We strike because we must

Postal workers aren't dinosaurs. If management gets its way, our jobs are doomed

· Comments (…) 

· Buzz up! 

· Digg it 

· Sam Moss 

· guardian.co.uk, Saturday 24 October 2009 18.00 BST 

As I went to work on Thursday, a woman walking her dog spotted my mailbag and hailed me, saying: "You're not going to work are you?" I explained that as a delivery postman I wasn't on strike until Friday. She was relieved. I was glad to be able to put her right – to be mistaken for a strike breaker - horrible thought! I had to explain the same thing to various customers, nearly all of whom were supportive. Unlike, of course, the media.

Postal workers are under a barrage of criticism: we are apparently dinosaurs for standing in the way of "modernisation". A curious sort of modernisation, this, that if Royal Mail gets its way will result (and is already resulting) in later deliveries and fewer collections, the closure of post offices, and the replacement of your regular postie by part-time casualised labour.

Like the rest of London and quite a lot of the rest of the country, I've been striking one day a week for nearly four months now. We are doing so in response to the imposition by "executive action" (without agreement) of massive changes such as job cuts, increases in work loads, and the replacement of overtime by compulsory coverage for absent colleagues, for no extra pay. Sometimes the changes plainly don't even work, but management presses on regardless in order to meet demands coming to them from higher up. The London vote for strike action was more than 90%, the national vote a still very decent 75%.

We are not happy to be losing money and have at times felt that the union has been far too slow to escalate the action. Only now do Royal Mail and the government seem to be taking our strike seriously. There has been an attempt to paint the Communication Workers Union general secretary, Billy Hayes, as an Arthur Scargill-type figure. In reality, most posties wish he had been more militant! In the run-up to the strike this week there was a lot of concern that the union might call it off without resolving the issues. Quite a few people in my office said they would leave the union if that happened.

We want a clear commitment by Royal Mail to reverse the changes it has imposed, and then talks can ensue. If next week's action is called off merely so that talks can take place at Acas, I and many others will feel failed by and angry with the union.

Some believe our action is suicidal. What we know is that if Royal Mail get away with these proposals, the job will be finished. For example, Royal Mail intends to replace most delivery posties with part-timers. I can't pay my mortgage and feed my family on a part-time wage.

Here's a final thought on the newly competitive world to which we are supposed to be adapting. Nobody is actually going to offer a network that competes with Royal Mail. We are under an obligation to deliver the letters of its competitors at a low rate so that the more profitable parts of the business - the collection and processing of bulk mail - is done by private companies. Then Royal Mail is forced to deliver their letters the 'final mile' at a loss. "Naturally" Royal Mail has started to suffer as an economic entity, and "naturally" it attempts to deal with this by slashing costs in the form of jobs and services. In other words, the attack on the workforce and reduction of unprofitable parts of the postal service is preciselywhat competition was designed to achieve. Who gains from all this? Well, a lot of profits are made.

The public support is gratifying. People know that every political party is promising savage cuts to public services after the next election. I hope that our action encourages others to fight back when they face their own Croziers and Mandelsons.
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