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Industrial action prompts calls to toughen union laws
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Nadhim Zahawi, a Conservative MP who takes a keen interest in the emergency services,

thinks firemen should be forbidden from striking, on the grounds that they provide an
essential service. Soldiers, policemen and prison warders are already barred. Boris
Johnson, the mayor of London, suggested in October that Tube workers (who walked out
on November 2nd in an unrelated dispute) should be included in the proscription, too. The
Confederation of British Industry, an employers’ body, wants the law changed to make it
harder to strike, by requiring at least 40% of union members to vote in a strike ballot for
it to be lawful.

It is hard to see why firemen should be permitted to strike

when policemen and soldiers can’t. Some other countries are Related topics

less tolerant. American public-transport workers generally Trades Union Congress
cannot strike. Many individual states have their own (TUC, UK)
prohibitions: government employees in New York, for instance, Europe

are forbidden from walking out. Sarah Veale of the Trades France

Union Congress (TUC) points out that the European
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developed world, says Richard Hyman of the London School of Economics. In contrast to
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other European countries such as France and Italy, Britain’s common law recognises no
formal right to strike. In theory, unions can be sued for inducing workers to breach their
contracts, says Nicholas Lakeland, an employment lawyer at Silverman Sherliker. Unions
can immunise themselves by following elaborate procedures, but officials complain that
doing so is hellishly bureaucratic. “I'm not sure there’s ever been a strike that’s been
100% legal,” says one TUC official.

Although it might appeal to many commuters and voters, further tightening of the law
could provoke legal challenges. In any case, the law and reality often differ: despite being
forbidden from striking, prison warders walked out in 2007 over a pay dispute. Ministers
chose to negotiate. Vital workers whom the government might ban from striking are
precisely those who can cause the most damage if they do so anyway. “Even if official
action is proscribed,” says Mr Hyman, “that could just lead to unofficial strikes, which
would be much harder to cope with.”
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