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 Inside: London Underground jobs fight; First TransPennine Express 

drivers’ dispute; Rail Gourmet; cleaners’ struggles; South Korean 

railworkers’ strike Marxism at work: new technology and workers’ rights; The 

fight to keep guards; Casualisation vs safety; more!

"We're open to 

ideas. We don't 

rule anything out."

— Labour’s Shadow Transport 

Secretary Mary Creagh, responding 

in October 2013 to a question about 

whether Labour would renationalise 

the railways if it wins the next 

election.
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Jobs war on London 

Underground

On 21 November 2013, London 

Underground launched its job cuts plan, 

“Fit for the Future”. 

LU wants to close all ticket offices, cut 950 

staff, and slash workers’ terms and 

conditions. The RMT responded by 

immediately going into dispute and launching 

an all-grades strike ballot. It returned a 77% 

vote in favour of strikes, with 48 -hour strikes 

due on 4-5 and 11-12 February, with a 

revenue strike and overtime ban also 

planned.

Here, we reprint some ideas from our sister 

bulletin for London Underground workers, 

Tubeworker, on the kind of fightback that’s 

needed.

Act immediately

It's excellent that RMT immediately 

announced a ballot for industrial action. 

We lost many past fights because unions 

were slow off the starting blocks and 

management raced ahead.

Tubeworker supporters have argued for 

the last year that RMT should proactively 

fight cuts, rather than wait for LU's 

announcement. This meant that RMT was 

already in dispute with LU over mobile 

station supervision, ticket office closures and 

de-staffing of stations; when the cuts were 

announced, RMT was ready to ballot.

Announcing two sets of 48-hour strikes, 

plus a revenue strike, an overtime ban, and a 

ban on rest-day working, is a good start. We 

need an escalating programme of action that 

shows bosses we’re in this fight for as long 

as it takes to win.

All unions together

A united response from all Tube unions could 

defeat these plans. 

It's great that ASLEF members in depots 

have said they're prepared to strike. ASLEF 

head office has said it will “oppose 

vigorously” changes that compromise its 

members' safety, recognising that “950 less 

staff” will be available to deal with incidents 

and emergencies.

TSSA began balloting 

on 17 January. If their 

ballot returns the 

expected yes vote, they 

should strike with the 

RMT.
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TSSA's alternative to industrial action. All 

unions need to run an effective public and 

political campaign, with rank-and-file input. 

The “Hands Off London Transport” campaign 

that launched on 16 January is a great start. 

That needs to be built and expanded.

Effective, creative, sustained 

industrial action

Learn the lessons from past defeats: with 

24-hour strikes, management staff the 

service with scabs. 

We will need sustained strikes. United 

action from all grades and unions will win 

sooner. By being creative about when and 

how we go out, we can maximise disruption 

for a week or more. Unions need to show 

that strikes will not be a one-off event, but 

part of a program of strikes calculated to win. 

Only this can force a rethink from LU and the 

politicians. 

Rank and file in the driving seat 

We must set the agenda and decide the 

strategy, based on discussions in our 

workplaces about the most effective forms of 

industrial action. 

We need to form a strike committee to 

pressure our union leaders to adopt our 

strategy and to organise visits to depots, 

stations, etc. The committee may be open to 

all, but must make its decisions on the basis 

of balanced representation of all grades and 

areas.

All grades together

Our fight must defend jobs in all grades. 

LU is preparing for driverless trains; service 

control job cuts; train maintainers' and 

engineers' cuts under the guise of 

“autopreparation” and other automated 

processed. LU wants to pick us off one 

function at a time. We must not fall for this; 

we must act together.

Winning the propaganda war

LU has put a glossy “Fit for the Future” 

booklet into our hands. 

Our unions must debunk the company's 

spin; update us on its discussions with 

management; explain how the unions can 

win and what role we can play. We need 

publicity for all workers, but also addressing 

each grade's concerns.

Seeking 

support

Londoners 

outraged that 

Boris has 

betrayed his 

promise to keep 

ticket offices open 

should be our 

allies. 

We need to 

head off LU and the Mayor's Evening 

Standard propaganda by leafleting outside 

stations and doing headline-grabbing 

protests, involving community and anti-cuts 

campaigns. Disabled peoples' campaign, 

Transport for All, showed the way with a 

demonstration of 40 disabled activists 

outside Westminster station on the day of the 

announcement. TSSA announced it will run a 

campaign through the Labour Party, which 

Tubeworker hopes will not be used as 

For more from Tubeworker:

● Visit workersliberty.org/twblog

● Follow @Tube_Worker on 

Twitter

● Friend “Tubeworker Bulletin” on 

Facebook 



Cleaners employed by Mitie on the First 

Great Western contract are fighting a 

solid campaign for better pay. 

Following RMT strike action, some 

progress has been made, but cleaners at the 

London part of the contract are rightly 

determined not to settle for anything less than 

the London Living Wage. Each strike so far 

has been well-supported with large and lively 

pickets, putting pressure on both Mitie and 

FGW. 

Churchill cleaners on the Tyne and Wear 

Metro have won a pay rise of 5% per year for 

the next four years, plus extra leave. It took 

33 days of RMT strike action over many 

months to win this, and there was some 

disappointment that staff did not get the final 

say on the offer in a union referendum. 

On East Coast, the cleaning contractor 

(ISS) has tried to divide the workforce 

between London and the depots in the north. 

The contractor is under pressure from the 

series of one- and two-day strikes that have 

taken place so far, and it is encouraging to 

see workers refusing to take the bait of 

accepting a pay rise for themselves that 

leaves others in the lurch. 

On various contracts, the employer is trying 

to force cleaners to book in and out with 

fingerprinting or other biometric devices. 

Workers on the ISS contract on London 

Underground are leading the way in 

resisting this with a boycott of the machines. 

From January, immigration restrictions are 

lifted on people coming to the UK from 

Bulgaria and Romania, and many will come 

to low-paid, super-exploited jobs, such as 

transport cleaning. We need to get these 

workers into the union, so that the appalling, 

anti-union employers know that they can not 

rip them off without a fight, and so it is harder 

for employers - and racists such as UKIP - to 

divide them against workers who are already 

here. 

We also need to deal with the agencies 

which the cowboy contractors use to 

undermine cleaners both on a daily basis and 

especially during strikes. 

RMT's organising campaigns have worked 

well where branches have committed 

themselves to activity and to supporting 

cleaners and their reps. It is important that 

the union elects cleaning grade 

representatives in each workplace and 

provides them with training and support 

through the branches and regional councils. 

The union should also revive its national 

cleaners' campaign, as this can only 

strengthen contract-by-contract action.
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Cleaners’ struggles: round-up
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To what seems to be universal outrage 

among ASLEF members working for First 

TransPennine Express, the union's EC has 

ratified a rotten agreement with company 

bosses over the heads of the membership and 

the Company Council.

In a newsletter dated 14 November and 

posted in ASLEF notice cases at TPE depots, 

the "main points of [the] deal" are outlined. 

Some of the lowlights include:

• Removal of the "Blue Book" (the archaically-

named “Rostering and Manning Agreement”) 

clause that states "There will be no working of 

rest days”

• A long term Rest Day Working [RDW] 

Agreement that runs until the end of the 

franchise in October 2016 added to the Blue 

Book

• Removal of the Blue Book clause which 

commits the company and union to explore 

ways of achieving a reduction in turns booking 

on between 2300 and 0400.

• So what do drivers get in return for what are 

pretty huge concessions?

• An ex-gratia payment of £1000 to be paid in 

December to all drivers (including the minority 

of drivers who already received £1000 for 

entering into individual RDW agreements with 

the company outside the negotiating 

machinery).

• RDW to be paid at time and a half with a 

minimum of 10 hours pay guaranteed.

• Local reps will be released one day per 

month to monitor RDW equalisation to ensure 

equal sharing out of overtime.

• Company council reps will be released 5 

days per month.

First TransPennine Express

• An "Independent Expert" chosen jointly to 

"oversee discussions on a move towards 

achieving 156 rest days at all depots".

This seems like pretty poor compensation 

for giving up such important conditions, even 

if the Blue Book will revert back to its 

previous wording on the RDW changes (as 

far as Off The Rails can make out, the 

removal of the clause on night work is 

permanent).

Others may argue that the agreement itself 

is not so bad, but is it really the best that 

could have been achieved with such a solid 

mandate for industrial action?

What there can be no arguments for is a 

union body accepting such a deal over the 

heads of the membership. This denies 

members' basic democratic rights. 

It is to be hoped that the EC continues 

to be held to account at regional level 

and, crucially, at the 2014 AAD.
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pushing, hoping to neutralise our power to 

strike. The cost of this technology will be 

billions. There will be little or no customer 

benefit: even the Managing Director of LU 

has told the London Assembly that it will be 

difficult for these trains to meet the 

challenges of running a deep tunnel urban 

transport system.

CCTV has been used to get rid of guards' 

jobs on some companies, with bosses 

arguing that the presence of cameras makes 

them obsolete.

“Automatic Train Operation” technology, 

which allows for driverless operation and 

fewer signalling staff, is expected to be used 

on the new Crossrail and Thameslink 

developments.

So should we be “against” new 

technologies that make it possible to run the 

railways with fewer staff? It’s a question of 

control. If the use of technology was 

controlled in the interests of social need (i.e., 

running an efficient, safe service for 

passengers) and workers’ rights, it could 

In the hands of bosses determined to cut 

railway jobs and constantly move towards 

greater “automation”, new technology can 

seem like the enemy.

Self-service ticket machines lead to ticket 

office closures, new technology on trains 

means bosses push for Driver Only 

Operation or even driverless trains.

One recent example is London 

Underground's plan to introduce 

“contactless” card payment, where 

customers will use bank cards instead of 

tickets to get through ticket gates. LU says 

this will enhance customer service. It might 

for some, but the clear motive is abolishing 

ticket office jobs. LU says its current ticketing 

system (paper tickets and plastic “tap in” 

Oyster cards, which require a direct top up) 

is expensive to administer, which really 

means: it requires staff. LU wants to 

eliminate staff that provide customer service, 

so customers deal directly with their bank. 

Another example is driverless trains on 

London Underground, which the Tories are 

New technology and 

workers’ rights



              Marxism at work

provide an extra layer of checks and 

balances alongside human staff. And where  

the technology exists to eliminate a task 

altogether, such as automatic coupling of 

trains, we should benefit from having fewer 

awkward, unsafe jobs to do, having more 

time to do other tasks, or a shorter working 

week altogether.

The problem with technology is not the 

equipment itself, but the bosses that are in 

charge of it! Technology should be used to 

make our working lives easier, and give us 

more free time, not put us out of work.

In his key work Capital, Karl Marx 

describes how, in the early 19th Century, 

when workers were thrown out of work 

because of the power loom, the “Luddite” 

movement smashed machinery on a large 

scale. He goes on to say that workers 

eventually, “learnt to distinguish between 

machinery and its employment by capital”, 

i.e., the bosses. He says that workers learnt 

to “transfer their attacks from the materials 

instruments of production to the form of 

society which utilises those instruments”.

The “form of 

society” in the 

19th Century 

and on a global 

scale today is 

capitalism. In 

this system, a 

minority class 

of bosses own 

the machinery, 

buildings, and 

the physical 

assets 

involved in 

producing a 

product or 

service. This 

minority of 

owners 

employs 

machinery to 

make profit for 

itself. It uses workers as part of the 

production process. To the bosses, we’re no 

more than a cost of production, which they 

will cut or eliminate if they can. 

Bosses are therefore pre-disposed to invest 

in technology that will make each worker 

more profitable for them; to increase 

productivity while reducing the number of 

workers they need to employ. It’s nothing to 

do with “good” or “bad” bosses, or “good” or 

“bad” technology. It’s what happens where all 

the power is in the hands of a minority whose 

motive is profit. 

We don’t need to oppose technology, but to 

challenge the bosses’ monopoly of power 

over it. If we could take our industry into our 

hands, we could fight for technology to be 

used to increase productivity for the benefit of 

society, not profit. We could make sure 

technology improved services. 

We could make sure that no-one would 

be kicked onto the unemployment pile, but 

instead given an easier life at work. 
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Unions must tell Labour:

Since 2010, the Tory-led coalition has 

governed uncompromisingly in the 

interests of the rich. 

It planned to use the recession to attack 

working-class wages and living standards so 

that workers would make more profit for 

capitalists in a recovery. 

Now the so-called “recovery” is upon us, 

and it looks like the plan has succeeded. The

government has made us poorer: over two 

million of us are unemployed; 6.5 million of us 

are underemployed; one million of us are 

working without rights on “zero-hours 

contracts”; 6.1 million people in working 

households are in poverty; 4.4 million of us 

are in jobs paying less than £7 per hour; 

benefit cuts have put 200,000 children in 

poverty and 50,000 face evictions because of 

the bedroom tax. 

The NHS and postal service have been 

privatised. We will have to work until we’re 

close to death before we can claim our 

pension. The government has led a 

systematic war against the working class. So 

far, it has won.

Its plans for our industry include enhancing 

power and profit for the TOCs through 

recommendations from the McNulty Report: 

removing all guards’ jobs; privatising the 

publicly-owned share of EuroStar and re-

privatising the East Coast mainline.

We do not want another Tory government of 

the rich to be elected in the 2015 general 

election. The working class needs a 

government that will govern for us, restore 

our living standards and reverse austerity 

measures. We need to start asking the 

question in our workplaces and unions: “What 

do we, as working-class people, want from 

the next government?” In particular, what can 

we get our trade unions, the collective 

organisations of our class, to fight for? 

It seems likely that Labour will win the next 

election, and as the majority of union 

members in this country are members of 

unions affiliated to the Labour Party, thinking 

about how unions can pressure Labour to 

force it to act in a way its leaders might not 

want is a key part of this discussion.

What do we want?

If we were asked what we would want from 

the next government, we’d probably start 

close to home. 

Many casual workers in our industry might 

say, “enough working hours to afford to live”; 

a train guard might want “job security”. A 

cleaner working for ISS might prefer a 

government that does not crack down on 

colleagues’ immigration status. We would 

probably all ask that our rent and energy bills 

did not eat up such a huge chunk of our 

wages. We probably all want higher wages!

These issues do not face us as individuals; 

they face us as a class. Our trade unions, as 

organisations of our class, should be 

engaging with our demands and giving them 

a voice. Our unions need to draw issues 

together. For example, if we want higher 

wages, we will need the right to strike 

effectively against our employers, so the next

government will need to repeal the anti-trade 

union laws that put too many restrictions on 

when and how we can take industrial action.
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Another example is that if we want job 

security in the railway industry, we will need 

an employer that is not solely driven by 

cutting costs and making profit; we will need 

to fight for the rail industry to be taken from 

the hands of private companies and put in 

public ownership.

The union movement needs to voice a 

clear, high profile set of demands for what the 

working class needs from the next 

government.

What kind of campaign?

Rail unions RMT, ASLEF, and TSSA have 

organised the “Action for Rail” campaign, 

which has held demonstrations and lobbies 

calling for rail renationalisation. 

This is a good start, but more is needed. 

Campaigns like “Action for Rail” need to be 

more active, taking more ambitious direct 

action, and involving members more rather 

than being directed from head offices. 

They should also be clearer about placing 

demands on Labour. Labour’s Shadow 

Transport Secretary has appeared on “Action 

for Rail” platforms. The campaign should 

clearly demand that Labour incorporates rail 

renationalisation, a policy endorsed by 

Labour Party conference, into its 2015 

general election manifesto. The campaign 

should be ready to continue after 2015 to 

make sure Labour sticks to it!

Will our campaigns make a 

difference?

Our unions’ campaigns will only impact on the 

next government’s politics if the unions put up 

a concerted fight within the Labour Party, and 

against its leadership. Labour have already 

said they will stick within the framework of the 

Tory spending plans, but they could be forced 

to change course if unions campaign in a 

determined and disruptive way. Many MPs 

are sponsored by unions, and unions still 

have significant voting power inside Labour 

Party structures. That power should be used 

to challenge, and even de-select, MPs who 

don’t support union policies.

Unions must make Labour feel compelled 

to include our demands in its manifesto and 

not dare betray its promises once elected. 

There’s already proof that this works. Where 

unions and campaigners have asserted 

themselves even a little, it has led to the 

Labour Party committing to repeal the 

Bedroom Tax and the Health and the Social 

Care Bill that privatised the NHS.

Why focus on Labour?

Off the Rails has no special love for the 

Labour Party or illusions that it will do what 

the working class wants when in power. 

During 13 years of government under Blair 

and Brown, it did not repeal the anti-trade 

union laws or reverse privatisation. Labour’s 

leaders have said that they will ignore ASLEF 

and TSSA’s motion for Labour to 

renationalise the railways, although it passed 

unanimously through Labour Party 

conference this year. 

We do not think the unions should 

passively support the Labour Party, but 

actively fight within it. (Continued on p10)

Renationalise the railway!
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(Continued from p9) The Labour Party 

retains a structural link to most trade 

unionists in Britain, and there are still 

enormous historical and cultural ties 

between the Labour Party and the wider 

labour movement which will not dissolve 

overnight. 

Despite many measures that have 

watered down trade union input since the 

1980s, unions still have a 50% vote at 

Labour Party conference and a say in the 

leadership election. Leader Ed Miliband is 

currently consulting on reforms that would 

set back workers’ representation by diluting 

unions’ collective input to Labour. The fight 

to defend the union/Labour link is an 

essential task for trade unions in the 

coming months. It is excellent that the 

TSSA has signed up to the ‘Defend the 

Link’ campaign. ASLEF should do the 

same.

What about RMT, which is not 

affiliated to Labour?

The Labour Party expelled the RMT in 

2004 for backing the Scottish Socialist 

Party. Since then, RMT has sponsored a 

group of MPs to raise issues in Parliament, 

and it has backed electoral projects, such 

as the Trade Union and Socialist Coalition, 

and No2EU, which will re-run in the 2014 

Euro elections. 

No2EU has promoted nationalist 

demands about Europe, implying that 

British capitalism independent of the EU 

would be better than capitalism integrated 

across the continent. 

The need for RMT to have a political arm 

to accompany its industrial campaigning is 

urgent. McNulty’s recommendations, e.g. 

taking guards off trains, will be decided by 

the government when issuing franchises. 

RMT’s current electoral projects are not a 

solution for problems like this. 

RMT should work with Labour-affiliated 

unions to pressure Labour over the politics 

that should form the next government. The 

motion from Off The Rails supporters, 

backed by the Labour Representation 

Committee (which fights for socialist politics 

within and outside the Labour Party) should 

spur RMT to fight alongside fellow rail unions 

to get Labour to put rail renationalisation into 

its next election manifesto (see opposite 

page).

Labour affiliation should not on its own be a 

deal-breaker when and if RMT succeeds in 

securing merger talks with the TSSA again. 

The prospect of both unions uniting for 

greater industrial strength is far too 

important. TSSA should not demand to tie 

RMT to Labour for a fixed period, as it did 

last time. But RMT should be flexible as well.

The most important thing is that all unions, 

whether currently affiliated to Labour or not, 

mount a campaign between now and the 

general election to shape the politics of the 

next Labour government. 

From the rank and file, we need to discuss 

and shape what our unions’ political 

demands look like. We cannot passively sit 

back, hoping that a Labour government will 

look after us. That approach guarantees that 

Labour will neglect workers, just as the Blair 

government did. We need to make sure that 

our unions fight the Labour leadership. We 

do not want another five years of ruling-class 

aggression from the Tories or the party that 

replaces them.

Off The Rails supporters have a range of 

views about the relationship between trade 

unions and the Labour Party. What’s your 

view? Have your say by writing to us at 

off.therails@btopenworld.com
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Off The Rails supporters will be working 

with others, including the Labour 

Representation committee, to launch 

“GRRILEM” — a campaign to “Get Rail 

Reantionalisation Into Labour’s Election 

Manifesto”. 

The RMT General Grades Committee 

decided in December 2013 to contact its 

Labour Parliamentary Group, “ stressing the 

practical and political positive message it 

would send out to the public if the Labour 

Party were to include this policy in its 

manifesto for the next General Election”. You 

can help by passing this text through your 

union branch:

Recent research by the campaign group 

Action for Rail shows that commuters in 

the UK spend three times more of their 

salaries on rail fares than passengers on 

publicly owned railways in France, 

Germany, Italy and Spain. (1)

A report by Transport for Quality of Life 

(TFQL) has shown that the railway incurs 

extra costs of over £1bn annually through a 

combination of dividend payments to private 

investors, administrative and legal costs, and 

debt write-offs. TFQL estimate that fare cuts 

of up to 18% could be achieved if these costs 

were eliminated by bringing services back 

within a nationally integrated railway under 

public ownership. (2)

Surveys have revealed  that two thirds of the 

British public want the railways to be 

nationalised. (3, 4)

Labour’s current shadow transport 

secretary, Mary Creagh, has said she is 

“open” to the idea of renationalising the rail 

network. (5)

Between 2015 and 2020 nine Train Operating 

Company (TOC) franchises could be brought 

back into public ownership by simply letting 

the franchises expire. 

In 2004 Labour Party conference voted to 

renationalise the railways (6), but it was not 

put into the 2005 election manifesto. 

We believe that a policy of rail 

renationalisation with a clear timetable for 

achieving it should be in the Labour Party’s 

manifesto for the 2015 General Election.

We call upon Labour Party members and 

affiliated trade unionists to sign this statement 

and seek support for it from CLPs, branches, 

PPCs and trade union bodies. 

1  http://actionforrail.org/uk-commuters-pay-

over-three-times-more-than-most-european-

passengers-2/ 

2 

http://www.transportforqualityoflife.com/u/files/

120630_Rebuilding_Rail_Final_Report_print_

version.pdf 

3 

http://www.globalrailnews.com/2012/09/13/70-

want-end-to-rail-privatisation/ 

4 

http://yougov.co.uk/news/2013/11/04/nationali

se-energy-and-rail-companies-say-public/ 

5 

http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2013/10/25/la

bour-rail-nationalisation_n_4161856.html 

6 

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/sep/

25/labour-conference-renationalise-railways-

royal-mail  

“GRRILEM”: Pass this motion!
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The Rail Accident Investigation Branch 

(RAIB) report into a Signal Passed at 

Danger at Stafford, 26 April 2012 contains a 

number of worrying points.

The report highlights the dangers of start up 

freight companies (I.e. new companies) such 

as Devon and Cornwall Railways (DCR) 

which operated the locomotive involved in 

the incident. The locomotive was owned by 

another company and had not been 

maintained as per required timescales. The 

loco also left the depot with faulty safety 

equipment cut out which should not have 

happened. 

The driver involved was employed for 

driving on a "zero hours" basis (his main job 

was as a consultant for another, related, 

company). There has been much in the news 

recently about zero hours contracts and how 

bad they are for the workers on them. The 

dangers of such contracts for train drivers 

are self-evident. The report concludes that 

the driver had insufficient experience of 

driving light locomotives and insufficient 

route knowledge for the work he was 

carrying out. It further states that DCR failed 

to follow their own procedures, had not 

confirmed the driver's claimed transferred in 

experience (i.e., brought from his work with 

another employer) or carried out a Training 

Needs Analysis.

Worryingly, the report also states that the 

Office of the Rail Regulator (ORR) had not 

examined the implementation of DCR's 

safety management system since its safety 

certificate was issued almost two years 

previous to this incident. It concludes that 

"had ORR carried out the inspections it 

would probably have identified DCR's non-

compliance with its process for managing 

driver competence".

The fragmentation of the railways has 

opened up opportunities for profiteers with 

inadequate safety checks in place. 

Incidents like this are probably far more 

frequent than is reported - indeed reading 

this report it was only some months after 

the incident that the RAIB were alerted to 

the issues and began investigating.

A unified railway with all staff on 

decent terms and conditions would 

provide a much easier environment in 

which to ensure proper safety checks 

are made and thus a safer railway for 

workers and passengers alike.

Casualisation hits safety 

Hovis bakery workers in Wigan (above) 

struck against zero-hour contracts, and 

got their bosses to scrap them.
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Rail Gourmet

Workers providing the at-seat trolley 

service on East Midlands Trains 

(EMT) will soon be balloting for industrial 

action over what union activists call “a 

complete breakdown in industrial relations.” 

The workers are employed by Rail 

Gourmet, a subcontracted catering company, 

and are members of the Rail, Maritime, and 

Transport workers union (RMT). A successful 

union recruitment campaign and support 

from established reps has put these workers 

in a position to be able to fight back against a 

management that makes up the rules as it 

goes along, and whose treatment of staff 

often has racist and homophobic undertones. 

In turn, the example set by these workers 

has sparked a separate aggregate national 

ballot of all Rail Gourmet employees. 

At the last count, the EMT Rail Gourmet 

workers’ campaign included 68 demands 

ranging from reinstatement of a dismissed 

colleague to a fairer system of filling 

vacancies. Talks with management have 

been unproductive, so it will be important that 

the industrial action ballot is not called off if 

management appear to offer concessions; 

keeping the ballot live means workers can 

negotiate from a position of strength. 

The workers need to ensure that they 

can achieve several real concessions 

from management before any action is 

stopped.

South Korean railworkers’ strike

In December 

2013, South 

Korea was 

rocked by a 

massive strike 

of rail workers 

that lasted for 22 days.

The strike, led by the Korean Rail Workers’ 

Union, opposed the introduction of private 

companies into the state-owned rail network.

Early on in the dispute, the government 

declared the strike illegal and issued arrest 

warrants for the union leadership, who were 

forced into hiding. The rail union had its 

offices raided and its computers confiscated.

Police attempted to break into the 

headquarters of the KCTU union federation 

but were fought off by a large crowd of 

workers. The repression generated broad 

support for the strike, including from students 

who organised “flashmob” demonstrations 

outside public buildings.

The strikes have been called to a halt in 

response to the creation of an official 

committee to review the rail situation. 

Nevertheless, the government is still taking 

legal measures to further victimise the union 

and its members. International solidarity will 

be important in the coming weeks.

The International Transport Workers 

Federation (ITF) held a protest at the South 

Korean Embassy in London on Thursday 9 

January. Further action will be needed. 

To stay up-to-date, visit 

www.labourstart.org and 

www.itfglobal.org
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The fight to keep guards on 

our trains

By a South West Trains guard

London Overground has scrapped guards 

after the failure of the RMT campaign to 

stop the introduction of Driver only operation 

(DOO). 

The McNulty report, commissioned by the 

last Labour government and welcomed by the 

Tories, says that DOO should become the 

norm on the whole of the UK network. 

London Overground is almost certainly only 

the start in the fight for the Guards role.

Where I work, at Southwest Trains, the 

answer management give to any question 

about keeping the Guard is: “Nothing to do 

with us”. They claim staffing levels are set by 

the terms of the franchise and they merely bid 

to run that franchise at those levels. This is 

technically true, but misleading. Train 

operating companies (TOCs) have been 

lobbying fiercely for government's support in 

their attacks on staff. They have a great deal 

of influence in setting the terms of franchises, 

and in practice can often expect to win the 

same franchise repeatedly if they want to. It is 

drastically unlikely that the franchise for the 

Wessex route, currently held by Southwest 

Trains, would be given to any other operator 

without a lengthy court battle.

The line coming down from Brian Souter, 

the boss of Southwest Train's owner 

Stagecoach, is that there will always be a job 

at Southwest Trains for those that really want 

it. This doesn't exactly say there won't be job 

losses though: it just means those who lose 

their jobs obviously didn't want it enough as 

far as management were concerned. It also 

doesn't mean job roles will stay the same. 

Currently the Guards job is safety critical 

and largely focused on operational tasks. The 

principal responsibilities of the role are to 

operate the doors of the train and supervise 

passenger loading and unloading. A recent 

restructuring of the company moved Guards 

from operations to customer service, possibly 

in preparation for gutting the operational 

tasks of the role in the next franchise. If the 

Guards role was changed and we lost our 

operational responsibilities then the level of 

pay would almost certainly also be 

decreased, and the drivers would be required 

to do more. In addition if the drivers are 

operating the doors there would be no 

necessity to keep a Guard on every train.

We have to learn the lessons from the 

London Overground dispute and start 

thinking about what it would take to beat back 

the TOCs and the government who want to 

get rid of our jobs. We can't wait to see what 
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they will do before balloting, as that would be 

allowing them to pick the right moment to 

attack us. If we wait and campaign only in 

response to what the TOCs and the 

government do then we will only have a short 

time to campaign in before we will have lost. 

We know these attacks are coming, so we 

must organise now to be ready. We also 

have to learn the lessons about the current 

approach of ASLEF. Despite opposing DOO 

on paper ASLEF did nothing in the London 

Overground dispute to help Guards.

The RMT can organise a public campaign 

now on the basis of what we already know in 

order to get passengers on side. Without 

Guards trains and stations will be less safe, 

and any delays on the train are likely to take 

longer to resolve. There may not be anyone 

to help if you need it, and buying tickets will 

get even harder than it already is. TOCs will 

be offering a much worse quality of service 

for the same, or higher, fares. It is crucial that 

we spread the word to passengers about 

what losing the Guard will mean. We must 

also organise to get the support of drivers. If 

there is no Guard on the train drivers will 

have a lot more to do, and will catch the 

blame for anything that goes wrong. This 

makes drivers more vulnerable. 

We must also organise in our workplaces. 

Due to the nature of the privatised railway it 

is hard to organise on this question against 

our employers now, but we have to find ways 

to do so. 

They are already claiming we have no 

dispute with them as McNulty is a 

government report and they don't make 

government policy. We can't go into dispute 

with the government as it is not our 

employer. In this situation RMT could 

investigate balloting all Guards across all 

franchises to put pressure on the 

government. If this isn't possible then we 

could put pressure on each individual TOC to 

commit to keeping a Guard on every train in 

their next franchise bids. The TOCs would 

claim that would handicap them against other 

bidders, but there are only a handful of 

companies in the business of running the 

UK's railways. By coordinating action across 

many TOCs we could forestall that objection.

It is also important for us to make the 

bigger arguments about how the railway is 

run. Getting rid of Guards is another cash 

grab by the big transport companies that are 

making a killing running the railway into the 

ground. Privatisation has allowed them to 

divide us up and attack us bit by bit, and it is 

clear that they intend to go on doing so. 

The fight to keep the Guard on the train 

is part of a bigger battle to renationalise 

the railway.

Guards are vital for supporting disabled passengers 

and others with specific needs
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Names are left off so that writers can 

tell their stories and express their views 

without fear of victimisation.

� is for all rail workers, whatever 
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workers, support to our struggles, and a 

forum to discuss strategies.
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� is fiercely pro-union, but is 

independent of the union head offices, 

so is not chauvinist about any particular 

union, and is free to criticise the unions’ 

leadership when we feel it is necessary.

� has a statement of aims called 

‘Fantasy Union of Rail and Transport 

Workers’: get a copy when you 

subscribe.

� is published by the socialist group 

Workers’ Liberty, but aims to be a 

platform and an organising tool for all 

activists who share our basic outlook.

� can be sent to you in the post - 

send a fiver to the address below, or 

phone us to arrange subs for 

multiple copies.

� can be contacted at:

20E Tower Workshops, Riley Road, 

London SE1 3DG, 07941 777632

offtherails@workersliberty.org

www.workersliberty.org/offtherails

off the rails

A new book by  

2010-2013 RMT 

Executive member 

Janine Booth tells the 

story of infrastructure 

privatisation on the 

London Underground 

— the Public-Private 

Partnership. 

Announced by New 

Labour in 1998, it was 

implemented in 2003, 

and by 2010 it had failed. So what went wrong?

Janine says: "I have written this book as 

someone heavily involved in campaigning 

against this policy. I have seen the damage 

done! 

“I set out a case for public ownership. London 

Underground does best when it is publicly-

owned, unified, under the control of a 

(preferably, elected) London body, adequately 

funded, and allowed to operate as a public 

service rather than a commercial business."

PPP failed because privatisation incentivises 

managers to earn money for themselves, 

shareholders, and lawyers; neglecting service, 

improvements, safety and the needs of the 

disabled.

Published during London Underground's 

150th birthday year, this book draws extensively 

on interviews with managers and Tube workers; 

it both sketches the history of the Underground, 

and looks to the future: we need a transport 

plan, one that involves passengers and workers, 

one that prioritises public service.

For details on where to buy the book, visit 

bit.ly/plun-lu

Plundering 
London 

Underground


