
I n 1977 postal  workers struck over p a y,
condi tions and mechanisation. S o l i d a r i t y’s
f o re r u n n e r, Socialist Organiser , pr inted
these ar ticles about the lessons of the pre v i-
ous dispute in 1971.

How the job 
was changed

B Y PETE KEENLY S I D E

IN 1971 members of the UCW (then called
the UPW) [the postal side of today’s CWU]
went on strike for seven weeks. T h e y

returned defeated, sold out by their own
E x e c u t i v e .

After that, most postal workers said they’d
strike again. Every time you got up to oppose
some lousy pay deal  or other, the cry went up
“Remember 1971”.

The membership are now more wil ling to
take strike action. What has changed? A lot of
the ‘old ones’ have retired and young people
have taken thei r place. But the main factor has
probably been a reaction to the way the job has
changed over the years.

In 1971 we worked as long hours as we do
n o w. But we didn’ t work as hard or under as
much pressure.

On the letters side, which is all  I can speak
about, things were conducted at a more
leisurely pace. On the walks you had time to
talk to people, to pop in for the odd cup of tea
and get to know your customers.

If you were inside sorting, although the work
was boring, there were ways of breaking i t up.
S t a ff could go for a ‘smoke’ , chat to their mates
or use some excuse to wander round the off i c e
for a few minutes.

And heaven help the gaffer that tried to get
you to do something that wasn’t on your duty.
Once the duties were agreed with the union,
that was that. You knew exactly what it was
you should be doing every minute of your shift.

If it wasn’ t written in the duty book, you
d i d n ’t do it. If the duty book said feed the
horses (some had been around for a long time),
then you disappeared for hal f an hour or so. In
those days we were poor but happy! 

Not anymore we’re not - happy that is.
Then the Post Office made a loss but served

the public. These days it makes huge profits.
And that’s been done in the time-honoured way
— by making the workers work harder.

The fi rst stage was mechanisation. Before
1971 everything was sorted by hand. Then the
Post Office came to the union with a scheme
for creating mechanised offices. In future,
letters would be faced, segregated and sorted by
machines. Instead of people, ALFS, SEGs and
code sort machines would stalk the sorting
o ffice floor. So in they came, to be followed by
ever newer and faster machines such as OCRs
(Optical Character Recognition) which can read
handwritten script.

Now fewer workers sort more letters at a
pace dictated by the machines and ruthlessly
enforced. Marx’s description of a worker being
a mere extension of a machine is a l iving real ity
in the Post Office today. No wonder they have
d i ffi culty getting people to work the machines.

Stage two was the productivity deal . We used
to have a scheme were everyone got a lump
sum payment every now and again i f by any
chance some savings had been made. Now
we’ve got IWM (Improved Working Methods).
This is a compulsory scheme and it operates on
the basis of individual  offices or even parts of
o ff i c e s .

To qual ify for payments either the same
number of staff have to do more work or, more
u s u a l l y, fewer staff do the same work. This has
led to staff sel ling off tea breaks for a few extra
bob, and in many areas delivery staff can’t
finish thei r walks on time even by running
round. Even the management have recognised
this has created problems.

But that hasn’ t stopped them bringing in son
of IWM — Revised Revision Procedure (RRP).
This operates by using so-called industrial engi-
neers. It caused a strike when fi rst introduced in
Leeds but is now being forced in throughout
the country.

Next came the spli tting of the businesses.
The Post Office has been spl it into four —
letters, parcels, counters and Giro. Each has its
own highly-paid management structure and,
bel ieve i t or not, they compete with each other.

This means, for instance, that when it comes
to del ivering parcels, drivers on the letters side
have to compete with drivers on the parcels

side for the contract. This has both the effect of
worsening conditions and making the business
ripe for privatisation.

And finally there is the use of discipl ine.
With over three mil lion on the dole, manage-
ment are using the disciplinary procedure as a
weapon against the workforce, and interpreting
it as they see fit.

Once upon a time the only way you could
get the sack was to be caught pinching or by
hi tting the gaff e r. Now, i f you’ re a new entrant,
four days off in the fi rst year and out you go. In
sorting offices people are being disciplined for
going to the toi let too often and for talking on
the floor.

What has made things worse is that all of this
has come in either with very li ttle opposi tion
from our union leadership or wi th their active
assistance. Mechanisation was supposed to be
the means by which we got our shorter working
week. The new machines were blacked for four
years. Then in the end the leadership got us to
accept them for a pittance and we’ve got noth-
ing for al l the newer machines, whi le the Post
O ffice have got everything.

The lessons 
of 1971

B Y MICK O’ SULLI VA N

TH E post workers have been centre stage
in the class struggle before. Thei r strike
in 1971 was one of the great battles

between the working class and the To r y
government elected in 1970, which was then
making a fi rst attempt at what is today called
T h a t c h e r i s m .

The Tories won that battle, as they had
previously won a battle against the power
workers. It was not until  the miners humbled
them in early 1972 that the Tories began to
lose thei r confidence. But the post workers
could have won in 1971. That defeat has
lessons for today.

In October 1970 the union then cal led the
U P W(Union of Post Office Workers) - lodged
a claim for £3 or 15% wage increase,
whichever was the greater. Mil itants wanted a
£5 claim.

The Post Office offered 8%. Unoff i c i a l
strikes took place.

The national strike began in January. It
ended 44 days later with no real  advances. T h e
right wing UPW leaders believed they were in
for a quick strike or more l ikely just the threat
of a strike to bring the government to the
negotiating table. They were unprepared for
the To r i e s ’intransigence — and for the deter-
mination and combativity of the rank and fi le.

Time and again the strikers went beyond the
constraints of the leadership. Strict instructions
were issued that picketing be restricted to four
people. There was no law restricting picketing.
The union leaders just wanted to keep the
strike quiet and respectable.

Yet where serious scabbing took place, at
the telephone exchanges deal ing with interna-
tional cal ls, the number of pickets exceeded
100. (Telephones were then run by the Post
O ffice, rather than being a separate business.)

Strike committees also organised regular
report-back meetings.

Solidarity was also shown every T h u r s d a y
at the weekly strike rallies in Hyde Park. Each
week these got bigger and more mili tant in
their outlook.

The rank and file were determined and wil l-
ing to face hardship. But the union leaders
were aghast at the drain on the union funds of
a long strike. The UPW was running out of
m o n e y, and i ts leaders had no concept of
o rganising a broad campaign for financial
support. They seized at the first chance to end
the dispute through arbitration.

Many strikers were disgusted. But the expe-
rienced mi litant activists were few and scat-
tered. At the start of the strike mass meetings
people would enthusiastically cheer the
u n i o n ’s right-wing leader, Tom Jackson, with
chants of ‘J-A-C-K-S-0-N, Jackson!’ H a v i n g
decided to go for arbi tration, Jackson was able
to rush through a vote to return to work.

Strikes need mi li tant and determined leader-
ship. And i f the official leaders are not mil itant
and determined, then the best activists must
get organised in a rank and fi le movement
which can challenge those officials, explain
the issues and map out a fighting strategy
right from the start.

As we were saying...

BY PETE KEENLYSIDE, CWU EX ECUTI VE,
PERSONAL CA PA C I T Y

TH E postal workers’ dispute is now
entering a new stage. The union's
postal executive committee met this

week and discussed ways in which we can
escalate the dispute and increase the pressure
on management. What we've opted for is a
strategy of action on a functional basis across
Royal  Mail. 

By pulling out different groups of postal
workers on different days we wi ll  be creating
a rol ling effect across the company which
should seriously increase the problems for
management in trying to maintain something
that looks even vaguely like a disrupted, but
‘ n o r m a l ’service. We were concerned not to
stick to a set pattern of one day a week strikes
throughout the business which management
get used to.

The postal executive real ises that what we
are engaged in is a very serious dispute about
the future of Royal Mai l. In line with this
assessment we also made two other important
decisions.  The union has set up a national
strike fund and agreed to call  on other trade
unionists to support us financially and to
build postal  workers support groups at a local
level . 

• As S o l i d a r i t ygoes to press, the CWU
Postal Executive have just called a series of
roll ing days of action from the 26 July - 8
A u g u s t .

The next
steps

The post: g
BY A POSTAL WORKER

RO YA L Mai l  management have been
tel ling the newspapers that they are
prepared to sit out six months or more of

s t r i k e s .
For sure this is them bragging and acting

‘hard’ , and they wil l  continue to play the same
old record unti l  they final ly cave in. However, i t
would be a mistake not to take what they are
saying seriously, and to try and understand why
they are saying i t.

Management want to make this a long and
bi tter dispute. They want to see the pride,
strength and sol idari ty that was shown on the
fi rst strike day turn to bi tterness,recrimination
and division.

Their strategy is to face the union down,and
to continue to do so unti l  the uni ty that has been
shown so far starts to crack. It is vi tal  that the
CWU side understand this. This dispute must
not be fought out in the way that management
want i t to be fought out.

So what can the union do to avoid this?

T H E fi rst step is t o make sure that what is at
stake in this dispute is clear to every postal
w o r k e r and to the public.

This dispute wi l l shape the f uture of the Post
O ffice. I f management win then they wi ll  be
looking to move to things like five dai ly deliv-
er ies per week.

When the head of  PostComm said the six day
a week delivery to your door for the same rate
anywhere in the UK is a “Rol ls Royce Service” ,
she was not paying postal  workers a comple-
ment. It was a threat. The implication was that
the current letters service is too good for the
working class.

Postcomm were saying that working class
people have no more right to expect a rel iable
cheap universal  postal service than they have
the right to r ide to work in Rol ler!

A poor service f or the public wil l  mean an
attack on postal  workers’ wages, terms and
conditions. The same managers that say they
are prepared f or  six months of more of strikes
also say that postal workers are 25% overpaid
in comparison to the pr ivate contractors. We
have been warned.

This is about remaking the Post Office as a
stunted skeleton of what i t is now and in the
process completely sidelining the union. A
dispute this serious can’ t be treated as just
another ski rmish: this is a decisive battle! In
order to get the union’s message over there has
to be an active campaign of explaining postal
workers' case to the publ ic. That means getting
out on the high streets and in the community —
working wi th local  trades counci ls etc to org a n-
ising stal ls, peti tions and so on.

T H E second st ep is for t he CWU to pre p a re
p r oper ly for w a r. T he agreement to set  up a
national  str ike and hardship fund and appeal
f o r financial and other s u p p o rt  from other
unions is a good star t. Now we must bui ld on
i t .

Prepar ing in this way isn’ t a sign of weak-
ness: i t’s a sign of strength.Already good trade
unionists up and down the country are doing
col lections and off ering support. 

The union needs to make this solidari ty work
a central  part of the official  dispute strategy.
Royal  Mai l management wi ll  feel  a lot less
cocky about “ si tting out”  months of  protest
strike action when they see that publ ic support
is being translated into hard cash to support our
m e m b e r s .

It was a mistake not to name more than just
the one strike day af ter  the first day of action.
Putting f orward an escalating programme of
action would give the CWU the ini tiative, rather
than letting the dispute become a “stop-start”
a ffai r wi th the tempo determined by manage-
m e n t .

The most important part of preparing for
w a r,is to put control of the dispute fi rmly in the
hands of the rank and fi le.

During the last national strike there were
regular national  reps meetings; they are needed
again and as a matter  of urg e n c y.

AK E Y part of the government’s privati sa-
tion plan for the Post Office is to break
the postal  workers’ union, the CWU.

Here in Oxford Royal Mail management are
notorious for trying this by heavy-handed tactics
and victimisation, hitherto always unsuccessfull y.
Attempts to impose conditions such as having to
ask a manager ’s permission to go to the toilet
have led to several unoffi cial  walkouts, and
bull ying managers have been removed after these
u n o fficial strikes.

N o w, however, the management are trying
again. Their response to last Friday’s second
national  one-day official strike was to cal l the
poli ce and then plan their next move against the
union.  Workers at Oxford’s main sorting off i c e
came back to work on Monday to find that CWU
rep Steve Gill  had been suspended from work
without charge. In a magni fi cent display of sol i-
d a r i t y, every single postie in the sorting off i c e
walked out and began an unofficial picket.

Royal Mail  management claim, ludicrously,
that the disciplinary charges they want to lay
against Steve are “ too serious”  for either him or
the union to be informed of them. They even
claim that the procedure of suspending union
reps at wi ll arises from an agreement wi th the
CWU! (which i s blatant nonsense). The manage-
ment seem determined to undermine the union
and test the postal  workers’ resolve, and hope to
turn publi c opinion against the official strike
(managers have been mouthing off to the local
press about “disruptions in services” .

Management are launching an all-out war
against the CWU in the mail  in Oxford, and soli-
dari ty i s urgently needed. Please send messages
of support to the Oxford CWU Branch Secretary
Paul  Garraway — p a u l g a r r a w a y @ h o t m a i l . c o m

Oxford 
victimisation



T H E thi rd step is to make sure the CWU
gets some clear s u p p o rt from the rest of
the t rade union and labour m o v e m e n t .

Tony Wo o d l e y, the general  secretary of
Unite/TGWU, has told his members in the
private mail  companies not to scab by doing
any work normally done by CWU members
during the strikes. His counterpart Derek
Simpson from Uni te/Amicus should tell  his
members in Royal  Mai l  management to do
the same!

For some reason Bil ly Hayes didn’ t attend
the June meeting of  the TUC general  coun-
ci l , nor did he send a replacement f rom the
postal  side of the union. This isn’ t a serious
attitude to take to the body that is supposed
to be the “general staff”  of  the trade union
m o v e m e n t .

The CWU needs to go to the TUC wi th a
clear idea of getting the rest of the move-
ment mobi l ised proper ly in support of us. In
the f irst place that means the other union
leaders supporting a hardship f und,getting
the message over to thei r members and
putting pressure on the Labour government.

F I N A L L Y, we must recognise t hat t his is a
pol it ical  dispute. Behind Leighton and
C ro z i e r stands Gordon Bro w n .
Liberal isat ion, ‘moder nisation’ , competi -
tion are his creed as much as thei rs.

The CWU cannot afford to bury i ts head in
the sand and pretend that this dispute can be
run as a simple “old fashioned” industrial
d i s p u t e .

We need to up the pressure on the govern-
ment, not pretend that they aren’ t a big
factor in this.

Leighton and Crozier are in the end civil
servants, r idiculously highly paid, but sti l l in
the last analysis government employees.

I m m e d i a t e l y, local  CWU branches should
be looking to organise pickets and lobbies of
Labour MPs’ s u rgeries. Don’ t give them an
easy ride!

Unity is strength,
across the publ ic

s e c t o r

M ARK Serwotka,General  Secretary
of the civi l  service union PCS, has
talked of co-ordinating strike action

wi th the CWU. That is a start.
But what is needed is not just talk, but f or

all  the publ ic sector unions to uni te in strike
action to break the government’s publ ic
sector pay freeze.

What activists across the labour movement
can do to support the postal  workers:

• Invite postal  workers to speak at union
meetings, workplaces and col leges

• Liaise with other trade unionists and
supporters to set up local  postal  workers’
support groups

• Organise sol idar ity delegations f rom
unions, workplaces, col leges or schools to
the postal workers’ picket lines

• Organise collections in support of the
postal  workers in workplaces

• Raise the issue of  support f or  the CWU
in local  Labour Parties. Mandate Labour
M Ps to support the CWU.

• Lobby M Ps’ s u rgeries to put them on the
spot. Put CWU-sponsored MPs, especial ly,
on the spot.

• Organise in other trade unions to br ing
f orward their  disputes and f ight alongside
the postal workers.

• Campaign f or  the TUC to cal l  a national
day of  action in support of the postal  work-
ers and in opposi tion to the publ ic sector pay
f r e e z e .

t : gear up for a fight!

BY ROBIN SIVA PA LA N

DU T C H company T N T are shame-
lessly capital ising on the strike
action to step up thei r plans to

expand operations into the ‘ last-mi le’ s e c t i o n
of  the postal service. The outcome of T N T ’s
mercenary manoeuvr ing, whose success
would signal  another significant break-up of
Royal  Mail , wil l  depend on the action or
inaction on the part of Brown’s new govern-
ment and the union movement.

C u r r e n t l y, r ivals to the Royal  M ail
compete in the col lection, sorting and distri-
bution sections of  the mail  network but
Royal  Mail  workers are used by al l compa-
nies, to del iver  99% of letters on the last
stretch, to our doorsteps. T N T has been
running trials in Glasgow and Manchester to
assess the viabi li ty of running thei r own
delivery operations.

What this means is that T N T reckon on
undercutting Royal  Mail  by using i ts own
orange-clad del ivery workforce, understood
to be paid some 25% less than unionised
Royal  Mail  workers.

The government, and the quango
PostComm, are committed to l iberal isation
of  the postal service at a faster pace than
most of the rest of Europe, risking the deci-
mation of a universal, f lat-rate postal  service

to al l  parts of the UK. Postcomm, the
g o v e r n m e n t ’s apparently independent regula-
tors, whose only brief  is to increase marketi -
sation, is cur rently consider ing appeals by
T N T to make access to the last mi le a more
profi table option for them.

Whi le Royal Mai l  workers are set to esca-
late thei r dispute, in large part to stop the
f urther disintegration of our national  postal
service, big companies are cynical ly shif ting
thei r contracts to competing companies; DX
claims i t wi ll  make 10 mi ll ion because of the
s t r i k e .

Tony Wo o d l e y, general secretary of the
Transport and General Wo r k e r s ’U n i o n
section of the new merged union, Unite,
which is recognised by T N T, has wri tten to
all  his members instructing them to not take
on Royal  Mai l  workers’ work. This basic act
of union sol idari ty stands in stark contrast to
Derek Simpson of  the Amicus section of
Unite, which represents the Communication
M a n a g e r s ’Association, who has remained
conspicuously si lent on the CWU’s dispute.

In the medium term, i t is important that
T&G/Unite organise a fight for T N T w o r k-
ers to level  up thei r pay to at least match
rates of  Royal Mai l workers, ultimately
aiming to reintegrate the T N T workforce and
operations back into a rational ised national
postal  service.

T N T’s mercenary
m a n o e u v r e s


