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1. 
INTRODUCTION

This is written to record the experience of the closure of the steel works at Consett as a result of witnessing the event, and the events which led up to it. It may appear to reflect some criticism of the fact of closure, but it is more concerned with the experience of it, granted the decision to close had been made.  Throughout the period there was continuous contact with trade union representatives and with managers, although at times the more senior members of both these groups were too busy for much conversation.  There was no contact with management at the decision making level where the closure itself and, presumably, methods and timing of closure events were decided. The views expressed are my own.  They were formed by contact as industrial chaplain with large numbers of B.S.C. employees at all levels in Consett Works, and by reflection upon the events which occurred.

2. 
CLOSURE ANNOUNCED, 11 DECEMBER, 1979

2.1 BACKGROUND

The immediate background at Consett to the closure announcement was that the works had moved into slight profit and some departments had settled into a steady run of record-breaking performances.  This had come about through closure of the loss-making Hownsgill Plate Mill (not popular, but accepted for the sake of the works as a whole), through a slow (too slow for management) and painful (to the unions) reduction in general manning,  some technical improvement, and what was widely accepted as being a good effort all round.  The workforce had been told on a number of occasions that the key to survival was smooth performance and financial profitability. It looked as if these goals were being achieved.

Yet Consett was always a works where the possibility of closure was felt to lie in the background.  From the days of the Benson Report onwards (1970) it was recognised that Consett was seen as a small works in an isolated position and one that B.S.C. probably would close at some time as it pursued development of the large sites near deep water ports.  Not that local people agreed with that strategy, some parts of which were arguable anyway.  A small works is more flexible and adaptable than a large one, for example, and Consett was not significantly further from Redcar ore terminal than Ravenscraig is from Hunterston.  In any case, the possibility of closure was related to development and expansion. By 1979 it was survival which seemed more important and Consett was doing well in that struggle.  The next critical point might have been thought to be the time of considering further investment.  In that direction Consett had a newly re-lined blast furnace not yet blown in and a medium sized development in the billet mill only completed in the recent past. Things felt likely to be all right for a year or two.

2.2 CLOSURE RUMOURS

Right at the start the pattern seemed to be set for all that followed. Confusion and uncertainty appeared to predominate, combined at times with rushed action of great swiftness.  Following a Board meeting in London on 27 November rumours began to circulate concerning the possibility of the closure of Consett Works.  B.S.C. said nothing. 

On Friday, 7 December, the General Manager at Consett Works was moved "overnight" to a post at Teesside.  It was said later by all concerned that this had nothing to do with closure at Consett.  Some could accept that; others not.  Guessed reasons for the move were not hard to find, either personal (leaving sinking ship), or corporate (they moved the one man in management who would have fought like hell to keep the works open).  The truth is hard to find.  In any case, this move and the rumours together combined to ferment a good deal of uncertainty and speculation.

2.3 CLOSURE ANNOUNCEMENT

Amid mounting speculation a meeting of employee representatives was called for 3p.m. on Tuesday, 11 December, at which the Divisional Director would be speaking.  Notice of this meeting was very short.  The secretary of the Works Consultative Council was still trying to contact some representatives by 'phone as late as 12.20 p.m. on the afternoon of the meeting.

As he opened the meeting the Divisional Director apologised for the rumours and said it was now time to end them, but unfortunately not happily for Consett.  Against a background of reduced demand B.S.C. would be reducing annual output to 15 m. tonnes and in order to increase loading and manpower productivity at larger works closures were necessary,  including that of Consett Works, which would now have to be negotiated.

The announcement was received with a reaction of stony shock.  Only four questions were asked.  These included a query as to how a reversal of the decision might be sought to which the reply was, there is no way; lack of demand is the problem.  The date of closure was asked, but that had not been decided and the latter part of next year (1980) was all that could be indicated.

2.4 IMMEDIATE REACTION

The response of the first few days turned Consett into a cauldron of emotions and reactions of every kind.  Individuals experienced anger, disbelief and a wide variety of physical symptoms of ill health.  Different union groups expressed all out resistance to closure seen as a betrayal of efforts of the recent past, or proposed acceptance of closure with hard bargaining over terms, and active promotion of Consett and its as a good work place for new industry.

A few days later this immediate reaction began to decline.  There were few facts with which to grapple.  More records were broken. Christmas was coming and after that the threatened national strike.  It was business as usual for a few more days at any rate.

3. TIME OUT - THE NATIONAL STRIKE, 2 JANUARY - 1 APRIL 1980

3.1 THE STRIKE

This might be described as the strike no one wanted, but in the approach to which several groups so acted as to make it inevitable.  The expressed reason for the strike was pay, a 

perceived offer of 2% being taken as an insult.  It was said later that the offer never was only 2%, but this  perception was allowed to stand for a long time and it may have been

allowed, or used, to cloud a deeper issue of control and involvement at divisional rather than national level.

Certainly Consett did not want the strike.  In a plant under threat of closure it was felt to be an inappropriate strategy.  There was anger that this did not appear to have been taken into account nationally, and anger at what was felt to have been ineffective consultation between union leadership and members before calling the strike.  Too late, from people's point of view, it was realised that full authority to call a strike on behalf of I.S.T.C. had been vested in the executive committee of the union, without the need for any kind of ballot.  Inexperience or apathy may have contributed to that having happened.  There had been no national strike since 1926 and thoughts of how to organise one were not in many members’ heads.

So the strike began.  Not all unions joined it at the start, and when the craft unions came out there was some debate as to whether they had been laid off or had joined the strike.  That was largely settled by D.H.S.S. attitudes to craft workers seeking benefits.

Differences at the start of the strike and different immediate reactions to the threat of closure both contributed to union groups being separated from one another.  It was nearly two months after the strike began before all the unions came together to form a joint co-ordinating committee to  resist closure.  To a large extent the period of the strike was 'time out' from the effort to respond collectively to the intended closure.

For management, too, it was largely a period of 'time out'.  Many contingency plans were considered and discarded.  Attempts were made to consider various work and loading patterns in an effort to save the.  But no plans appeared to be made about closure.

3.2 CONSETT MARCH, 14 MARCH 1980

Ten weeks into the strike and one of the first events organised by the joint union co-ordinating committee was the demonstration march around the centre of Consett.  It was designed, as much as anything, as a  community event for a wide cross-section of people to join in.  The town community was encouraged to express concern and involvement in taking hold of its own destiny and in claiming the steel works as an on-going part of its heritage.  Some 2 to 3 thousand people joined in the march and the route was lined with many more.

Given the length of the strike and the presence of national union leaders, the march was amazingly good humoured, as was the rally afterwards in two local cinemas.  Strike issues were almost universally ignored and response to the intended closure was the only time on the agenda.  And now the polemic began to emerge.  Possible political intrigue with private industry on the part of government, and plain bad faith towards Consett Works on the part of B.S.C. were among the accusations raised.

At most only one or two members of Consett management (representatives of S.I.M.A.) would have heard the speeches. But then they were not though to be the real adversary.  The real adversary was felt to be rather more remote and inaccessible.  And the real adversary was thought to be putting pressure on its local agents not to get involved in the closure debate, only to administer it in due course.  Some later conversations tended to confirm this allegation.

It is interesting to note how quickly adversary language and accusations of bad faith come to the fore in situations of this kind.  Being suddenly faced with impending closure, it is not surprising that this becomes part of trade union comment, especially where apparent 

reversals of previous policy seem to be involved.  But management comment and feelings were sometimes in the same vein as well.  Would it be feasible to approach a possible closure situation in any different way?  This is considered further in section 11.3.

4. WAITING AND RUMOURS

At the beginning of April work resumed and got back to normal surprisingly quickly.  By the end of the month records once again were being broken.  On about 9th April a meeting with trade union representatives was called by the Divisional Director.  Having adopted a stance of non co-operation with management over closure, I.S.T.C. delegates did not attend.  The intention was expressed of publishing a booklet or brochure setting out the detailed case for closure of the works.  Attempts to discuss the likely questions such a brochure should try to answer met with little response.  It was said the brochure would be published about a month later.  In fact over two months elapsed before the brochure appeared.

In that time a great deal of speculation and unease arose.  "When will they tell us the date?" was the widespread cry.  Neither work nor private life could be planned in the face of such total uncertainty.  Many people, perhaps a very large majority, wanted the works to remain open, but they wanted an open future not a day to day existence.  Closure was preferable to that.  Some even wondered if delay and uncertainty were being used deliberately to undermine morale.

In the absence of precise intentions on the part of B.S.C. there was also an  absence of a clear policy on the part of the unions.  There was generally union opposition to closure on the grounds that the works were profitable and that closure would cause untold social harm.  A more detailed elaboration of how a case might be argued was not presented.  People began to wonder how far they could support a general blanket opposition to closure.  Yet initiative appeared to lie with B.S.C. Until they published the grounds on which closure had been decided, how could arguments be refuted or alternatives be proposed?

During that time also, on 28th April, a phoney and seemingly unreal meeting of the Works Consultative Council was held.  The basic facts centred on reduced demand were again presented as laying behind the closure decision.  Then most of the meeting was taken up with discussing details of the added value bonus scheme which was part of the recent national agreement.  Important though that was, even for its possible impact on redundancy pay, to discuss at length a scheme for future patterns of payment against the expectation of immanent closure felt so unreal that one member described it as industrial schizophrenia.  Again, I.S.T.C. were not present, which only added to the air of unreality.

5.
THE CASE FOR CONSETT CLOSURE

5.1 THE BROCHURE

About two months after first being mentioned, the brochure setting out the case for closure of Consett Works was presented at a meeting of representative managers and employees called by the Divisional Director on 12th June 1980.  It contained no real surprises, reduced demand being still presented as the significant factor.  It was said that demand was still reducing, a fact born out in the course of time.  Billet and billet derived products were 

particularly hart hit by the decline in the motor industry and in engineering.  Closing Consett Works would save B.S.C. an estimated £40.5 m annually.  Its order load could be re-allocated elsewhere in B.S.C., notably to Normanby Park and to AF BBM , both in 

Scunthorpe, and so the Corporation announced its intention to cease operations at its Consett Works from 30th September, 1980.

There was virtually no discussion, the union representatives through their chairman asking for an adjournment for three or four weeks in order to make a considered response in similar brochure form.

The next day I received a copy of the brochure and was surprised at the fairly elaborate procedures to account for all copies and to consider them confidential.  I would have thought that a widespread distribution would have been wanted with direct access to copies for the majority of people affected, so that they might appreciate the arguments presented.

5.2 RESPONSE

The immediate response on shop floor and in offices was of some relief at knowing the date and in understanding, as the brochure stated, that two blast furnace production was intended up to the time of closure. This was also a time for criticism, some of it quite specific, of both management and unions for allowing the situation to develop in the way it had over the years so that closure had to be considered at all. Some of this might have been scapegoating.  Through all this, the feeling seemed to be growing that the closure would happen now, as planned, and little or nothing could stop it.

Nevertheless a mass meeting of employees on the local football g-round on 20th June unanimously supported the joint union co-ordinating committee in seeking to obtain a profitable, long-term future for Consett Works. Some 3000 people were present.

At this meeting the beginnings of a union alternative strategy were seen starting to emerge.  This turned on proposing a move up market in terms of product to an area said to be served by imports and capable of yielding £7.5 m profit in Consett Works in a full year.  A later conversation with two managers shed doubt on this as a going proposition.  "The equipment is not up to it", said one.  "We’re only at the top of one of the lower leagues", said another.

6. 
ALTERNATIVES

6.1 NO CASE FOR CLOSURE

The Trade Union Alternative Strategy for Consett Works was published as a brochure early in July.  It was a disappointing document, not seeming to reach the heights or depths of analysis somehow promised in public speeches.  Its arguments focussed around moving up market for billet production and being a back up for Teesside, especially at times of relining the Redcar blast furnace.  Although the arguments were not very fully developed they appeared to deserve a hearing and an answer.  This, at least, has been born out by later events in that rapidly escalating costs of electricity make the electric arc route very unattractive for products which could be made in any other way.

It was intended to present the brochure and its arguments to the Division and to the Board of B.S.C., but no dates were clearly set for doing that.  A meeting with divisional 

management, the adjourned meeting of 12th June, was held on 7th July, but only a verbal response was offered in reply to the June brochure.  It was said that the Alternative Strategy would first be presented to and within T.U.C.S.I.C. Just what was the general strategy here is not easy to determine, but it does appear to have contributed to the delays in effective communication which from here on in influenced everything that took place.

T.U.C.S.I.C. held a meeting in Consett on 10th July and that seems to have been the effective date of publishing the Alternative Strategy.

6.2 LONDON MARCH, 9 JULY 1980

In the meantime a London March had been organised to carry Consett claims for re-consideration of closure policies, and for alternative steel policies, to parliament.  It was a lively but orderly affair with band playing, leaflets flying, and almost a carnival atmosphere, despite its serious intent.  The march was welcomed at Westminster by nearly all the opposition front bench and all the northern group of Labour M.P.s. This warmth may have been just as political in its way as was the absence of any member of other parties and the difficulty in getting other than Labour M.P.s to come to the lobby in response to personal requests sent into the House.

This was felt to be an essential exercise.  It gained wide publicity for Consett outside the local area.  But did it achieve anything else?  And how much real support did it have?  It is hard to judge its total impact, and support from the community was more of interest than of ready participation. It was quite hard to fill a train with 600 people.

7. MORE WAITING; MORE UNCERTAINTY

7.1 MEETINGS

Now began a very trying time for all employed at Consett Works.  There always appeared to be a meeting in the offing which would be decisive, meaning that the Alternative Strategy would be accepted or refuted at the highest level by B.S.C. management.  Meetings on 23rd July at Ladgate Lane, Teesside, with huge police surveillance, and on 12th August in London, both came and went without that decisive point being felt to have been reached.  The Chairman and Chief Executive kept a low profile and did not appear, as I understand it, at either meeting.  As time went by reaction against the continuing union stance of opposition to closure began to grow. People came to feel that proper opposition to closure had been expressed, but had not been successful in changing policy, and so negotiating closure was the appropriate activity now.  The union committee itself, organised since May as a mini steel committee (reflecting T.U.C.S.I.C. structure) and very busy since that time, began to feel in a state of limbo.  There was no more initiative they could take, yet they did not feel they had reached the point where it was appropriate to change course.  It was a matter of waiting.  In spite of growing pressure to change, they succeeded in retaining support for continuing resistance to closure up until a further meeting in London on 29th August.  While the waiting was going on, other events were taking place.

7.2 SECOND CONSETT MARCH, 25 JULY 1980

This was an anticlimax after the earlier Consett march and the London march.  Only about 1500 people took part and too many union and political speeches were made on the rugby ground at a rally at the end of the march. People simply melted away, symbolising the reduced support for the campaign generally.

7.3 SUMMER SHUTDOWN, 26 JULY - 10 AUGUST

Blast furnaces were banked for the shutdown in the usual way, but the usual programme of repairs and maintenance across the works was not carried out.  When the holidays were over, only one furnace was brought back on. So much for the intended two furnace production up until closure hoped for in the June brochure.

7.4 REDUNDANCY COUNSELLING

This began in earnest in July, before the summer shutdown, and continued at a frantic pace all through August.  It took place despite union opposition which looked on the acceptance of counselling as tacit acceptance of closure.  A "belt and braces" approach which most people wanted did not seem to be a philosophy which union representatives could support.

Pressure of time and of numbers and the general atmosphere of the works was not conducive to counselling at any depth.  Most people sought and gained information about the nature of payments which might be made, and a general indication of re-training possibilities.  There were criticisms later of the inadequacy of counselling, but it is hard to see how a more thorough-going exercise could have been carried out given all the constraints at the time.  There has emerged a need for post-redundancy counselling now the works has closed and people are on the outside. Maybe that should be community based rather than works based, but should it be fund aided by B.S.C.?

An attempt was made to make Newport & Gwent Industrial Mission's book, 'Redundant?  A Personal Survival Kit', widely available.  Several hundred copies were ordered by Consett Works, but it was desired to put a small charge on the books to give them value to the recipient beyond being just 'another piece of paper'.  In the event B.S.C. counsellors became unwilling to handle this.  In the face of union opposition to the service as such they were unwilling to appear to be selling anything.  Subsequently a good many copies were released into the community via the Northumbrian Industrial Mission.

8. CLOSURE, 29 AUGUST - 13 SEPTEMBER, 1980

8.1 LONDON MEETING, 29 AUGUST

The long awaited meeting between T.U.C.S.I.C. and B.S.C., including the Chairman of B.S.C., took place on the evening of Friday, 29th August. The meeting opened in the knowledge that Mr MacGregor had been reported as saying he had no intention of discussing Consett any further.  Nevertheless, a Consett delegation was present and T.U.G.S.I.C. attempted to present a plan for more voluntary redundancies in return for keeping open the Consett Works.  It was said in reply there was no possibility of this and in 

fact the closure must be brought forward.  Steel making would end ‘next weekend'.  At least, that is what was reported.  Only later was it made clear that this meant 12/13 September.

8.2 THE FIRST WEEK OF CLOSURE PRE'PARATION, 1 - 5 SEPTEMBFR

It took a couple of days for all concerned in decision making, action and negotiation to adjust to the very short time scale of 9/10 working days instead of the full month thought to remain.  In that time it emerged that the last shift of iron making, steel making and rolling would be on Friday, 12th September; the last coke oven would be pushed on 13th 

September; the last shift worked to 21 shift pattern would be that ending at 6 a.m. on Sunday, 14th September.

During this week in became clear that some 40 - 45 fourth year apprentices would be signed off as their apprenticeships expired on 5th September.  At first it was expected they would just leave empty-handed, having no entitlement to any payments, but local negotiations agreed ex-gratia payments of £900 each.

On Wednesday, 3rd September, a mass meeting was held on the works at which the mini steel committee reported the London meeting of 29th August and other meetings with local management.  It was said that the mass meeting was held only in the face of great opposition from local management, yet it was a dignified, orderly meeting which was very moving.  Two resolutions were passed, one "bitterly resenting wrongful closure of the works, but facing reality, seeks to negotiate the best possible terms of closure", the other placed negotiations, " in the hands of T.U.C.S.I.C. in liaison with the local mini steel committee".  Both were passed overwhelmingly, votes being of the order of 2000 to 20

in each case.

By now, undoubtedly, there were some people who could not wait to get out and receive the money they felt sure would be coming their way.  Others voted with a sense of relief that nine months of rumour, uncertainty, and frequent changes in plans could now be brought to an end.  The anxiety had seemed like a Chinese water torture and they longed for it to end.  Yet many realised that in raising their hands to accept negotiations, although they had no power to do otherwise, they were voting to end the only way of life they knew.  It was very hard.  Perhaps that is why it was such a dignified, human event.

Also during this week, and for several weeks to come, there began to be reported news of a possible private consortium interested in taking over the works.  Not many local people gave the possibility much credence. Neither management nor unions had any clear knowledge of the group.  But they did achieve quite a lot of publicity and enough response from B.S.C. in London for the blast furnaces to be banked for two weeks beyond 12th September before finally being quenched.  To some people it seemed just one more uncertainty with which to be tormented.

8.3  THE CLOSURE AGREEMENT, 8 - 9 SEPTEMBER

The second week opened with closure negotiations on the Monday between  some 6 members of B.S.C. management, including the Industrial Relations Director from London, and some 26 union representatives from T.U.G.S.I.C. and the local mini steel committee.  Clearly there was pressure of time, but also there was strong pressure on the part of 

management to conclude agreement within the one meeting.  This was achieved late in the evening, but granted the disparate aims of the parties to the negotiations it is not, perhaps, surprising that the agreement was later found to be far from satisfactory.  Neither local management nor the local workforce obtained from the agreement what they might have hoped.

News of the agreement began to circulate on the Tuesday, the severance payments being understood as: 25 weeks pay on leaving, plus 25 weeks on the anniversary of closure; 10 weeks holiday pay; up to 12 weeks pay in lieu of notice.  In addition, of course, there would be the appropriate redundancy pay which would be boosted to 50% above the statutory scheme by the European Coal and Steel Community.  Not everyone was satisfied, especially with the delayed payment of half the severance pay.  Most people were relieved that a deal had been made and one more uncertainty was out of the way.  No one noticed that no 

mention had been made of Hownsgill Plate Mill employees.  That mill had closed a year earlier on far less favourable terms and with the idea then mooted that if the main works should close in the reasonably near future some review of those terms might be in order.  Apparently neither unions nor management raised this issue in negotiation.

8.4  ANGER AND CONFUSION ABOUND, 10 - 11 SEPTEMBER

The remainder of the week became one appalling turmoil of uncertainty and anxiety.  The nearer it came to the time of closure, the less a person felt sure precisely what was his or her position and what was expected of them.  By the Thursday evening at 5 o/c no one had received notice terminating their employment, yet everyone knew work was ending the next day and many people had seen notices on departmental managers' desks, as I had done.  But they could not be delivered.

I was told later by the General Manager that I was greatly mistaken in thinking that notices were to hand but not allowed to be issued.  They just were not ready until the Thursday evening and that is why they were not issued sooner.  My notes of conversations and clear recollection reveal otherwise.  However, the point now is not the precise situation in this regard, but the way it tends to illustrate the impossible pressures of attempting to implement closure in two weeks.  Normal patterns of  communication broke down.  For lack of clear information some procedures   may have been carried out in ways other than those intended.  Very few people knew what was going on.  The personal uncertainty was agonising.

The focus of all this was a requirement for some people to work on to accomplish various run-down procedures and administer the clearance of the site, taken together with the outworking of the closure agreement. The agreement was taken to mean that those staying would work their notice (receiving wages less taxes, etc), while those leaving would receive an ex-gratia payment in lieu of notice (wages in one sum with no deductions).  Further, anyone working after December 1980 would receive less severance pay at the rate of half a   week for every week worked. This was universally interpreted to be a grievous loss to anyone who stayed. Despite the fact that gross receipts over time might be greater than the severance pay alone, the fact that the cash in hand on leaving to face an uncertain future would at that moment be less, was taken to be wholly unacceptable, especially as staying on would be an open-ended arrangement with no idea of a date of leaving.

Virtually no one wished to stay.  Yet volunteers were needed and, short of receiving volunteers, departmental managers were required to determine lists of people to stay in appropriate categories.  Until lists were agreed, no one could be told who was going and who was staying.  Some managers who had begun working on such lists a little early, before 

the full impact of what was understood from the agreement became known, felt  they had been led into betraying the best interests of their good workers whom they had been inclined to list or encourage to volunteer, expecting extra work to be some kind of bonus.  There appeared to be a complete impasse.

It was resolved by some hard local bargaining.  It became agreed that a person would only receive notice when work ended, so that all, in effect, would receive a tax free sum in lieu of notice.  A phrase in the agreement to the effect that volunteers only would be required after December 1980 was taken to be of great significance by the unions who pressed that point  and referred it to their full-time officials for ratification.  Thus lists were prepared of greater or less willing volunteers; notices were issued; most people were able to leave.  They left with a sense of relief mixed with pain.  In loosing their employment people suffered many losses, not all of which were appreciated until later.  Many left with a sense 

of distress at the abrupt and unceremonious ending of near on a lifetime of work with one organisation.

8.5 CLOSURE, 12 - 13 SEPTEMBER

These were strange days combining an atmosphere a bit like Christmas Eve together with a great enormous sadness.  Photographers and samplers abounded.  Official photographers and press photographers were busy recording the last 'everything'.  Work people were busy photographing each other in groups and everyone was after a last sample.  The last tap of the blast furnace was followed by the last cast of steel.  The last ingot was rolled to billets and all production ceased.  On the Friday evening a piper played a lament all around the works.  On the Saturday the last coke oven was pushed.  The blast furnaces remained banked for two weeks until it was clear the private consortium could not take on the works.  The power station ran on until 24th October, but to all intents and purposes the works were closed this weekend and about 3000 people went out of the gates for the last time.

9. AFTER CLOSURE

The account of how people began to sort out their affair and plan towards the future is another story.  A few, mainly well qualified, found alternative work and moved to it.  A few hundred entered re-training courses of many kinds. Some (over 55s) could treat it as early retirement.  The majority just had to wait and see and think and ask about anything and everything that might be possible.  At the time of writing (March 1981) no solution to future patterns of life had emerged for most of the ex-employees of Consett Works.

On Sunday, 5th October, an ecumenical service was held in Consett Parish Church organised by all the Christian ministries active in the centre of the town.  Readings and hymns provided expression of anger, faith and thanksgiving in reflecting on, 'Consett Steel 1840 - 1980'.  The sermon encouraged confidence and endeavour towards the future.  Many people attended the service which was the only public event in the community to acknowledge the closure.

The first demolition, of a cooling tower, took place on 3rd December, by which time B.S.C.(Industry) Ltd had converted a small set of buildings into seven workshops for private businesses.  The site had started to change in appearance. On the anniversary of the closure announcement (11th Dec 1980), the Chairman of B.S.C. met the steel unions in London and spoke of the need for further drastic reorganisation.  When details became known the next day, they included the closure of Normanby Park in Scunthorpe.  The 

general feeling around Consett was that of relief that Consett had lost the battle with Normanby Park a year ago.  If there has to be a closure it is good to get it over. The sooner one is out, the sooner the future can be faced.  It is harder for those who come later.

The final understanding of the closure agreement provided notice for all when work ended, except the 54s who would work their notice.  Volunteers only were required after December 1980.  The outcome was that by January 1981 there remained some managers who could not leave until their tasks ended, about 40 people working their last year to reach the age of 55, and 12 or 13 volunteers.

10. THE PATTERN OF EVENTS

10.1 A WORM'S EYE VIEW

Looking back over the closure year the pattern of events revealed at the ground floor level is one of rush and delay curiously mixed.  Rumour appeared to force a hurried initial announcement.  The strike delayed all developments.  Clearly it must have delayed any negotiating, but one wonders why it prevented management from preparing the closure brochure or planning the outline of closure procedures.  The strike ended and there was a rush to get back to full production.  The brochure was offered in a month.  It took two.  Management declared closure in December 1979; they must have needed full details to reach that decision.  Did it really require a further two months some four months later to set down those details?  People wondered.

The brochure was published and looked forward to having two blast furnace operation until 'the planned closure date of end September 1980'. The 'Alternative Strategy' was published and never seemed to get a response.  No doubt, within meetings, some reply was given, but never in public.  I never heard expressed the reasons why B.S.C. could not consider following the suggested alternative.  The possibility of doing so certainly occupied the minds of a private consortium over several weeks.  Or was that really an academic dream that had little hope of being made substantial?  Perhaps it was just another twist in the story.

As time went by news of the general well being of B.S.C. showed continuing decline.  After the holidays only one furnace was brought back on and most people then mentally settled for closure and looked for constructive negotiations to accomplish it.  Lack of action in this respect, management not appearing to answer 'Alternative Strategy', and the unions persisting in opposition to closure, pleased very few. Yet no one thought of any change in the closure date.

Anyone who paused to think about it would have admitted the need for some people to stay after the nominal closure.  However, no outline plans were made known regarding numbers and duration.  So all any one individual could grasp was that work would end at the end of September. There would be the presumption of some people staying, but no thought of it seeming to be a disadvantage to do so, or of any coercion to stay.  The works was closing, wasn't it?

The final fortnight burst on everyone like an explosion.  No one seemed ready to cope with the date change and the highly compressed programme. Everything appeared to start from scratch.  Having lived for nine months under threat of closure and the growing expectation that the job would end, the sudden switch to requiring people to stay under what was universally interpreted as very adverse circumstances was too much. Emotions exploded.  All good will evaporated.  Everyone wanted to be away as soon as possible.

At least, that is the pattern, which impressed itself on me with great clarity from widespread contact with many people.

10.2 ALTERNATIVE SCENARIOS

Senior managers will have seen things differently, and so will trade union officials.  One management view expressed to me was that the overall aim had to be that of closing the works.  Doing that quickly and safely, maintaining the necessary team to achieve that end, were the dominating concerns.  Personal feelings and understandings were less important by  

comparison.  In any case the trauma of closure was bound to be painful and the hurt would not much be relieved by different methods.  The very compressed time scale at the end made it like sharp surgery.  I am bound to say that to me witnessing it that final fortnight appeared more like a final expression of psychological torture of the past months, of which the chief implements were long spells of uncertainty and sudden changes of expectation and demand.

Trade union officials regretted their own lack of unity at the start and deplored what they felt was the lack of really powerful solidarity on the part of their members in opposition to the closure.  If they had obtained that solidarity and enunciated their own alternative strategy with more clarity and penetration, would it have made any difference? Possibly not, but it may have felt better to many people concerned and it may have kept members and their representatives closer together. Feelings affect the spirit of a person and that is important.  As it was people went out into unemployment feeling very much alone.  They felt little enthusiasm towards the unions by this stage and in any case for the majority, union membership ended when work ended, so no support could come from that source from now on.

As an interesting footnote to this, one ex-union official from Hownsgill had a different point of view.  He felt critical of his union (I.S.T.C.) which as a presence or collective entity to which he could belong melted away once his job had become redundant.  On the other hand he had some regard for B.S.C. and considered they had treated him fairly.  It should be noted that he received much less in severance pay when the Plate Mill closed than people did who left the main works.  But the time scale of the Plate Mill closure was far less severe.  All along he knew what was happening, what options he had, and what was expected of him.  This tends to confirm my clear impression that it was the absence of these factors which made the closure of the main works so painful in itself.

11.  REFLECTION

11.1  GENERAL

Some reflections and observations have been made in passing while recording the diary of events.  Here some more comments are gathered together, many of them in the form of questions.

Why were there such long delays at times, notably over publishing the brochure and in appearing to respond to 'Alternative Strategy'?  People experienced great anxiety in not knowing what was happening and what was expected of them.  Some even wondered if that was a deliberate strategy to undermine morale and make closure easier.  Yet when, in effect, 

that is what happened and everyone almost without exception wanted to leave on 12/13 September, that is not what management wanted.

Whatever happened between early June and late August to require the sudden acceleration of the closure and the compression of it into less than two weeks?  There had been no hint of a change in date and no one was ready for it.  On the face of it this final compression made it impossible to conclude the closure with dignity and humanity.

What did the parties to the closure agreement really want from it, or think they had obtained from it, at the moment of signing?  Did money distort the picture at this point?  Perhaps union negotiators seeking a 'good' agreement and under pressure to conclude it in one 

meeting did not appreciate the significance of some clauses concerning 'working of notice' and the 'wedge' in severance pay.  Perhaps management, aware of the large global sum involved were seeking all possible means of reducing it and did not appreciate that an arrangement which did not actually cause a person to loose money would universally be interpreted as one of loss in relation to the position on the day work ended for each person.

What did it all cost?  And what would different arrangements have cost? The cost of the closure programme published in the press was £35 m. If the original closure date had been retained that would have added about £1 m to wage costs.  If no 'wedge' had been negotiated into the severance scheme and as many as 200 people had been retained over a full two years, the additional cost would have been around another £1 m. Together the £2 m would not have been a very large percentage of the total cost.  Would it not have been worth while in human terms?

11.2 SEVERANCE PAY

Maybe this calls in question the whole business of negotiating large lump sum severance payments at the time of a closure. 50 weeks severance pay is what it says, 50 weeks pay.  That is not a vast sum in relation to coping with an uncertain future and certainly I am not suggesting such compensation should not be made available.  I wonder about making it available as a lump sum. To a person on quite high wages, but receiving them and thinking about them in weekly sums, a lump sum of a year's income can sound enormous and is capable of distorting anyone's perception.  I am bound to say a lump sum of that order could influence me.

Making such sums available also introduces a number of injustices into society.  If two neighbours, one a steel worker the other a transport driver carrying steel, are made redundant at the same time for the same basic reason, the collapse of steel sales, why should one receive a sizeable severance payment and enhanced redundancy pay, while the other receives only the statutory redundancy pay?  The question cannot be answered, but it should not be ignored.  Among steel workers themselves a few quickly found fresh employment.  To them severance pay was sheer bonus.  It could be treated as a compensatory payment for the disturbance experienced and spent at will.  Many more will face the problems of depression through boredom and through feelings of rejection in applying unsuccessfully for 50 or more jobs.  Then at the end of one year on unemployment benefit any assets over £2000 will have to be spent on weekly needs before the only other possible income, supplementary benefit, can be received.

One possible way out of this in any future situation might be to negotiate severance payments in weeks of pay indeed, and have it paid weekly or monthly and only so long as unemployment lasts for each person.  In the Consett situation, the severance pay, extra 

holiday pay, and payment in lieu of notice, combined with the effect of some dropping out early would have provided nearly two year's normal pay for everyone who needed it, at no extra cost. That, followed by the year on unemployment benefit, would have provided up to 3 years with a guaranteed reasonable income. This would have allowed all who needed it a more reasonable time in which to re-think and re-organise their position.  All could have treated their redundancy pay as a compensatory bonus, but the enormous disparities would have been smoothed out.  Even between neighbours from different industries a much extended and enhanced unemployment/severance payment may seem less dramatically different than the comparison of lump sum payments with nothing at all of that kind.

11.3 CENTRALISATION OF POWER

Are we seeing in our society a centralisation of power which is not accountable to people over whom power is exercised?  Some people felt that was so in relation to union decisions over the strike and management decisions over closure.  It all happened in London.  Perhaps patterns of democracy long since aimed for in politics should also be more evident in union and industrial affairs.

B.S.C. has developed a consultative machinery.  Could that not be used in closure situations?  An approach might be made which said we think closure is indicated; here are the books; here are the facts; do you see any   alternative?  That could avoid immediately casting management/union relations in the adversary mould.  If the first expectation of management  (B.S.C. Board) was that a local workforce (total body from general manager downwards) might present alternative ideas, that would prevent an alternative being seen straight away as opposition.  It would avoid driving a wedge between local management and other employees, which may not be at all healthy for a community such as Consett.  If closure became the only available course of action there would be some hope of humanity  and dignity in the execution of it.

That may sound over-idealistic.  Yet some attempt must be made to find a fresh vision for industrial relations in a time of crisis, and to take a step towards it.  Conflict and disagreement cannot be avoided, but they need to be channelled into the more constructive path of debate over possible solutions and not cast straight away into the rigidities of outright opposition.  That can be very damaging, not only for a piece of industry which appears to be disintegrating anyway, but also to the community of which it is a part.

The possibility of moving in such a direction and opening up decisions about closure and the like may depend on the view taken of economics and its determinative power.  Do economics function like the flow of water in a pipe, such that someone can use a tap and take control of what is happening?  Or are we faced with economic forces which operate more like gravity'.? Alternatives then amount to reaction rather than control. People can be prevented from falling by fences and barriers, or like all the king's horses and all the king's men we are left with the impossible task of trying to put Humpty together again.  I just do not know which is the more apt description, but I see economic activity as a human activity and, therefore, feel instinctively that human control should be possible. A wider awareness society.  In the absence of such awareness we are left to choose one of these basic attitudes to economics and that, I feel, becomes a matter of political faith (what human society should attempt) and of religious faith (the nature of humanity).

12. VIEWPOINT

By now it will be clear that in writing this 'Diary' I have moved from recording events and other people's reactions to them to evaluating them and commenting on them myself.  It may be well to indicate the viewpoint from which such comment is made. I write as an industrial chaplain and, therefore, as someone with a Christian perspective. It is from the point of view of a Christian social ethic that comments have been made.

Put briefly, a key concept of Christian ethics is a regard for others, and ‘equal-regard' at that, meaning that all persons axe valued and all are equally valuable as created by God and redeemed by Christ.  This can be shown to lead on to various presumptions and attitudes from which to assess any social provision.  These include: i) a concern for the poor and 

underprivileged, meaning that any arrangement should be assessed from the point of view of those least favoured by it;  ii) equality among people is of more fundamental

importance than their differences;  iii) human dignity requires participation;  iv)  human sinfulness demands checks on people's power. It is from this point of view that evaluative comments have been made.

Other people may adopt a different perspective.  However, I would think it important to be clear on the point of view from which any evaluation of a scheme such as a closure programme is assessed.  The closure of Consett Works was not the first closure within B.S.C., nor, as things stand, will it be the last.  Lessons could be learned from the events at Consett from which to benefit those who have to go through the experience of closure in the

future.

The Revd A. J. Eyles

Northumbrian Industrial Mission
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