industrial
establishments, local authorities, hospitals, railway
workshops, sugar, agricultural machinery, aerospace,

cooperative movement, o0il refining, flour milling and

nuc lear power generation.

The union has developed a separation of powers limiting the
scope of influence of particular officers. The
constitution of the AUEW (Engineering) incorporates a
conscious separation of executive, judicial and legislative
powers, where a policy-making national committee

legislated, and an elected final appeal court interprets
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the rules in all contentious disciplinary cases. A
separately elected executive administers the union's

affairs from day to day.

In this position, Bibbings (who during the course of this
research went to work for the TUC's Social Insurance and
Industrial Welfare Department - rather an archaic name, it
might be noted, which indicates that the TUC as well has
not separated off its health and safety work from other
issues 1like pensions and social insurance), could provide
information and advice in response to policy demands or
requests, mainly channelled through district committees or
Executive Council members - but he could not initiate
policy moves. This would be a characteristic common to
all but those health and safety specialists who had officer

status.

Dr. Charles Clutterbuck - BSSRS

Dr Charles Clutterbuck was able to put the health and

safety issue as a trade wunionist, tutor on safety

representatives' training courses and leading member of the

British Society for Social Responsibility in Science.

BSSRS defines itself, (Science for People, Summer 1983)

as.

'a group of scientific and technical workers...
committed to fighting for the use of science

34



and technology by and for the benefit of

working people, to demonstrating the political

content of science and technology and to

furthering the links between scientific and

technical workers and the rest of the labour

movement .'
With a network of BSSRS groups across the country and a
number of area health and safety committees (which peaked
in the late 1970s at about 40) influencing the thinking of
trade unionists and helping to provide information and
organizational direction, Clutterbuck was able to put the
issue in a more general context. He was able to
generalize about the approach of trade unions as a whole as
well as to provide a view of the experience of trade unions

abroad, notably in the USA, who were engaged in similar

struggles but using different methods.

Sam Rowledge - AUEW Safety Representative

The interview with Sam Rowledge, then a safety
representative at British Leyland Castle Bromwich plant in
the Midlands, provided useful background in terms of
shopfloor perceptions of health and safety issues and
whether the services the other interviewees were helping
to provide from (mainly) national 1level were reaching
people likehim as a target. In this respect it was
valuable that he belonged to a union (the AUEW Engineering
Section) from whom I had obtained a national level
interview. Drawing wupon his experience as a long-time

safety representative and toolmaker he could also give an



insight into how the relatively new Health and Safety at

Work Act was influencing the shopfloor.

Summary

From these interviews a series of areas of interest
emerged from which hypotheses could be formulated for later
testing through a survey of trade union safety
representatives. At this stage, a wealth of material had
been gathered and it was necessary to limit the field of
further investigation by jettisoning topics which had been,
or were about to be, adequately covered by other research.

These included the role and quantity of safety committees
(Brown 1981, Barratt and James 1981, Leopold and Coyle
1981, Beaumont and Deaton 1981, IRS 1978, No.35/36, Kochan
et al. 1977, IDS 1979 and Beaumont et al. 1982.) These
studies included an examination of wunion committees, joint
union/management committees, how effective they were and
management's response. They also included perception of
the role of safety agreements (LRD 1980, IRS 1978) and

safety policies (HSE 1981).

The formulation of hypotheses ran concurrently with the
study of existing 1literature, the analysis of focussed
interview findings and the incorporation of personal
observations gained from my own position as a full-time

union official.

36



Conducting the interviews

The general approach to the focussed interviews, was to
conduct them as informally as possible at the level of 'one
trade unionist to another' and witout using a rigid list of
questions. This allowed for topics of interest to be
followed without undue anxiety about not covering any
precise area. The interviews sought to find out as much
of relevance to the research topic as possible preparatory
to drawing up the pre-pilot questionnaires for shopfloor

safety representatives.

The list of topic areas which formed the basis of the
focussed interviews endeavoured to establish the subject's
job description and position in the wunion, (or other
organization), the structure of the union, how it attempted
to handle questions of health and safety and how it dealt
with safety representative training. The questioning
sought to establish which hazards were most common in the
industries covered by the particular union and how the
union tried to disseminate information. Finally,
interviewees' attitudes to such areas as handling health
and safety 1issues at national, industry and shopfloor
level, the problems arising within unions and the role of

the TUC were sought.
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Perceptions of the issue of health and safety at work

Brief history

The trade unions' approach to the problems of industrial
hazards are to a very large extent governed by the
perceptions of certain key parties of the nature of the
problem. The resources and priority they give to the
issue will be determined by their own reading of its

importance.

According to Sidney and Beatrice Webb in Industrial

Democracy (1897), 'Sickness and casualties were regarded
as "visitations of God" to be warded off by prayer and
fasting up until the 1840s.' Thus, it comes as 1little
surprise that trade unions demands for safe, healthy and
comfortable conditions of work appear to date only from
about 1840 and can scarcely be said to have become a
definite part of trade wunion policy wuntil about 1871.
(There were exceptions such as the coal miners who were
known to have been asking for better ventilation of the

pits as early as 1662).

It is outside the scope of this study to go into a detailed
description of the history of trade wunion involvement in
attempting to improve working conditions beyond drawing
attention to some of the work which has already been done

in this field. These include such publications as Webb
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and Webb (1897), quoted above; J. Williams (1960),

particularly chapter 16 which deals with trade wunion
activity; Grayson and Goddard (1975), especially Section
o RoSPA (1976); R. Williams (1977); Cohn (1978),
particularly the first two chapters on history and the role
of the unions; Walters (1978); Clutterbuck (1980); TUC

Annual Reports and Beddington (1983).

The first factory legislation in 1802 arose from the
appalling conditions, long hours and child 1labour in late
eighteenth and early nineteenth century industry, but it
was not until 1833 that the factory inspectorate was set up
with four inspectors policing 2,000 mills to ensure that
child labour was not over-exploited. Subsequent
legislation, for example, the length of the working day,
owed much to pressure from the Chartists, liberal reformers
and medical men who had by the 1860s discovered that

widespread disease was connected with factory conditions.

Clutterbuck (1980) states: 'There seems to have been a
growing awareness of poor working conditions, due to the
publication of the Registrar General's statistics on
occupational mortality and the growing confidence in trade

union organization.'
As the Webbs noted some thirty years after the formation of

the TUC in the 1890s, 'In the trade union world of today,

there is no subject of which all workmen of all shades of
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opinion and variations of occupations are so unanimous and

so ready to take combined action as the prevention of
accidents and the provision of healthy work places.' (Webb
and Webb, 1897). They based this rather sweeping
assertion on their contention that trade union officials
and 'the more thoughtful workmen' realised that extra money

was no real compensation for injury and illness.

Prevention and/or compensation

The 1890s saw a spate of safety legislation: the Factories
and Workshops Act of 1891 stated that factory inspectors
had power to issue notice to employers to improve
ventilation. The Act also insisted that employed people
adopt increasingly stringent methods of personal
protection, for example, respirators, head covering and
overalls. This new development was highlighted at the

time (Nash, 1983):

'This leaves alone the process of production.
As long as dangerous processes remain, compulsory
provision of a dispensary and free muzzle avails
little.'
The Workmen's Compensation Act of 1897 for accidents at
work (which was followed by a 1960 Act covering certain
diseases) seems to have been primarily designed to help

employers rebut claims for damages rather than to care for

the health of the workers, suggests Clutterbuck (1980).
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When it was first introduced workers were owed compensation
irrespective of negligence by the employers. '"However, '
states Clutterbuck (1980) 'the unions preferred to rely not
on the legislation but on the judicial system to prove

negligence in the courts.'

Of the interviewees, Ken Clarke (ISTC) and Jim Watts
(NUAAVW) explained most sympathetically the importance and
evolution of the compensation approach. Ken Clarke
stated:

'I think we have to recognise, and my union
is no different from any others, that in the
past it (the ISTC) tended to more concerned
about compensation for those injured at work
"rather than stopping the accidents that
injured them. It comes from the days when
to be off work for whatever reason was a
serious problem. It 1is serious today but
hasn't the serious consequences I think it
had prior to the First World War or shortly
after it. The benefits that we know today

were not paid out as readily. The trade
union movement were protecting the
membership by setting up effective legal
departments.'

Jim Watts said:

'I am in favour of compensation once the
damage is done, but I would much rather make
this aspect of my work totally reducdant by

preventive medicine. In a period of
limited resources, you have to decide on
your priorities. I think prevention is

more important that compensation. There
are divided views on this in the trade union
movement because of the realities of trade
unionism. Without compensation, you lose
a huge recruiting lever for all unions - and
with it goes the contribution as finance as
the life blood of any organization. It ds
a factor to be considered.'

Examination of most newspapers or publications detailing

the work of trade unions reveals a greater or lesser
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preoccupation with compensation obtained for members

sustaining injury or illness ‘'arising out of' work. I

myself, as Editor of the Landworker and the Agricultural

Workers' Annual Report and Diary maintained the tradition
of inserting running totals each year to show how
successful the legal department had been in pursuing claims
for individual cases. It emphasizes what is essentially
an individual rather than a collective approach to
obtaining compensation and like most 1legal processes is
time-consuming, costly and ultimately unrewarding to a

large proportion of plaintiffs.

Whilst many who have recruited for the agricultural workers
union confirm the pulling power of this 'selling point' of
the union, there has been, to my knowledge, no study done
of the attraction of a preventive approach to health and
safety. This may prove a fruitful avenue for further
research and will be discussed further in a later chapter.
Agricultural workers' wunion District Officers have been
delighted on recruiting drives they have been recognised as
representatives of a union Kknown to the person they are
visiting along the lines, 'Hello. Yes, 1 know the
agricultural workers union - you are trying to get a ban on
245-T!"' One implication is that a public campaign on a
preventive approach to a particular hazard may yield more

in recruitment terms than is suspected by trade unions.

Glendon and Booth (1982) conclude, amongst other things,
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that: 'There is evidence of a change in the trade unions'

traditional role in health and safety, and, specifically,
of the changing emphasis from compensation to prevention
over the last ten years.' Walters (1978) 1lucidly
chronicles the changing attitudes and growing pressure from
trade unions which had considerable influence in leading to
the setting up of the Robens Committee and subsequently the
Health and Safety at Work Act. Using an analysis of trade
union journals from four unions between 1964 and 1977,

Walters found that:

(a) overall health and safety content was very
limited;

(b) space devoted to this issue was increasing;

(e) the predominantly compensation-oriented slant of

the larger percentage of articles was decreasing

as the prevention-oriented approach was growing.

Outstanding amongst unions setting the pace on health and
safety, (whose agitation had much to do with the final
introduction of safety representatives and whose union
journal carried a greater percentage of health and safety
copy) was the Foundry Workers' Union - an explanation of

which is given in R. Williams (1977).

Clutterbuck in his interview sums up the 'preventive'
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view when he states that the changes which have occurred
recently in the organization of health and safety 'do not
radically alter the conflicts between profits and health
and between cleaning up the production process or relying
on workers to cover themselves with protective clothing.
The confused attitude towards compensation still exists, as
does the lack of a coherent preventive policy on the part

of unions.'

Clearly the reasons which persuaded trade unions to pursue
compensation for their membership rather than devote their
resources to a preventive approach, are deeply ingrained.
It is unwise to ignore their origin - as genuine responses
to immediate needs of workers often in desperate straits,
or the beneficial (potentially preventive) by-products of
pursuing claims through the courts. These include the
establishment of legal case law which can in some cases set
improved workplace statutory standards and the revelation
of unforseen trends highlighting previously undetected
hazards as a result of union legal departments building up

records of members' accident claims.

Thus, underestimating these elements can diminish the
strength of the argument of those, 1like myself, who would
emphasize the preventive approach. In this context the
trade unions' general attitude is much advanced from the
'visitations of God' theories of industrial hazards,

propounded in the last century. But, on the whole, it can
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be seen that concentration on the compensation approach
takes the spotlight off the cause of industrial hazards,
the process of production. It is consistent with the
approach which encourages workers to seek personal
protection against hazards rather than tackle the source of
the problem. In general, therefore, it will reinforce the
argument of those who contend that it is the responsibility
of the workers to protect themselves and not to be
'careless' as against those who would alter the system of
work to eliminate the hazard where possible. And it will
strengthen the contention that there 1is an identity of
interest between workers and employers about the need for
health and safety at work because the onus put upon workers
to avoid injury 1is far less costly and divisive than the

contention that hazards must be dealt with at source.

The latter argument implies:

(a) an important role for union representatives in
identifying areas for improving systems of work
(which implies increased industrial democracy
through involvement in managerial decision

making;) and

(b) greatly increased costs to employers involved in
redesigning work systems, changing equipment,
substituting for dangerous substances and

generally bringing in control-engineering.
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It is in this context that the idea of health and safety as
a consensus issue becomes untenable. These issues will be

explored in the next section.

Perceptions of conflict versus consensus over health and

safety at work

TUC reports show that the 1950s were a period when the TUC
was pressing, 'although none too strongly, for the
extension of voluntary safety committees throughout
industry as the way to reduce workplace accidents' (Glendon
and Booth, 1982). but a watershed in TUC policy proved to
be the 1964 Annual Congress which revoked its previous
stance and officially launched a campaign for legislation
that would result in elected safety delegates, as they were
termed, with powers of inspection. The setting up of
safety committees, the right of union safety delegates to
accompany a visiting factory inspector and for the
inspector's advice to be available to union

reprsentatives.

The Robens Committee

Following pressure from the TUC and elsewhere, the Robens
Committee was set up by the Labour Government to look into

health and safety organization and to propose changes.
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Its recommendations and philosophy (Robens 1972) served as
the basis of the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act of 1974
(HMSO) .

The committee received 600 pages of evidence from
companies, industrial associations, some unions, many
government departments and individuals, a joint submission
from the TUC and CBI and a number of research papers.
It concluded that 'The single most important reason for
accidents at work is apathy.' It also felt that there was
'less conflict of interest over matters of health and

safety than most other areas of industrial relations.'

Countering this assumption of consensus, Clutterbuck (1980)
states that 'Robens conveyed no indication that there was
any conflict of interests between workers and management.
Throughout the report profits were not mentioned, nor was
the confict between labour and capital that had existed for
the past 150 years. Instead of blaming the root cause of
the problem, the production process, Robens blamed the

crutch, the law, that tried to support the cripple.'

Robens' central approach and belief was that there was no
requirement for an occupational health service or an active
role for workers' representatives in conflict with
management. He saw only that the rambling mass of

legislation in the area of health and safety required a
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rationalised approach. Regulations should be replaced by
voluntary codes of practice. The implicit assumption was
that apathy would be overcome by greater understanding of
the law and involvement through joint safety committees
which would give both sides of industry the chance to
discuss health and safety problems and to govern themselves
by 'in-plant voluntary self-regulation'. Worker
representatives would be trained to peform a useful role on
these joint committees, an idea which originated from the

joint TUC/CBI submission to the Robens Committee.

Safe place versus safe worker

Against the background of the formative influence of the
Robens Committee it is not surprising that the 1974 Health
and Safety at Work Act, in the view of Clutterbuck (1980)
'Avoids any substantial and effective intervention on
behalf of workers against the needs of production'. All
liabilities on employers are qualified by the term, 'as far
as is reasonably practicable', which 1legally means, 'a
quantum of risk is placed on one scale and the sacrifices
involved in the measures necessary (whether in money, time
or trouble) is place on the other', (Lord Asquith, 1949).
This is the view of many commentators on the Act, including
Walters (1978) and returns us to the conflict versus
consensus argument. The idea of 'mutual interest' is
perhaps most succinctly opposed by Alan Flanders (1974):

'Neither side can be impartial for management is biased in
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favour of production and workers in favour of protection.'
This view is backed by Caldwell, Croucher, Eva and Oswald
(1980). Summarising the experience of the first two years
of the Safety Representatives and Safety Committees

regulations, they note:

'Time and time again it's been discovered that

safety costs money, money that management is

reluctant to spend, especially since the

recession has bitten deeper into manufacturing

industry and government has cut expenditure in

the public sector. To get the money spent has

required pressure, pressure from union members

and representatives who themselves are faced

with a vast range of problems.'
Thus, either consciously or unconsciously an increasing
number of trade unionists at all levels have begun to find
that 'consensus' with employers will not produce desired
improvements in workplace health and safety, particularly
in times of recession when employers are unwilling to spend
and the pressure is on supervisors, foremen, middle and
higher management to increase output without increasing
spending. For tackling potential hazards at source
requires greater resources in terms of information,
training, skills and cash then personal protection,
certainly in the short term (the 1long term calculation is
more difficult to make as it includes more variables such

as loss of production through chronic occupational

sickness, training of new operatives etc.)

Atherley and Booth's (1978) explanation of the 'safe place’

versus 'safe person' strategy is one of the clearest
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expositions available. They explained it thus:

'Safe place strategies are aimed at safe
premises, plant, processes, materials, systems,
means of access, adequate supervision and the
employment of a trained and competent workforce.
Safe person strategies are aimed at selective
protection of the vulnerable...personal hygiene
against self-contamination, the provision and use
of protective equipment, observance of safety
rules, and the inculcation of caution towards
danger...'

'...Safe place strategies are always preferable to

safe person strategies because safe place

strategies aim directly at the danger, whereas

safe person strategies acknowledge it without

tackling it directly. Safe place strategies

usually require skills and resources on a

greater scale than safe person strategies.'
Asit a result safe place strategies are not always
immediately feasible and safe person strategies may have to
be adopted as a stop gap. There are many instances where
protective clothing is realistically the only answer at
present. In the choice of strategies considerable
discussion is called for and this must involve the
employee's safety representative. It is in discussions
like these that the inherent conflict of interests can
clearly be seen unless exceptionally far-sighted employers

are able to adapt to long-term investment in safety systems

of work - which may ultimately save both lives and money.

Amongst the interviewees there was unanimity in the call

for more research into safe work practices. Watts said:

'I have a cardboard mannequin in this office,
produced by a doctor who knows something
about design. It is the ideal tractor
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driver. The body is like nothing on earth.

The chap has got a fully articulated neck -

because of what you have to do on a tractor -

and one arm at least a foot longer than the

other, because of the controls; articulated

hips; his hands and feet are different sizes

and he has an extra hand. This is a man

designed for a machine, when we ought to be

able to design a machine to fit the man.'
Watts still saw the importance of protective gear, for
example ear muffs for tractor drivers. He explained that
the coming of safety cabs had brought with them hearing
hazards, 'but our chaps don't like wearing ear muffs
because it makes them look 1like something out of Star

Wars'.

Powell et al. (1971) corroborate the suggestion that
workers are unhappy wearing protective gear which is
unattractive. My own experience suggests further reasons
(Kaufman 1980, 1981, 1982) - impractical, cumbersome or
uncomfortable - for these reasons, there is aversion to
using it. To this list may be added the further cause for
concern that such clothing can give a false sense of
security to the wearer. It emerged in a (Chemicals in
Agriculture) HSE committee of which I am a member that
research presently being undertaken (1985) by the Ministry
of Agriculture had shown that there was no protective glove
in existence which could remain impervious to certain

pesticides for more than seven minutes.

Powell et al. (1971) saw safety clothing as 'in some

ways...an admission of defeat: it ought to be possible to
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design a system of work where the protection of the worker
does not depend on what he wears.' However, this is an
ideal yet to be achieved in many processes. Clutterbuck in

his interview agreed by saying:

'If you had a gas leak in your house and the
gas fitter came around, he would not give you
a respirator and put up a notice saying
"Beware of the Leak!" He would do something

abeut it

He explained the BSSRS approach as:

'making work people focus on the production
process rather than on themselves as the
cause of the problem. We would try to
suggest basic principles of control
engineering. Basically, that would entail
substitution, suppression, enclosure and
ventilation. The research in these areas
is way behind that in other areas, even of

industrial health'.

Cape Asbestos was a classical example. The Factory
Inspectorate had been criticised by the Ombudsman for not
tackling the problem of high levels of asbestos at the Cape

Asbestos factory at Hebden Bridge. The Factory
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Inspectorate's defence was that their own engineers had
said that they could not prosecute Cape because there
wasn't the necessary control engineering to reduce the
level of asbestos to less than a safe level. 'It was a
Catch 22 situation', said Clutterbuck 'because you can't be
prosecuted for not installing something which has not been
researched and developed. So 60-70 years after asbestos
was introduced, 50 years after it was recognised as causing
asbestosis, 30 years after it was seen as causing cancers -
still we hadn't got control engineering. Absolutely

amazing!'

On the matter of personal responsibility for accidents
amongst workers it 1is interesting to note one of the
conclusions of Powell et al. (1971) which states:

'We see repeated injuries as a pointer for

various kinds of actions. That action may

be reallocation to another job, it may also

be modification of the work, or the

retraining of the workers. Someone

knowledgeable about the work must go and

look at it, see how the injuries are arising
and chose appropriate preventative measures.'

this approach contrasts with Jim Watts' attitude in 1978,
for whilst emphasising the importance of prevention he also
applauded the tests carried out on forestry workers which
showed - by injecting a liquid into the blood stream -
whether they were particularly prone to 'white finger' or
Raynaud's phenomenon (as the result of the capillaries not

stretching to the extremities of the hand). Positive
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results would mean the worker being warned off the job
which involved working with vibrating rools such as
chainsaws. Five years later a survey showed (Guardian,

30.6.83 Are you fit for your job) that the technique of

genetic screening, predominantly used in the USA, had been
used by about 15% of companies surveyed. Thise 13

variant of the 'personal protection' approach to safety.

Pressures from employers can also result in encouraging
corners to be cut (like spraying chemicals in windy
conditions) to get work done quickly. Nicholas and
Armstrong (1973) quote similar examples and show that
inexperienced operatives pushed too quickly into a job for
which they had not been adequately trained can be another
cause of accidents. Whilst 'carelessness' was mentioed
by half the interviewees as a cause of accidents, the
overall tendency was to see this in the larger context of
the pressures mentioned above and the need for safer work

systems.

Broadly speaking then, shopfloor attitudes on how to deal
with the health and safety issue are liable to be strongly
influenced by whether it is perceived as a matter for

conflict or consensus between workers and management.

Attitudes can also be affected by the kind of industries
operating in particular sectors. An example of this is

agriculture, where the close working relationship of many
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farmworkers to their employers, (who unlike many employers
in industry get 'mud on their boots') may induce the worker
to collude in ignoring hazards such as broken power
take-off guards to the extent of, as Watts pointed out,
hiding a faulty ladder in a nearby orchard rather than have
discovered by a visiting agricultural inspector. Nicholls
and Armstrong (1973) give further examples of this type of

situation.

Ken Clarke had no doubt that bonus pay could lead to an
increase 1in accidents and he was therefore working to
change the system to eliminate this method of payment.
(Powell et al. 1971 had discovered a link between product
output bonuses and accidents). It was a sign of the
effects of the recession that when interviewed in 1983 he
explained that after 1initial success in this regard 'the
situation had slid back to the point where bonuses now made
up 40% of steel workers' weekly or monthly earnings'. It
was another instance of the conflicting pressures for

production or safety.

It also emerged from the interviews that the cost versus
safety conflict often becomes a jobs versus safety issue if
the employer claims safety measures represent such a
financial drain that it has to come to a choice between onr
or the other. There is evidence (cited in a later
chapter) to suggest that this type of conflict is occurring

at plant and national 1level on a wide scale. Both
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Clutterbuck and Rowledge in their interviews raise the

other possibility, that in times of recession, when trade
unions are being less successful in the pursuit of wage
increases, they could turn their attention with more
beneficial results to the health and safety field where the
costs of management concessions were less obvious and thus

easier to extract.

Clutterbuck goes further in his most recent remarks (June
1983) when he suggests that attention to the health and
safety issue at many workplaces is having a cohesive
effect, with a series of minor advances and maintaining
trade unionists' morale at a higher 1level than would be
expected, through these advances. However, Fairclough,
who teaches safety representatives on courses run by the
TUC, thought that this phenomenon was less prevalent in the
South of England where he taught as opposed to
Clutterbuck's experience in the North. These diverging
views raised the possibility that this 'enhancing' role of
health and safety at work activity varied regionally.
This, perhaps, suggests a fruitful field for further study,
with questionnaires to workplaces or safety representatives
across wide geographical and industrial spreads, asking
what were the issues that workers had made most progress on

in a specified recent period.

McKechnie used the cost/jobs versus safety conflict to

underline the importance of the disclosure of information
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section of the Health and Safety at Work Act. She claimed
that it would be harder for management to make baseless
threats about the parlous state of their companies'
finances and the consequent threat to Jjobs if the

workforce were fully informed.

Degree of priority given to the health and safety issue

Just as union members' perception of the nature of the
health and safety issue has a bearing upon the activity
they undertake in its pursuit, so too does the priority
which they attach to it in relation to other union

activities.

Sam Rowledge 1like all the other interviewees, saw the
health and safety issue as of great importance. One way
in which he demonstrated this was to give what he called
'talks' to branch secretaries and shop stewards on health
and safety and the question of representation at the union
district office in Birmingham. Through this contact with
other workers he was able to assess just how slow his own
employers, British Leyland, had been in accepting safety
representatives and committees and in allowing time-off for

TUC training courses.

At the time that these interviewees were carried out

(1977-78) there was a general lack of satisfaction with the

amount of resources being devoted to health and safety by
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the unions. This showed itself in various ways. All

the union full-time staff professed to be run off their
feet and wunable to give the kind of service they thought
was necessary for their members. McKechnie needed more
assistance (since granted, but still insufficient she
feels) - the legal departments' resources were far higher
and she wanted the union to pay for having experts on tap.
The lack of finance also meant, she thought, that unions
were not always capable of running their own independent

training courses.

Clutterbuck pointed out that BSSRS members were being
employed by unions 1like GMBATU to run their training
courses simply because they were not prepared to pay for
full-time union safety officials. But 1if they were
serious about taking a preventive approach they would have
to remedy this (they have since appointed Dave Gee and
organised training courses) and be prepared to take on
back-up teams of experts like engineers equipped to go in

in support of local union members.

Both Bibbings and Watts said that they were only giving
part of their time to the job, which they found totally
unsatisfactory. It meant, for example, that they were
unable to undertake enough in-depth research;
questionnaire evaluation (as with asbestos) or liaising

with other bodies in the health and safety field - which
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was a particular wish of Watts (having in mind bodies like
RoSPA, The British Agrochemicals Association and the

Agricultural Industry Advisory Committee).

Bibbings wanted to see the time when his union was able to
train all their safety representatives to be self-reliant

in using the Act and getting the answers they needed.

McKechnie looked forward to the time she could end the
'fire-fighting' side of her job and make health and safety
a bargaining issue which she thought it ought to be as

safety representatives took on a monitoring role.

Clarke bemoaned the popularity with the workers of abnormal
conditions payments (danger money) which were a great
temptation for men working in the most hazardous areas,

like the rolling mills in the steel industry.

In early 1983 the GMBATU undertook a consultative exercise,
which included a questionnaire sent to 7,500 union members,
in order to review services provided by the union. The
project was carried out as an aid to the union's executive
committee in deciding on future priorities when it

discussed the findings towards the end of 1983.

The unpublished survey was computer-analysed in the summer
of 1983 and showed (see Table 2.1) that the issue of health

and safety rated as important as negotiations on wages and
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redundancies in rankings with a number of other issues.

Respondents were classed as both activists (office
holders) and non-activists (non-office holders), but there
were surprisingly no significant differences in the ways
they answered except that activists were more critical of
the level of service they received from the union. The
only significant differences in answers (as related to me
by the then Research Officer, Larry Whitty) were variations
according to industry and region of origin of the
respondents. A detailed breakdown along these lines was
undertaken and showed, for example, that the issue of
health and safety was ranked as less important by public

sector GMBATU members than by those in the private sector.

Whitty thought this finding may reflect a lower 1level of
awareness and risk in the public sector though Gee points
to a marked discrepancy between professions of concern
about health and safety in the public sector and practice
at the workplace (a discussion on private and public sector
health and safety problems is developed 1later in this

study).
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TABLE 2.1: IMPORTANCE TO MEMBERS OF THE GMBATU OF VARIOUS
ISSUES IN WHICH TRADE UNIONS ARE INVOLVED

Ranking Value Issue
1.89 Negotiations on wages
1.80 Health and safty
1.80 Redundancy
between Union cash benefits
150 Legal services
and Support for industrial action/
1.0 strike pay
between Activity on training
1.0 and Pensions and sick pay
0 Equal pay
Less than
0 Political activity

NOTE: This table is not a complete representation of
results

Key to ranking values:

Respondents were asked to rank in order of importance a
number of issues. Upper and lower 1limits of popularity
were given values between 2 and -2 (thus, +2 was 'very
important'; +1 'important' through to 0, =1 and -2 'not
very important').
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The questionnaire, which went out through branches and
journals of the union with correspondence from the branches
to members, was weighted according to sex, occupation and
industry. It was not divided by type, for

example, safety representative or shop steward, etc.

Corroborative evidence of shopfloor importance given to
the health and safety issue is given by other studies.
One such was an unpublished attitude survey of delegates to
the National Conference for the Chemical and Associated
Industries (another questionnaire by the then GMWU, this
time of 40 delegates) analysed in April 1982 for internal
information. When asked to rank in order of merit, wages,
hours, holidays, closed shop, training, health and safety,
job security and equal rights, health and safety rates
consistently very high, coming a close third to job
security and wages. In items thought to be of most value
in bulletins coming from head office, health and safety

ranked first.

Why the subject of health and safety should prove to rank
so high is a matter for speculation. Is it a reflection
of a diminution in wage militancy in a period of recession
and of the variability of feelings about redundancy fears,
which may come and go in waves? Is it an answer that
respondents would think they ought to give rather than

believe firmly? Or is it a genuine and enduring concern
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about the perceived threat of industrial disease and injury
which has maintained interest with the coming of safety
representatives and the effects of the Health and Safety at

Work Act?

A study by Clinton (1982) which questioned 129 trade union
representatives from a wide variety of wunions, occupations
and geographical areas, found that 'general health and
safety issues' came top (mentioned by 65 respondents) of a
list of 18 activities which trade union representatives
became involved in. The category 'health and safety cases
of individuals' came third in the 1list of activities
(mentioned by eight respondents). Thus it was on a par
with 'overtime and related issues' (50%), 'sick pay' and
'submission of regular wage claim to management' and was

higher than 'redundancies' and many other categories.

Such a preoccupation with health and safety issues may be
accounted for in some degree by the wording of the
question which seeks to establish the frequency with which
activities involve the respondents rather than asking them
to rank them in the order they consider the issues
important. But striking poultry workers at Freemans in
Gloucestershire whom I visited in October 1982, provided an
example of genuine concern over a safety issue which is not
uncommon in British industry - a longstanding grievance
over occupational health and safety which emerged in the

strength of feeling shown over a separate industrial
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relations issue. Shop stewards immediately showed me

members' arms which were scarred from the effects of
tenosynovitis-relieving operations or accidents with knives
at work. They complained that management had done nothing
to respond to their demands about unsafe working
conditions. The strike was ostensibly about wunion

recognition.

Personal observation and experience in working for the
NUAAW and subsequently the TGWU have underlined the degree
of importance that 1lay members of the agricultural union
(now a Trade Group of the TGWU) ascribe to the issue.
Invariably at 1least a quarter of the resolutions at Area
Conferences are on health and safety in farming or other

rural industries.

This pattern is repeated both at branch 1level, where
meetings are often solely devoted to a talk by the local
agricultural inspector (followed by discussions),
discussion of farm chemicals, chain saws or tractor safety,
and at the national delegate conference level. Evidence
for the former is contained in items sent up to the union

newspaper, the Landworker both in the form of letters and

news items for the Around the Counties column which

carries reports of branch activity and from personal

experience of attending branch meetings.

Resolutions to the Agricultural and Allied Workers
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National Trade Grbup Conference, are a barometer of the
level of importance given to the health and safety issue
all through the Trade Group. At the 1982 Conference, for
example, 36 resolutions - just under one fifth of all 195
resolutions submitted by branches for the public session of
Conference - came under the Health, Safety and Welfare
heading. Several others which had strong connections with
the issue, such as protective clothing, appeared in other

sections.

At the national level the TUC frequently ackowledges the
importance it places on the health and safety issue. At
the 1982 TUC Congress in Brighton, Ray Buckton, Chairman of
the Social Insurance and Industrial Welfare Committee, led
in that section of debates with the following words:

'The struggle for improvementin health and

safety at work standards continues, and,

paradoxically, as more information becomes

available on workplace hazards, so the

economic and political pressures grow for

a reduction in protection.' (TUC Report

1982 ; 489)
He was referring to the cuts in the HSC's budget which was

restricting services in the field, a subject this study

will look at further in a later section.
An unpublished compilation of answers from affiliated

unions to a TUC questionnaire on its affiliated members'

health and safety services (TUC 1983) added more weight to
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the argument that unions are taking the health and safety
issue seriously in providing services originating at

national levels. It stated:

'The extent of activity described by unions
demonstrates overwhelmingly that health and
safety at work issues are seen as a major
part of the functions of trade unions.'
The nature of this activity will be considered in more

detail in the sections which follow.

Health vs. safety

National level interviewees were in no two minds about the
importance of the need to underline the issue of health
hazards. Gee and Clutterbuck were particularly
emphatic. Gee related that he had made it a major aim
on starting his job at the GMBATU as safety officer to
concentrate on health issues because they had been so

neglected:

'90% of all regulations are on safety. Most

of the training is concentrated on safety

because you can see the hazazds, can detect

them, and they are not normally long term.'
In his estimate there were more people dying of
work-related diseases than of industrial accidents, but the
size of the problem was totally unknown because of the lack

of data. He thought that a figure of around one third of

all diseases being work-related was a reasonable guess.
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It was for this reason that he had concentrated the efforts

of his wunion so much onto the health issue, being
instrumental in setting up amongst other things three
seminars with ASTMS (which drew in sympathetic academic and
scientific expertise) on criteria for carcinogenciity:
Ames tests, 1978 (only the GMBATU); animal data, 1979 and
epidemiology, 1980. He also concentrated on tackling
particular industrial health hazards like 245-T, asbestos
and vinyl chloride monomer and the broader issue of dust
and fume control in which the union set the pace at the
national 1level in producing jointly with the industry and
the HSE a guide to controlling these hazards in the rubber

industry, Clearing the air (1982), which should also, he

hopes, act as a model for other industries in the attempt

to rid industry of excess cancers and other diseases.

Clutterbuck saw the main role of BSSRS as: 'Setting out
to supply technical information to groups of workers,
particularly those who are involved in some kind of
struggle over industrial health'. He bemoaned the fact
that it was very hard to convince workers that the medical
establishment was not 'on their side' and that 'family
doctors probably have no idea about industrial health.'
(They receive very little training on this issue).
BSSRS, he thought, 1looked more at health issues partly
because they had access to scientists who could provide

relevant data and partly because their general field was
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'substances rather than safety'.

Jim Watts of the NUAAW was acutely aware of the problem.
He wanted much more and co-ordinated research into the

health problems of farmworkers. He said:

'Take health as distinct from safety: there's
mounting evidence, but uncollated and unresearched
for example to indicate that pulmonary disease in
agriculture is higher than in the population at
large.'
This would be a considerable improvement on what
Clutterbuck called:
'""The Generation Law" now well established in the
mills, potteries and mines. In one generation
a hazard is introduced; in the next the hazards
might be recognised; and in the third a law may
be introduced to control it. It then may take a
fourth generation before the hazard is properly
controlled but whatever the event, the law is
always late in arriving.'
Recent 1literature on occupational cancer (ASTMS 1981;
Doyal et al. 1984) shares the concern earlier articulated
by Ashford (1976) at 'the failure of the nation's injury

reporting system...to recognise the severity of

occupational health hazards' in the USA.

It 1is easy to underestimate the health problem even where
one is aware of it. Beaumont (1982) in arguing that the
real, long-term challenge is to 'come to terms wit the
effects of years of heretofore undetected or wunknown

exposure to toxic substances' assumed in the previous
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sentence that ‘'accidents cause far more days 1lost than

occupational disease.'

This is an assumption conveniently shared, for example, by
the agrochemicals industry with whom I have frequently
crossed swords (Kaufman 1981) over 'the fiction that
pesticides have an enviable safety record in Britain - that
people rarely die or become seriously ill as a result of

exposure to them'.

However, to be fair, it is an assumption shared in all
probability even by union activists. This was certainly the
case in the ranking positions shown 1in Workplace

Industrial Relations referring to the years 1966, 1972 and

1973. In these surveys, shop stewards, managers and
foremen all ranked safety consistently higher than health

when asked how important they saw them.

Role ascribed to trade unions

If trade unions are to play a positive role in the health
and safety field it is important to attempt to understand

how employers themselves view that role.

The CBI submission to the Robens Committee (Robens, 1972)
argued that an employers' organization saw only a passive
role for the unions whose best interests lay in seeking
compensation, personal protection, vigilance and
co-operation/consensus with management. Interviewees'
experience confirmed this general picture of the employers'
view of the trade unions' role being that of supplying the
other side of 'consensus'. Thus, Rowledge found British
Leyland intent on setting up safety committees in his
workplace as a response to the SRSC Regulatiomns. They
also sought to select the unions' safety representatives

for them and not to give them time off for TUC training.
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Clarke was experiencing exactly the same two problems with
British Steel management (though by the time he was
approached again in 1983 he was pleased that a national
agreement for permitting safety representatives to attend
ten day TUC courses had been established with British
Steel, who were also operating in-plant +training on
specific hazards). Bibbings confirmed this reluctance of
employers to give time off for safety representative

training.

The general picture to emerge from interviews and personal
observation is of opposition to the 'active' participation
of union representation in health and safety, unless the
level of union organization has been sufficient to modify

employer attitudes.

There would be more weight to the employers' arguments
were they able to demonstrate the success of the approach
they advocate through safety committees. Available
information from studies which have been undertaken and
which will be discussed in a later section, suggest that
there 1is much room for improvement in present arrangements
for safety committees, safety policies, safety agreements,
the training of management and communication between

management and the shopfloor.

In the infancy of the Health and Safety at Work Act a

report by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE, 1976)
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whilst laying great emphasis on the need to involve the

workforce in safety policies found that joint consultation
was often ineffective because action was inhibited by
deferring matters to meetings which were infrequently held
and because the ability of committees to make decisions was
often limited. Informal consultation and worker
involvement had proved to be of more value than formal

consultation machinery.

This report also stated that it was disappointed by 'the
minimal influence of the trade unions at any 1level to
influence the poorer performers towards improvement'. It
concluded that management, by not undertaking proper
analysis of the safety situation and thus being in a
position to provide the unions with proper and significant
information, had a responsibility for the ineffective role

of the union in many cases.

It would be of interest to assess from the fieldwork what
degree of importance respondents attached to safety
committees and safety representatives in their description
of existing workplace procedure and the extent to which
they saw management playing a positive role. A hypothesis

to test could, therefore, be:
Safety representatives are satisfied with

the contribution made by management in

the field of health and safety at work.
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Data could emerge from questions asking

whether

respondents found their health and safety procedures

effective, and also their management's co-operative in

relation to information provision, training, and

consultation.

The CBI submission, perhaps the clearest exposition of the

employers' collective attitude (Robens, 1972), states:

'It is or should be the concern of

unions...to encourage their members

trade
to

prevent accidents to themselves and to others
as well as to provide, under the present
system, a legal aid service to assist their
members to pursue claims for damages for
personal 1injury when caused by negligence of

others. The CBI 1is however under

the

impression that, while the majority of unions
provide legal aid service, few adopt positive
policies to engender the right attitude of
mind towards accident prevention in their

members.'

The CBI believes that trade unions could make a
valuable contribution to accident prevention

programmes if they would:

LR Prepare and give the widest publicity

to a statement of union policy

which

emphasises the importance of achieving a good
safety record and the responsibility which
this places on the employee. The statement
should also indicate practical ways in which

the unions and their members can help to
achieve good safety performances,

(2) Discuss and agree voluntarily with
management at company and works level
practical ways of helping to reduce
industrial accidents and diseases;

(3) Encourage their officers and members
to co—-operate with management the

continuous effort required to eliminate
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unsafe acts and practices by means of union
training courses and propaganda.'

This statement can only be characterised as astonishingly
ignorant of the day-to-day practical problems faced by
workers and their wunions and devoid of thought about the
role which organised workers can play in occupational

health and safety.

Hence it mentions nothing about procedures for raising and
arguing over workplace hazards, nothing of facilities which
workplace representatives would require of both unions and
management, nothing of tackling the hazards at source,
nothing towards the provision of wunion-only training or of
vital information for identifying and eliminating hazards,
for measuring dangerous noise levels or a host of other

preventive approaches.

Instead of a thoughtful evaluation of a positive role for
trade unions which conveys some understanding of how and
why they operate, the statement offers no solutions but
those which had failed before and which by that time (1971)
were Dbeing seen 1in that light by the more enlightened

sections of the trade union and labour movement.

That is, it suggests the 'mixture as before', i.e. personal
responsibility on individuals to 'prevent accidents to
themselves' and legal services to obtain compensation if

the worker proved incapable of managing the former.
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The CBI perspective therefore placed the onus on the
potential victim not to be a 'careless worker', rather than
upon the employer to provide a safe system of work. Lt
placed a duty on the union to obtain monetary compensation
for the accident (which the employer could find through his
budgeted-for insurance policy at much 1less expense than
providing a safe working environment) rather than establish
a workplace organization capable of tackling management

over preventive strategies.

In short its approach prescribed for wunions and their
members a passive, quiescent role which accepted that
management would neither accept responsibility for
workplace health and safety nor engage in meaningful
discussion with trade wunionists to the extent that
negotiations or bargaining (a 'pluralist' perspective
discussed amongst other types of management/employee
relationships by Fox, 1974) was envisaged over health and

safety issues.

No active role for union safety representatives could be
enshrined in this framework (a 'unitary' approach), nor
suggestion of a possible conflict of interests between

employers and unions over health and safety issues.

Instead the emphasis was on bromides such as 'voluntary

agreements' and 'co-operation' with management ;
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'statements' about union policy etc. - all adding up to the
'consensus view which had manifestly failed in the past,
with the ineffectual 'tea and biscuits' safety committees

whose memory was involved in the focussed interviews.

A decade later Leopold & Beaumont (1982) showed that
attitudes had not changed; 'management respondents were
quite emphatic that strong trade union organization had

little to contribute towards improving safety.'

(Safety officers, it should be added, disagreed with their

management colleagues.)

These employers' fears are echoed by Manos (1980) in

looking at union involvement at the national level:

'what disturbs the employers is the same as
what is giving the wunion confidence to step
up their pressure for stronger action
(particularly on the control of toxic
substances and health hazards in general) -
the unions "success" is making the setting of
health standards a matter of collective
bargaining.'

'The unions' reject the concept of reasonable
practicability and the compromises which it
generates. For example, the concept
inevitably leads to the consideration of the

acceptability of different standards of
control in different sectors of industry.

Gee (1980) points to TUC co-ordination of unions on hazards
that affect more than one industry as vital in this report,
with his union, GMBATU and ASTMS leading the 'bargaining'

school of unions. (Others feel -that consensus is the best
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they can get at this level). It is an issue now squarely
on the agenda of the TUC's health and safety specialists

group.

Resources provided by trade unions for health and safety
at work

The national 1level interviews and available relevant
literature pointed to three major types of resource which
trade unions could put into the health and safety sphere of
activity. These were: manpower, information and
training for those +taking an active interest in the

subject.

This section attempts to view those inputs firstly in terms
of individual wunions and then examines the role played by

the TUC.

Bibbings has suggested that the individual unions have been
happier to allow a larger role on health and safety than on
other issues perhaps because it seems a less contentious
issue than others such as the Industrial Relations Act or
incomes policy over which unions tended to fall out over
policy differences. It "also seems clear that a
standardised approach in this field is easier to determine
- related to particular materials or work processes - than
issues like wages which attach to varying skills,

differentials, traditions and industries.
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Manpower

All four head office interviewees complained that they did
not have the time or staff to service the needs of their
membership 1in the many and diverse demands which were
arising in the health and safety field. At the outset of
this study only the National Union of Mineworkers and ASTMS
employed any full-time health and safety specialists (and
Sheila McKechnie had been in her post at ASTMS for less
than one year). However, by the time the Industrial
Relations Services reported in a review (September, 1979)

headed Unions Expand their Safety Services the print

unions had appointed a union co-ordinator and the GMWU a

full-time safety officer (Dave Gee). They added:

'Over the past year other unions have created
posts of safety staff at varying levels and
most have in some ways expanded their activity
on safety issues - almost all the main unions
have produced safety handbooks and now send
their safety representatives on training
courses. Full-time, technically-qualified
officers are still very much the exception.
But most of the big unions have at least one
person working almost exclusively on health
and safety matters. In many cases, this
responsibility is housed in t