IRISH BANK OFFICIALS’ ASSOCIATION’S CAMPAIGN

AGAINST ULSTER BANK’S HORIZON PROGRAMME

November 2000 – March 2001

The Brief

In November 2000 a dispute arose between Ulster Bank and the Irish Bank Officials’ Association (IBOA) over the introduction of the Bank’s Horizon Programme, about which the Bank was on the verge of engaging in a staff information programme.  According to IBOA, Horizon would lead to compulsory job losses and forced reductions in salary for many staff and as such was not acceptable to the union.  In particular, IBOA was worried that if this programme was successfully implemented, it would set a precedent for the other banks.

In addition, IBOA was concerned whether their members in the Bank would be prepared to resist these changes.  The 1992 Bank Strike had been an extremely traumatic event for staff of all the banks and had left many extremely wary of taking industrial action again.  Elements of the package could have proved extremely attractive to younger staff who had been recruited on considerably less favourable terms than their more experienced colleagues.  In addition, a package not dissimilar in form and content to Horizon had been accepted by the staff at the Northern Bank in Northern Ireland in 1999, despite opposition from IBOA.  In this context, winning the hearts and minds of staff at Ulster Bank was vital in the first instance.

Statement of Objectives 

The main of objective of the IBOA was to stop the introduction of the Horizon Programme in its tracks and to remove the elements in it which would have lead to compulsory job losses and pay cuts.

Central to the achievement of this goal was the mobilization of staff on this issue before the Bank had had an opportunity to begin their staff information programme which IBOA believed would undermine their resolve to resist Horizon.  In this context, it was vital for IBOA that it was setting the agenda on Horizon rather than responding to the Bank’s agenda.

In order to bolster the resolve of staff, IBOA wanted to recruit politicians and Ulster Bank customers as allies in their campaign to oppose job losses and pay cuts.  In this context, collateral media coverage, and where possible editorial support, was considered to be crucial too in maintaining the momentum of the campaign, the support of these allies and bolstering the morale of the staff.

The final objective was to create the environment within which a Tribunal would adjudicate on this dispute.  In the banks, disputes are referred to Independent Tribunals, rather than the state’s industrial machinery.  The IBOA intended to refer this matter to such a Tribunal, but needed it to be clear to that body that there was very strong opposition to any job losses or pay cuts.  The strength of such opposition from staff, customers and politicians would influence the final determination of the Tribunal, the IBOA believed.
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Programme Planning and Strategy

In late November 2000, representatives of Montague Communications and Drury Communications (Northern Ireland) met with the IBOA to develop a campaign North and South to oppose Horizon.  It was decided to divide the campaign into different segments and different phases.

The core strategy was to convince staff through a hard-hitting and pre-emptive internal communications programme focusing on job losses and pay cuts that Horizon in the form to be presented by the Bank was simply not acceptable.  On top of this, wider support was to be recruited to strengthen staff resolve, make the Bank reconsider what they were doing and influence the Tribunal.

In this context, it was decided to focus on the fact that Ulster Bank’s new owners, Royal Bank of Scotland, had given a commitment in writing to the Association and senior politicians, North and South, that it would not lay staff off or interfere with their conditions for a period of three years.  The contradiction between this position and the Bank’s plans under its Horizon Programme, and the clear breach of faith that this involved, was to be the core message of the campaign.

Phase I, Initial Staff Mobilisation

This programme began with a large crisis meeting in Dublin where over 500 staff representatives were gathered and got a detailed briefing on the implications of Horizon and the IBOA’s determination to resist its introduction.  This meeting was video recorded and copies of the tape were circulated to shop stewards in the different branches around the country and were shown to staff members at information evenings.  In order to further reinforce the impact of this large meeting, the media were invited and the meeting was covered extensively by the media, including television coverage on TV3.

Following shortly after this large meeting, a series of staff information bulletins was issued by the IBOA to their members setting out what was involved in Horizon and what they could do about it.  These bulletins used the logo of a clock ticking down to midnight, with the slogan that time was running out on their jobs.  When the Bank issued its information to staff, IBOA would respond with another bulleting countering the information provided by Ulster Bank.  

Indeed, the Bank’s CEO, Martin Wilson, stated in a newspaper interview that up to 20% of the jobs at branch level would be lost.  This was used to generate customized press releases setting out the implications in terms of job losses for each county in the country.  Not surprisingly, the local newspapers and local radio stations gave considerable coverage to these releases.  This information was also used in letters to Oireachtas members around the country, who began to write to the Bank expressing their concerns at these developments.

Another key element of this initial mobilisation was the staff petition campaign.  This had a number of purposes: to show the Bank and the wider public that staff were not happy with the Horizon programme; to get staff themselves to actually commit themselves to oppose it; to use it as an interim tool to generate publicity while the IBOA was readying itself for the next phase of the campaign.
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The petition campaign was an overwhelming success, and in one week, the vast majority of staff signing the petitions.  The actual handing over of the completed forms to the Bank’s head offices in Dublin and Belfast was used to generate media coverage of the dispute.

Phase 2, Staff Ballot

The IBOA decided in early December to ballot their members for possible industrial action in the event of the Bank deciding to unilaterally impose job losses and pay cuts.  This was the crucial test, particularly in Northern Ireland, where Northern Bank staff had shown a reluctance to fight similar efforts by their management.  Both the IBOA and Ulster Bank were conscious of this context.  In addition, the laws on industrial relations are quite different from the Republic and require a much more drawn out process.

The decision to proceed with a ballot was heralded with a lot of national and local publicity both North and South.  In addition, new staff information bulletins were circulated stressing the importance of a high turnout and reinforcing the earlier messages about the damaging consequences of Horizon.  A number of high profile broadcasting debates were set up, including a head-to-head on RTE’s Prime Time on 7 December.

The ballot results, when they emerged were overwhelmingly in favour of taking strike action.  The actual announcements of the results in December and January were again used as media opportunities.  In the Republic, the outcome was 95% in favour of industrial action and most of the national newspapers carried extensive photographic and editorial coverage of the result announcement.  In addition, the results of the ballot were communicated to the politicians and this allowed the IBOA to counteract the briefings which Ulster Bank had provided to elected representatives.

Phase 3, Tribunal Adjudicates

The two Tribunals met during January and February, and it was decided that it would be inappropriate to maintain the high-level campaign while talks were underway between the parties.  However, it was agreed that once the Tribunal issued their recommendations that a high profile response would have to be issued to condition staff and the wider public for a campaign for acceptance or rejection.  

The first Tribunal to issue its adjudication was the one in Northern Ireland and it put a moratorium of three and five years on any compulsory job losses and pay cuts respectively.  Other contentious issues were to be considered jointly by the Bank and the IBOA and only to be proceeded with if agreement was reached.  This recommendation was built upon by the Republic’s Tribunal.  Not surprisingly the IBOA publicly supported the recommendations enthusiastically.  They were then put to a staff ballot and carried overwhelmingly.
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The Measurement Stage

The campaign provided a number of in-built processes for monitoring and assessing its success.

In relation to staff, the massive sign-up to the petition at the beginning, the high turn-outs in the ballots for industrial action and on the Tribunal Recommendations, as well as the overwhelming support for the position advanced by the IBOA are clear indicators of the success of the campaign.  This is particularly so, given the difficulties the Association had previously experienced in NIB And Northern Bank in a similar situation.  So as the campaign progressed, it was clear that staff support was strong.

In relation to media coverage, it was monitored and discussed on a daily basis.  In addition, regular conference call meetings between IBOA, Montague Communications and Drury (NI) were held to review progress.  Two major strategy meetings in Dublin were also held.  Political support was also monitored through regular contact with key spokespersons and regular reviews of correspondence.

Ultimately, it was the actual Tribunal Recommendations themselves which clearly acknowledge the success of this campaign with the IBOA’s twin objectives of preventing job losses and pay cuts being realised.  

The Budget

Budgetary details remain confidential.  However, it was in the range of £25,000 to £50,000.
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