
Jobs versus Peace and the Environment – the Trade Union Dilemma

The ‘dilemma’ referred to in the title is the contradiction between the Trades Unions’ 
primary role to protect jobs and look after their members, and their wider duty to society 
in terms of peace and environmental issues. Tracy Walsh, who has worked in the TU 
movement, the NHS and education (Ruskin College, Oxford), explored this theme when 
she spoke to the Faringdon Peace Group in October.

Tracy described the development of trade unions over the centuries. They had their origin 
in the Medieval Guilds, which were an intrinsic part of everyday existence, protecting 
trades, looking after families and providing moral guidance through the church. Unions 
grew bigger but women were excluded, except in the textile industry, until the end of the 
19th century when they formed their own unions which also covered women’s health and 
child labour.

In the 1970s, Flanders described the two faces of unions as ‘the sword of justice’ versus 
‘vested interest’; the public good versus individual working conditions. In recent years 
efforts have been made to reconcile the two sides. Francis O’Grady, General Secretary of 
the TUC, proposed a new economy which could be greener and fairer with decent jobs at 
its heart. In 2008 the ‘Just Transition’ framework was developed by the trade union 
movement to aid this shift from ‘dirty’ jobs in energy production and the arms industry to 
clean and peaceful work in a sustainable economy. In 2011 a coalition of trade unions 
and academics linked climate change and jobs, calling for ‘one million climate jobs’ to be 
created in a year by the government which would lead to huge reductions in the carbon 
footprint. Jeremy Corbyn has recently promised to work with trade unions to ensure jobs 
in a ‘green jobs revolution’ in the sustainable energy field, and to reconsider the UK’s 
relationship with Saudi Arabia with all that implies for jobs in arms manufacturing and 
sales.

Unions covering nuclear weapons industry workers are still ambiguous. Tracy explained 
that while some are affiliated to CND and others are against Trident replacement on 
moral and cost grounds, their first duty is still to their members who require cast iron 
guarantees that their skilled jobs will be secure.


