PAGE  
1

Economic History Society Conference, University of Nottingham, March 2008

Coal Industry Management and the origins of the 1984-5 miners’ strike in Scotland

Jim Phillips, Department of Economic and Social History, University of Glasgow

Literature on the origins of the 1984-5 miners’ strike in Britain is generally confined in its focus to peak level relations between the Conservative government, the National Coal Board (NCB) and the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM), and the shifts in energy supply that decisively weakened the miners’ bargaining position.
 The strike is usually depicted as being imposed, illegitimately, and without a national ballot, on the industry and the miners by the NUM leadership, which refused to accept the logic of the changes in energy supply and opposed any pit closures on economic grounds.
 There are some studies of the strike which look beneath the surface of high politics.
 But these tend to ignore or downplay developments in the ‘marginal’ coalfields of Scotland, Durham and South Wales, reproducing the geographical focus of the high politics literature on the divisions between Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire.

This paper develops a more rounded perspective on the strike by examining its origins in the increasingly autocratic management of the industry in Scotland from 1982 to early 1984. The strike is presented here as a legitimate and roughly democratic trade union response to the NCB Scottish Area’s managerial style and strategy. It was not imposed externally on Scotland, via the ideological conflict between Conservative government and UK union leadership, but in fact developed much of its national – that is, UK-wide – logic from the conflict between management and workers in the Scottish coalfields.

From 1982 the strategy of the NCB’s Scottish Area management involved ‘testing’ the supposed militancy of the miners in Scotland – evidenced in national ballots on pay offers in 1981 and 1982 – by closing pits and making significant incursions on trade union responsibilities and privileges. The strategy was developed within the high political context of the 1980 Coal Industry Act and the 1983 Monopolies and Mergers Commission (MMC) report on the NCB, which combined to produce a firm emphasis, in the context of market changes in energy supply, on controlling costs and tightening managerial control of production.
 Pits with relatively unproductive performance records were targeted, with new managers introduced by the Scottish Area Director, Albert Wheeler, who was keen to disrupt established management-union relations. Disputes were consequently provoked, sometimes where pre-shift emergency union meetings had been called to discuss responses to managerial initiatives which contravened joint industrial procedures. Workers subsequently reporting for work a few minutes late were then refused entrance to their pit and sent home without pay. The incremental dissolution of the low level of ‘trust’, as management and industrial relations scholars would term it,
 between management and employees, was instrumental to the outbreak of the strike in March 1984, at which point roughly half of Scotland’s miners were already in dispute with local management. These miners, it might be added, were duly exhibiting what David Gilbert has called ‘value rational behaviour’, critiquing rational choice economic models of collective behaviour that ignore or downplay the importance of social context and the powerful contingencies of industrial setting and workplace politics.
 There was, in other words, powerful internal workplace logic to the miners’ strike in Scotland. It is worth repeating that this runs counter to the idea, predominant in the literature, that the strike was an exogenous imposition on Scotland arising from ideological conflict elsewhere in the UK between the government and the NUM.


The paper begins with a brief discussion of the high political context, establishing the broad significance of the 1980 Coal Industry Act and the government’s temporary retreat in the face of a subsequent threatened national strike in February 1981, and the 1983 MMC report, which had particular implications for the industry in Scotland. Details are then drawn from developments in Scotland to illustrate the key related themes of managerial initiative and the dissolution of trust in relations between management and workers.

High Political Context

The 1980 Coal Industry Act, which effectively replaced the 1974 Labour government’s expansionist Plan For Coal, established the Conservative government’s desired objective of phasing out state subsidy by 1983-4. It required the closure of dozens of pits with the likely loss of thousands of jobs, and was described during the House of Commons' Second Reading by Alex Eadie, Opposition Energy spokesman and Chair of the Miners’ Group of Labour MPs, as a market forces-driven act of ‘vandalism’. This was in response to the government’s argument, presented by David Howell, Secretary of State for Energy, and John Moore, Under Secretary for Energy, that the Bill represented an ‘expression of confidence’ in the industry, which would now have the opportunity to become ‘efficient, competitive, productive and free from dependence on Government subvention’.

The dimensions of future conflict were signalled immediately, in talks between the NCB and the national executive of the NUM that took place one day after the Coal Industry Bill’s Second Reading. NUM representatives articulated a rigid opposition to pit closures on market grounds and the financial targets of the Coal Industry Bill, while NCB officials resisted the argument that closures were the responsibility of government. Rather they were a matter to be decided by the NCB locally.
 These difficulties were further heightened in the autumn and winter of 1980-81, initially in the context of the NCB’s annual pay offer, and then in the serious political and industrial crisis arising from the NCB’s admission that large-scale pit closures were the logical outcome of the Coal Industry Act’s cash limiting requirements. The NCB’s pay offer in November was characterised by the NUM’s leadership in Scotland as ‘Tory wage restraint’, and the NUM executive’s recommendation that the offer be accepted criticised as a ‘sell-out’. Union members were duly balloted on the offer. In Scotland 73 per cent of votes cast were against acceptance, as were 64.6 per cent in Yorkshire, 67.2 per cent in South Wales and 59.3 per cent in Kent. In Nottinghamshire 77.3 per cent of votes were cast in the opposite direction, as were 78.7 per cent in the Midlands, contributing to the decisive 56-44 margin in favour of the offer.
 The crisis that followed, early in 1981, was triggered when the NCB informed mining unions on Tuesday 10 February of its intention to respond to the Coal Industry Act’s cash limits and the deepening economic recession through cutting capacity by ten million tonnes per annum. This would involve closing up to 50 mines over the next two to five years, with the probable loss of about 30,000 jobs. Cardowan in Lanarkshire was the largest pit threatened in Scotland, the others including Highhouse and Sorn in Ayrshire.
 Unofficial walk-outs ensued in Scotland and other potentially jeopardised coalfield areas at the beginning of the following week. Michael McGahey, Scottish NUM President, indicated – on Monday 16 February – that pithead meetings would be convened with a view to making this strike official in Scotland by the following week. But within two days every Scottish pit was out unofficially, the area’s 19,000 miners constituting a significant portion of the 50,000 who were on unofficial strike across the British coalfields. That morning Albert Wheeler, the NCB’s Scottish Area Director, apparently confirmed to McGahey that Cardowan, Sorn and Highhouse were to be closed.
 With the national executive of the NUM agreeing unanimously to recommend a ballot of all members for a national strike, the government announced an unexpected u-turn that same day. Cash limits on the industry, including the requirement to break even by 1983-4, were to be reviewed, and coal imports reduced: the unofficial strikes came to an end two days later.
 


This was, of course, a strategic retreat rather than an act of surrender on the part of the government, which stockpiled coal reserves and developed plans for breaking the impact of any future miners’ strike through new policing initiatives and the movement of coal supplies, including increased imports, by non-union road haulage firms.
 The Coal Industry Act, meanwhile, remained on the statute book, and the government then pursued cost control by another route, appointing the Monopolies and Mergers Commission (MMC) to investigate the industry in March 1982. The NUM anticipated that this would generate substantial political pressure for the closure of mines on economic grounds. In discussions with Triple Alliance union partners in Scotland, the railwaymen and steel workers, McGahey linked this government-instigated ‘attack’ on nationalised industry with the incursions on trade union rights and privileges – chiefly in restricting the establishment and operation of closed shops – that were embodied in the 1982 Employment Bill.
 

The MMC inquiry – and later its findings – confirmed McGahey’s pessimism and contributed substantially to an erosion of trust between management and the workforce. Materials prepared by the NCB for the MMC, outlining in substantial detail the extent of losses at numerous pits, were leaked to the NUM, just as the union was calculating the results of a ballot for strike action against predicted closures and the annual pay offer in October 1982. The ballot yielded a decisive majority of 61 per cent against strike action, but there were majorities in favour in four areas: Kent, with 69 per cent, Yorkshire, with 56, South Wales, with 59, and Scotland, matching Kent’s 69 per cent. The union’s newly-elected President, Arthur Scargill, argued that the NCB’s MMC materials amounted to further evidence of a closure ‘hit list’, the existence of which was denied by the NCB in a meeting with the NUM on 23 November. Here the NCB characterised its MMC papers as ‘research material’ rather than evidence of strategic planning.
 But the NCB’s Chairman, Norman Siddall, had gathered reports in advance of this meeting from Area Directors. Wheeler’s submission signalled an interest in closing three pits in Ayrshire – Highhouse, Sorn and Killoch – and Cardowan in Lanarkshire, ‘heavy losers’ all.
 Shortly after the meeting of 23 November the NUM produced a new ‘hit list’, this time of 55 pits, which in Scotland included Kinneil along with the four pits privately ‘targeted’ by Wheeler.


The ‘hit list’ controversy signalled and extended the dissolution of trust between the NUM and the NCB. The NCB complained that the NUM should have sought private clarification of the MMC documents before publicising their contents. The NUM’s reply, through Lawrence Daly, general secretary, was significant, stating that the type of information appearing in these documents – relating chiefly to the Board’s investment plans and priorities – had been requested by the union at meetings with the NCB on 19 May 1982.
 The same information had been requested by the NUM at a further joint industrial meeting on 24 June. So the failure for the two sides to discuss the position was the NCB’s responsibility.
 The NUM’s suspicions, duly raised, were not averted. In December Siddall refused an NUM request to see the various ‘hit list’ papers.
 The NUM persisted, and secured eventually in February 1983 a tortuous offer: that the Board’s MMC evidence would be made available in Hobart House, NCB headquarters, for Scargill and other senior union officials to inspect, with NCB staff on hand to answer any questions arising, but on the understanding that the contents of this evidence would not be published.
 The offer was refused, Scargill indicating instead a desire to receive copies for examination at NUM headquarters, undertaking that their contents would not be publicised ‘where there is any question of commercial confidentiality’. When this was refused Scargill declared the matter closed.


The MMC findings – published after the 1983 General Election – confirmed McGahey’s earlier pessimism, and the essence of the NUM’s ‘hit list’ worries. A ten per cent cut in capacity was recommended, concentrating on the closure of the least economic – or highest loss per tonne – pits, to achieve annual savings of £300 million.
 In wage bargaining the alleged need for a harder managerial line was identified, with the NCB’s supposed desire to preserve harmonious industrial relations conceding wages and adding costs that the industry could not afford. This was purportedly related to the structure and composition of management at the NCB, where too significant a presence and influence of ‘home-grown mining engineers’ crowded out the potentially liberating presence of cost-controlling business managers with experience of private industry.
 Perhaps especially this component of the report led Ian MacGregor, who became NCB Chairman shortly after the MMC report had been published, to characterise it as his ‘bible’.
 In Alan Fox’s well-known research paper for the Donovan Commission on trade unions and employers’ organisations is the important distinction between ‘market relations’, the ‘terms and conditions on which labour is hired’, and ‘managerial relations’, ‘what management seeks to do with its labour having hired it’. Fox noted that while many employers accepted the legitimacy of settling market relations collectively rather than individually, there was strong resistance still in the 1960s to trade union influence in managerial relations.
 In the nationalised coal sector, however, there had been substantial scope for joint industrial bargaining in managerial as well as market relations,
 but now MacGregor and other NCB managers sought to diminish the extent of joint industrial consultation in the industry. This end was pursued with particular vigour in Scotland.
Scotland and managerial initiative

The MMC report emphasised the particularly uncompetitive nature of the ‘peripheral coal-mining Areas’.
 In Scotland the MMC identified twelve collieries producing coal in 1981-2, although one of these, the ‘Longannet complex’, was in reality three separate collieries: Solsgirth, Castlehill and Bogside. Each of these fed coal by underground conveyance to the large South of Scotland Electricity Board power station at Longannet on the Firth of Forth. Two other Scottish pits, Kinneil and Polmaise, were subject to development in 1981-2 and so did not feature in the MMC’s discussion of production. Of the ‘twelve’ in production, six were said by the MMC to be losing more than £10 per tonne, and the other six (actually eight, disaggregating the Longannet complex) losing between £0 and £10 per tonne.
 The worst losses were ascribed to Cardowan (£38.30 per tonne), Sorn (£21.50 per tonne), Frances (£17.80 per tonne), Killoch (£16.70 per tonne), Comrie (£16.60 per tonne) and Barony (£13.80 per tonne). The average overall output per man shift (OMS) across the NCB’s holdings, meanwhile, was 2.4 tonnes. The combined OMS at the three Longannet complex pits was 3.1 tonnes, and Monktonhall at 2.3 tonnes was close to the NCB average, with Bilston Glen (2.06), the ‘big loser’ Barony (2.0) and Seafield (1.98) just below.


The MMC acknowledged the political difficulty of closing pits in ‘peripheral’ areas where unemployment was already significantly above the UK average, but this was characterised as the government’s responsibility, to remedy through regional policy or ignore as it saw fit.
 The NCB’s duty was to set these social difficulties aside and concentrate on controlling costs, and the report’s vivid findings duly placed great pressure on NCB management in Scotland to do so as a matter of urgency, or see the Scottish sector withering altogether. The strategy already being developed by Albert Wheeler involved controlling costs in two ways: closing the higher losing pits, and strengthening managerial prerogative by diminishing the role of joint industrial consultation.


It has been seen that Wheeler’s interest in closing pits on economic grounds – outwith established procedures for ending the lives of physically exhausted pits – preceded the publication of the MMC report. In the summer of 1982, before the ‘hit list’ controversy, Wheeler persuaded the NCB to abandon development work that had been in progress at Kinneil for four years.
 Despite the opposition of the workforce, whose members were offered transfers to other pits, and the intervention of the NUM’s national executive,
 Kinneil’s closure was confirmed at the end of December.
 Attempts to muster a Scottish Area-wide strike against the Kinneil decision fizzled out, possibly partly owing to the temporising of union officials, and perhaps encouraging Wheeler that the militancy of Scotland’s miners, evidenced in the 69 per cent vote for strike action against closures in the NUM’s October 1982 ballot, would not necessarily obstruct his strategy.

In 1983, still in advance of the MMC report’s publication, Wheeler proceeded with the closures of the small Ayrshire pits of Sorn and Highhouse before turning to Cardowan. The Lanarkshire pit had a long history, and in May 1983 carried a workforce of 1,100 men, with an average age of 39. Alec Hogg, NUM delegate, described the men’s commitment to the pit in vivid terms: ‘This is our Alamo’. There are press photographs of Wheeler, hemmed in against a wall and close to the ground, being kicked and punched by infuriated miners after making the closure announcement – which emphasised the significant and apparently escalating losses at the colliery, exacerbated by allegedly acute geological difficulties – at a nearby community centre on 13 May.
 This was a representation of low trust relations in the most vivid form. McGahey, himself a former underground worker at Cardowan, initially said that the closure would be resisted, but after the Tory landslide general election victory in June accepted that the position was irretrievable.
 The Cardowan miners – defending their ‘Alamo’ – fought on, in the face of a five-week lockout in July, before the campaign to preserve the pit was abandoned on 26 August.
 


After Cardowan, and perhaps spurred by the MMC report which appeared in June, Wheeler opened the second phase of his cost-control campaign. It has been said, and bears repeating here, that Wheeler was the pioneer of MacGregor-style methods.
 This runs true, in his approach to closures, but especially also in his decided emphasis on the deconstruction of joint industrial regulation, which appears not to have emerged in full force in England until after the strike came to an end in 1985.
 In Scotland the NCB adopted an aggressively anti-union line from roughly the closure of Kinneil onwards, with Wheeler squeezing his managers – and moving them from pit to pit – to optimise performance, minimise losses and pursue profitability. The case of Seafield in central Fife, which opened in 1966 and employed 1,300 miners in 1983, is highly germane here. In the NCB’s ‘bottom 30’ in performance terms every year since 1976,
 despite the relatively respectable OMS record in 1981-2, the pit’s consultative committee minutes are highly revealing. At the beginning of the 1980s union-management relations seemingly remained positive despite the entrenched nature of the colliery’s relatively poor performance. In July 1981, for instance, with output continually falling below target, it was agreed that a joint industrial team be established to explore the best means of optimising production. ‘This’, the official minutes read, ‘would not be a fault finding exercise but a genuine attempt to improve the current situation’.
 But such emphasis on cooperation and mutual support is rarely glimpsed in the committee’s proceedings from May 1983, when George Caldow arrived from Comrie colliery (in West Fife) as Seafield’s new general manager. Caldow, assisted by W. Miller, deputy manager, and Meharry, personnel manager, adopted an increasingly abrasive position, explaining the historic shortfall in output at the pit in terms of the workforce’s low work ethic, manifested in high levels of absenteeism and a refusal to operate ‘diligently’. Union claims that the shortfall reflected workforce anxieties about the future and ‘poor communication’ between managers and employees were ignored or ridiculed, with consultative meetings increasingly dominated by Miller’s lectures – assisted ‘by use of the blackboard’ – on the absence of worker effort and the allegedly corresponding output shortfall.

Caldow’s impatience was unambiguously clear by the autumn of 1983. There was a particular problem with installing new machinery at one of the colliery’s faces. Union delegates suggested that more dialogue with the men would produce better results, but Caldow was moving towards what Alan Fox would have characterised as an utterly ‘unitary’ managerial position, with a determination to proceed on the basis that the workforce had no legitimate interests distinct from those of the organisation, which in any case were to be defined by management unilaterally.
 ‘Talking was not the answer’, Caldow said, and when the problem persisted into November it was recorded that the ‘General Manager intended stipulating precisely what he wanted done and if it was not carried out there would be dismissals’.
 Two further desultory meetings of the consultative committee took place, on 6 December 1983 and 17 January 1984, before Caldow suspended joint industrial practices altogether in advance of a scheduled meeting on 31 January. The committee did not sit again until 4 June 1985, three months after the year-long strike had come to an end.


The deterioration of relations at Seafield was reflected elsewhere in the Scottish coalfield in the final third of 1983, most notably at Monktonhall in Midlothian, scene of a seven week strike from 14 September to 7 November. This was another major employer, with 1,570 miners, and, like Seafield, a young pit, opened in 1967, but with some difficulties in production. These shaped a dispute that in its origins was strictly speaking a lockout, and stemmed from the clearly provocative actions of William Kennedy, moved from Polkemmet (in West Lothian) to become Monktonhall’s manager in the summer of 1983. This pattern of managerial-worker relations worsening after the arrival of a new colliery manager resembled developments at Seafield, and was remarked upon by Monktonhall union delegates. They suspected that Kennedy had been briefed – presumably by Wheeler – to seek confrontation with the workforce, on the basis that at Polkemmet he had apparently enjoyed perfectly amicable and constructive relationships with workers and their union representatives.

Kennedy initiated the confrontation on 29 August, sending 63 face workers a letter accusing them of restricting their effort and stating that they would be dismissed unless this alleged restriction was lifted within the following two weeks. In October, with the pit-level strike underway, Robbie Dinwoodie of The Scotsman established that this letter was written in highly irregular circumstances. Kennedy had spent a whole night shift on the face where effort was allegedly restricted, L43, with the NUM delegate, David Hamilton, on Monday 15 August, and had accepted that work was being conducted normally. Kennedy then inspected L43 again on 25 August in the company of representatives of each of the pit unions, but only for part of a shift. Joint industrial regulation required that the full shift be inspected prior to any disciplinary procedures being initiated, so when at the end of the truncated inspection Kennedy intimated his intentions to threaten the men to the union representatives they refused to sign his minute of the meeting that followed the inspection. Dinwoodie was in no doubt that in these circumstances Kennedy’s letter to the 63 men was a clear contravention of agreed disciplinary procedures and a key source of the poisoning of management-worker relations at Monktonhall.


Monktonhall’s management then announced it was suspending a £6 million development of a new seam, the Peacock, on which the colliery’s future was thought to hinge. This shaped a confrontational debate about productivity levels at the pit, which Ian MacGregor contributed to in inflammatory manner during his first visit as NCB chairman to Scotland. While praising the efforts of men at neighbouring Bilston Glen, where he went underground, MacGregor was scathing about the ‘second division’ Monktonhall miners, whose alleged inability to use machinery effectively and continuously suggested shameful comparisons with mechanised pits in the USA.
 NCB management then went over the heads of union representatives – contrary to agreed joint industrial regulation – by offering voluntary redundancies to men aged over 50, with an intended target of 300 and no transfers on offer. Before the 7 a.m. shift on Wednesday 14 September David Hamilton called a meeting of NUM members to discuss the crisis. Many of the 150 men attending duly reported for work several minutes late. Management refused to let them go underground. This deliberate lockout, Dinwoodie noted a few weeks later, was not the act of management seeking to avoid confrontation,
 and those already below, on hearing the news, came back up and walked out. The subsequent back and night shifts, which voted not to work, joined this protest.
 


Local union officials recommended an indefinite strike, which the men agreed to support on 15 September, and this was made official by a Scottish delegate conference.
 It lasted until November, receiving the support of a one-day official strike across the Scottish coalfields on 13 October,
 and elevating the level of tension at other pits. At Frances colliery in Central Fife on 23 September the branch delegate, John Mitchell, was sacked after organising a cash collection for the Monktonhall strikers. There was an immediate walk out by 400 men on the morning shift, and Mitchell was reinstated only after the intervention of senior NCB officials from Edinburgh.
 At Polmaise in Stirlingshire 130 men were sent home without pay on 28 September after arriving several minutes late for the morning shift, having attended a union meeting to collect cash for Monktonhall. John McCormack, Polmaise union delegate, interpreted this as a lockout, engineered by Donald Cameron, pit manager, in the context of the sharp deterioration of relations at the colliery since the ‘row in July’, when the workforce had refused to accept the transfer of men from Cardowan.

This deterioration in union-management relations signalled more profound problems at Polmaise, where – rather like the earlier position at Kinneil – no coal had been mined since 1980. It was a ‘development’ pit, employing some 400 men, into which roughly £22 million had been invested since 1980 with a view to exploiting substantial reserves. Now, again like Kinneil, Wheeler proposed writing off this investment and closing the pit, citing substantial geological difficulties, and offering to transfer the men to the Longannet complex from where it was suggested the Polmaise reserves could in fact be more easily accessed.
 The NCB duly communicated its decision to close Polmaise to the NUM’s Scottish area representatives in a meeting in Edinburgh on 13 January 1984.
 It might be noted that Wheeler had promised – when announcing the demise of Cardowan in May 1983 – that no more colliery closures were envisaged in Scotland. At the same time he had presented the £20 million invested in Polmaise as the basis of ‘long-term’ job security at the pit.
 On 26 January, just eight months later, Wheeler visited the welfare club at Fallin to confirm the end for Polmaise.
 On 6 February the NCB duly ratified the Scottish area’s decision, this communicated in writing to the various unions involved,
 which then exercised their right to a final appeal under the board’s Colliery Review Procedure. This was scheduled for 14 March, but was not heard, given the outbreak of the national strike. In fact Polmaise remained open until 1987, the campaign against its closure encompassing not only the labour movement but Central Regional Council, which had foregone economic development work in some of the area surrounding Polmaise in order to facilitate the NCB’s planned growth of the pit.


The Scottish leadership of the NUM was now preparing the ground, it would seem, for an all-out Scottish area strike in support not just of Polmaise, but other pits in difficulty, notably Bogside in West Fife, the closure of which was announced in the first week of February.
 This was the result of flooding, the crisis shaped in the context of the NUM overtime ban in place since November and the Scottish board’s policy – signalled in December 1983 – of not taking special precautionary measures against this ban at weekends. In this respect, it must be very strongly emphasised, Wheeler’s position was utterly different from that adopted by other area chairmen. At the beginning of December 1983 The Scotsman noted the fetters placed by Wheeler on members of the British Association of Colliery Managers. He had stopped them from operating the surface machinery, normally handled by NUM members, which enabled the safety men, members of the NACODS union, to run the pumps and fans underground that kept pits in operation.
 This was at variance from the practice adopted in England and Wales, where colliery managers were providing safety cover: ‘This harder line prevalent in the Scottish coalfield’, noted the Dundee Courier & Advertiser, normally a supporter of management in struggles with labour, ‘has led to suspicions that the overtime ban issue could be used as a device for getting rid of unwanted pits’.

Conclusion

This paper has examined details from the management of the coal industry in Scotland to suggest a new way of understanding the outbreak of the national miners’ strike in 1984. The strike was not imposed on the Scottish workforce by an ideologically-rigid national union leadership, but in fact drew much of its energy and impetus from the workforce’s resistance to the Scottish Board’s managerial strategy. High industrial politics were of significance. The deterioration of trust evident in the crisis of February 1981 and the subsequent arguments about the existence and scale of the NCB’s ‘hit list’ in 1982 and 1983 clearly prefigured the outbreak of the strike in 1984. The competitive position too was of clear importance. This paper has demonstrated that the Scottish Area management’s programme of closures anticipated and was then further emboldened by the 1983 Monopolies and Mergers Commission report, with its emphasis on the need to reduce capacity and control costs. Wheeler’s strategy went beyond closures and capacity-cutting, however, involving also a very strong emphasis on diminishing the extent of joint industrial management in the industry.

The Seafield and Monktonhall cases demonstrate the various elements of managerial strategy, and its contribution to deteriorating industrial relations in specific workplace settings. At Monktonhall a new manager was appointed who, in a drive to increase production and control costs, set aside agreed industrial procedures and provoked a lengthy stoppage of work in the autumn of 1983. At Seafield a new manager was also appointed in 1983, who recurrently sought to explain the colliery’s production performance in terms of the low diligence and high absenteeism of the workforce. Dismissals were threatened and in January 1984 joint industrial practices suspended altogether by the manager. The resulting stoppage of work was still in place in March 1984, at which point – shaped by the closure of Polmaise but also by events at Seafield and elsewhere in Scotland – the Scottish Area of the NUM came out on official strike. This coincided with the start of the ‘rolling’ strike in Yorkshire that then spread across the English and Southern Welsh coalfields. From the perspective of management’s conscious quest for confrontation, and deliberate cultivation of what might even be termed ‘no trust’ relations, the strike, at least in Scotland, ought to be seen as the direct product of workplace conflict as well as the consequence of deteriorating peak level relations in the context of coal’s changing market.
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