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Train managers' inexperience allowed rail unions to prosper, says research
 

Rail unions have prospered under privatisation, partly due to the inexperience of managers in the new train operating companies, new research says.

 

Too many jobs were cut after privatisation and the resulting staff shortages in some areas strengthened the unions’ fight for better conditions and pay.  

 

The unions have been able to play off the 25 train operating companies against each other to get better pay and conditions because too many jobs were cut after privatisation, three social scientists say.

 

Twenty managers in train, freight and contracting companies, Network Rail and the Strategic Rail Authority, and 19 union members were interviewed for a paper out today (Tuesday, 2 March) in the journal Work, Employment and Society, published by the British Sociological Association and SAGE.

 

Immediately after privatisation, “the private operating companies seemed to be in the ascendancy” says the study, by Dr Andrew Cumbers and Dr Danny MacKinnon of the University of Glasgow, and Professor Jon Shaw of the University of Plymouth. 

 

“The national collective bargaining system was dismantled as the industry was fragmented into 25 train operating companies, seven freight companies, a host of maintenance, renewal and support companies, and the main infrastructure company, Railtrack,” the paper says. 

 

“Employment in the train operating companies fell by almost 20 per cent – from 48,919 to 39,338 – between 1994 and 2000. Union membership fell further. 

 

“Yet, as the operational problems of these earlier cutbacks mounted, unions found themselves increasingly able to take advantage of decentralised collective bargaining, in some cases playing companies off against each other and scaling-up pay gains made locally to the national level.”

 

This applied particularly to the train drivers’ union, ASLEF, which took advantage of growing skill shortages resulting from the earlier “massive cutbacks” in the number of drivers to raise their wages.

 

One train company manager told the researchers that in North East, for instance, trains drivers’ salaries quickly rose from £23,000 to £28,000. “The reason was to try and retain them because in places like Leeds and so on they were losing drivers hand over fist to Virgin and other companies and not being able to deliver their own services.”

 

The strengthening of unions’ position was also due to the lack of experience of new training company managers.

 

“Successive managerialist reforms of the rail industry have privileged outside business expertise over railway knowledge.

 

“Private managers’ lack of railway knowledge became particularly apparent in the case of the operation and maintenance of track, which was split between the privatised infrastructure operator, Railtrack, and contractors. 

 

“The fragmentation of work and the setting up of market contracts between different parties clashed with the complicated realities of running a railway that in the past had relied upon a strong public service ethos and collective identity between the different parts.”

 

One maintenance company managers told the researchers: “The railway industry is not straightforward. You’ve got to know some of the history and the baggage that comes with it. I can look a union official in the eye and say ‘no’ with confidence because I know the past details and have a knowledge of the background. A lot of the new companies and managers don’t have that.”

 

The three unions – ASLEF, the RMT, which represents guards, station staff and maintenance workers, and the TSSA, representing clerical and managers – had increased membership after the initial post-privatisation fall in the late 1990s. 

 

The unions played an important role in the campaign for greater safety standards after several fatal train crashes. They said that degrading working conditions harmed passenger safety and the RMT campaigned successfully against running trains with no guards in several train regions. This strengthened the unions' standing with their members and the public.

 

The researchers conclude that the unions’ ability to reorganise themselves with new structures to take advantage of the new system had also helped them preserve their power. 

 

“Rail privatisation in Great Britain was expected to undermine trade union power and encourage more market driven and individualist rationalities,” the researchers conclude. “Despite initial setbacks, the rail unions have survived privatisation and even experienced modest growth and renewal.” 
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