
FROM THE LONDON END 

Pyrrhic Victory on Incomes Policy? 

T HE outcome of the voting al the 
Brighton Trade Union Congress 

on the attempt to make an incomes 
policy bite on a voluntary basis can 
hardly be described as a resounding 
vote of confidence. In the event, after 
a bitter debate the delegates finally 
passed the General Council's resolu
tion by only 5,251,000 votes to 
3,312,000 — a majority of 1,939,000 
votes. The voting shows quite clearly 
the strong feeling that still prevails 
against wage restraint and Interference 
with Trade Union independence. At 
best, the approval was a very grudg
ing one, and was brought about by the 
sense of loyalty that the Trade Union 
Congress has to the Labour Govern
ment combined with a dislike of legis
lation to control wages. The irony of 
the situation is that despite the accep
tance of an "early warning system" on 
wage increases and'the possibility of 
voluntary restraint from the side of 
the Trade Unions themselves, there is 
no guarantee that the Government will 
not: finally introduce the legislation to 
prevent which the motion was carried. 

Legislation Not Ruled Out 

After hearing the result of the re
solution George Brown said : "The 
Government must accept its responsi
bilities and, if the circumstances re
quire it, legislation will be brought in
to force. But I repeat that this step 
would be taken only in the light of 
the experience we gain from here on 
of the working of the strengthened 
voluntary system and after further 
consultation with Unions and manage
ment". 

It is interesting to note that the 
opposition to this incomes policy at 
Brighton was nearly double the opposi
tion to the original incomes policy at 
the Conference of Union Executives in 
April of this year. Since then, many 
Unions have had cause to regret their 
support of an incomes policy which 
seems, in many ways, a veiled form of 
Selwyn Lloyd's old wage freeze. 

There is no doubt at all that there 
was much disillusionment among the 
delegales who attended the Conference. 
The threat of legislation to put teeth 
into an incomes policy was hardly the 
sort of action that Trade Unions had 
expected from a Labour Government 
for which they have been working loy
ally for the last thirteen years. Indeed, 

it was only loyalty and the appeal of 
George Woodcock to give practical 
support to help the Government win 
the breathing space over sterling and 
so make its survival feasible, that pro
mpted the delegates to support this 
measure. 

There was little doubt in the minds 
of the delegates that this action had 
to be taken so that the Labour Gov
ernment could win the support of out
side powers, and thus guarantee the 
stability of the pound. Woodcock 
himself said that the Government's 
incomes policy needed teeth in order 
"to get support from people who do 
not belong to this country and who 
have no loyalties to i t " . Most of the 
delegates in Brighton felt that by 
demonstrating that the Trade Unions 
were prepared to sacrifice their histo
ric rights, bankers and Governments 
abroad would be given solid evidence 
that Britain was. in a position to pro
vide an incomes policy that worked, 
and a demonstration of this type would 
give support to a new international 
loan to defend the pound and thus 
help to restore Britain's economy. 

U S "Impressed" 
It is not without interest that 

Henry Fowler, the U S Secretary of 
the Treasury, who is busy sounding 
opinion to negotiate a new loan to 
support the pound should it be neces
sary, described Britain's new wages 
and prices policy as "promising". 
While he was not familiar with it in 
detail " i t is clear in our experience, 
and in the experience of others, that 
an effective wage-price stabilisation 
policy is always helpful and desirable 
in giving a competitive thrust to the 
economy". 

In the final analysis, there is no 
doubt that it was only the generations 
old political loyalties which lie at a 
very deep level which finally tipped 
the balance to give support to the 
wage restraint. Only a Labour Gov
ernment could have succeeded in per
suading the Trade Unions to act in 
this way, but the general uneasiness 
of the movement was evident by the 
loud cheers which greeted the warn
ings from Harry Nicholas of the 
Transport and General Workers' 
Union, that Congress was being asked 
to hand over a future Selwyn Lloyd 
powers that the Tories could never 

get, not even in war-time. 

Hoodcock's own position on this 
issue is perfectly clear. He is firmly 
opposed to any legislative control of 
wages, and is positively enthusiastic 
about a strong centralised TUC 
modelled on the Swedish pattern. 

How Will It Work? 
Will this paper victory on an in

comes policy really be effective? There 
is only a vague idea of how the pro
cess will actually work, and discus
sions at the Congress revealed only 
too clearly the diverse divisions of 
interests and experiences that stand in 
the way of success. Other points that 
remain unclear are the relationships 
that will be worked out between the 
T U C, the Department of Economic 
Affairs and the National Board for 
Prices and Incomes. All that can be 
said for certain is that one inevitable 
result will be to cause longer delays 
in settling claims, and it is the exist
ence of these delays that, have been 
at the back of many of the recent 
strikes. Does if then mean that this 
new voluntary control system will only 
lead to more frequent industrial dis
putes and unofficial strikes? 

The application of any incomes 
policy will create difficulties among 
Trade Union members because it will 
inevitably discriminate between differ
ent categories of workers. For exam
ple, those who are paid by piece-rate 
will not be greatly allected by the 
policy, nor will those Unions operating 
on a sliding scale agreement. The 
opposition to the incomes policy which 
came chiefly from the Transport and 
General Workers' Union, the Electrical 
Trades Union, the Boiler Makers 
Union, the National and Local Govern
ment Officers' Association, had a much 
clearer case. They simply rejected Ihe 
idea of both centralized Trade Union 
control over wage demands and legis
lative control. 

The incomes policy, as it stands, 
suffers from a number of degects. To 
begin with, it docs nothing about the 
whole problem of Union structure 
which is one of the most . important 
fields which require reform, nor does 
it attempt to tackle the question of 
the wage drift. Even more serious is 
the fact that the basic problem of 
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productivity has not been tackled. The 
only real support for increasing eco
nomic prosperity and rising wages is 
through increased productivity. Hold-

ins down wages can, at best, be a 
short-term policy which will bring no 
long-term benefits to the country. For 
the moment, the Government has won 

some breathing space but only time 
can show how effective the half-heart
ed backing for a voluntary system of 
wage control will be. 
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