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It is the intention of this paper to reassess and re-evaluate the relationship between the 

Thatcher Government, the government-owned National Coal Board (NCB)1, and the Union 

of Democratic Mineworkers (UDM). In particular, this paper will explore how the 

relationship between these three actors in turn impacted upon the Government’s and the 

NCB’s relationship with the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) in the post-strike 

period. It will focus primarily upon the 1985-1992 period, and will use new and underused 

archival material in exploring how this relationship influenced the trade union movement 

within the coal industry. Dorey’s 1995 study on the relationship between the Conservative 

Party and Trade Unions will be used as a theoretical framework, in which Dorey found the 

Thatcher Government separated ‘moderate’ membership from ‘extremist’ leadership, and this 

paper will demonstrate how the UDM was rewarded for fitting this ideal, and the subsequent 

detrimental effect it had upon the NUM’s standing within the industry. 

 

When looking at the long and difficult history the Conservative Party and Trade Unions have 

had, Dorey (1995) best summarises their changing relationship, which over the course of two 

centuries went through many radical changes in position and approach. First, the Tories 

attempted to appear as the natural friend of trade unions, and in the first half of the 19th 

century passed various laws designed to give promotion and protection to trade unions that 

had “previously been denied to them”, and by the Disraeli years, this had evolved to 

encompass trade unions as “vital component of British industry”. Next came the duelling 

narrative, and separation of “responsible” unions who worked with management; to 

“irresponsible” unions who worked against management, with the former praised and 

promoted; and the latter heavily criticised. Prior to the WWII, this evolved further, with the 

encouragement of industrial and political matters to be kept separate, again with the former 

praised, and the latter “roundly condemned”. 

 

When Margaret Thatcher became leader of the Conservative Party in 1975, she began to 

develop her own position on how to handle this relationship. Her answer was to begin the 

promotion of ‘moderate’ membership over ‘extremist’ leadership, putting the blame for poor 

industrial relations at the feet of those ‘extremist’ trade union leaders, whilst trying to win 

over the ‘moderate’ membership who she felt had been ignored and taken for granted for too 

long.  

 

In exploring this position, two think tanks in particular had the attention of Thatcher – the 

Centre for Policy Studies (CPS), and the Institute for Economic Affairs (IEA). In developing 

polices regarding heavy industry and industrial relations, the CPS promoted the need for a 

change in trade union relations along Thatcherite lines, and the restoration of the “right to 

management to manage”. Coal in particular was singled out as an industry dominated not by 

management, but by trade unions, although the NUM is not mentioned by name. The IEA did 

                                                           
1 The NCB would rename themselves British Coal by 1988, but for ease and consistency, this paper will 
constantly refer to them as the NCB, or the Board.  



however single out the NUM by name as the major problem union in the country, and called 

for their power base to be broken, if any progress was going to be made in reforming the 

wider Tory-trade union relationship, as well as further reform of the coal industry and wider 

economy. 

 

Arthur Scargill, a self-described Marxist and political militant, became National President of 

the NUM in 1982, and quickly established a belligerent leadership style in dealing with the 

Thatcher Government, recognising the power that the NUM held as an organisation. He 

opposed coal closures on any grounds except exhaustion of coal reserves, and quickly came 

into conflict with the more economically prudent attitude of the Thatcher Government. These 

two opposing attitudes soon came into conflict, and the 1984-5 Miners’ Strike followed, 

resulting in a crushing defeat for the NUM, long the ‘tip of the spear’ of the trade union 

movement. 

 

However, when discussing the strike or its aftermath, the UDM are often forgotten about. The 

origins of the UDM came from the refusal of Nottinghamshire miners to come out on strike, 

having voted locally to continue working, feeling that this was sufficient authority due to the 

lack of an NUM national ballot. For the next 12 months, Nottinghamshire miners were 

picketed by NUM flying pickets, with many complaining of violence or intimidation in an 

effort to bring working miners out. As a result of this, in the months following the strike, the 

Nottinghamshire and South Derbyshire areas voted to break away from the National NUM, 

and go it alone as separate unions, although the level of support varied by area – 72% of 

miners in Nottinghamshire favoured breaking away, but the vote was tighter in South 

Derbyshire, with the vote carried only by a razor-thin majority of 26 votes.  

 

By December 1985 they had voted to merge together with another breakaway group in 

Durham (expelled for working during the strike), and formally established themselves as the 

Union of Democratic Mineworkers. At their peak, the UDM represented a third of the total 

mining workforce, controlled 26 collieries and had representation in every area and virtually 

every pit in the country. They were unquestionably the second largest union within the 

industry.  

 

With the NUM no longer the dominant, influential power they were pre-strike, and the 

industry’s union now split and divided, Thatcher felt this was the ideal time to promote 

‘moderate’ democratic trade unionism, and the benefits it could bring. Thatcher saw the 

UDM as the perfect opportunity to do this, and gave them considerable aid in establishing 

themselves separately as a rival trade union. Acting as a motivating factor, Cabinet papers 

have revealed that Thatcher was not convinced that the NUM was finished as a force within 

British politics, and still feared a second strike would follow, even though the rest of the 

cabinet believed the argument on trade unionism had been ‘won’.  

 

In order to further strengthen their position, Thatcher met the UDM leadership three times, 

and common themes emerge in all of these meetings. It was made clear to the UDM that they 

were free to approach Thatcher at any time for support, and that the government was doing 

everything it could to help the UDM. For example, training courses would be provided for 

UDM members in order to help them operate more effectively as a trade union. The Cabinet 



and Conservative MPs were given a very clear line to follow when discussing the UDM – 

that the country “owes” them for working during the strike; or that no government in history 

has done more to help a trade union than the government has the UDM. Peter Walker in 

particular became something of a cheerleader for them, telling Thatcher he had “bent over 

backwards” to help the UDM. 

 

The UDM would in turn offer assistance to Thatcher in some way – for example, in 1988 

they offered to have UDM members trained as deputies, in order to replace NACODS should 

they go on strike. In 1989, they even stated their private support for the privatisation of the 

coal industry, despite their public assertions otherwise. Handwritten notes from civil servants 

state, along with reminders this was not to be discussed with the UDM, that “some evidence 

exists” UDM pits were being kept open longer even if they were not financially or 

economically viable, simply to keep UDM membership healthy. By 1986, Ken Clarke was 

the first to suggest that the UDM need aid for their “financial difficulties”, but other than 

explicitly discussing things such as training courses, nothing more was mentioned. However, 

files from 1994 state plainly that not only was Roy Lynk in particular given massive financial 

aid to keep the UDM afloat, but that the records of such transactions were destroyed – in 

terms of a number, how much financial aid the UDM was given will probably never be 

known.  

 

It was clear that the Thatcher-UDM relationship was one of mutual benefit – the Thatcher 

Government gained a model ‘moderate’ union to promote, and the UDM gained unsurpassed 

access to, and support from the Government in establishing themselves as a viable trade 

union. The message was soon to become clear to the NUM – you are in a worse position due 

to the ‘extremism’ of your leadership.  

 

Similarly, the National Coal Board took on a new lease of life, and conducted industrial 

relations with a renewed vigour – they also recognised the opportunity the UDM presented, 

and openly discussed how best to play the unions off against each other. Indeed, Robert 

Haslam stated in a letter to Peter Walker that there was a “great advantage” to the Board in 

containing Scargill’s leadership, so long as the UDM existed. Towards the NUM in 

particular, the Coal Board become more dismissive and critical, especially towards Scargill’s 

leadership. 

 

For example, because of the NUM's refusal to recognise the UDM, it was easy for the Board 

to justify the enhanced role of the UDM within the industry. For example, because of the 

NUM’s refusal to agree new conciliation machinery to take into account multi-union pits, the 

Board refused to negotiate with the NUM over wages – it was only the threat of legal action 

that stopped NUM members not being paid any wage increases it all; as instead UDM 

negotiated wages and conditions were applied uniformly. By 1986, Ellistown Colliery 

became a crucial legal test case for how a two-union industry would look, as the decision was 

made to pay UDM members higher wages than NUM members, even if doing exactly the 

same job. Evidence also exists the decision to do this came from the very top – a letter from 

an NCB accountant to the Board questions why UDM members are being paid more, and 

why no one in the accounting team was told about this. The NUM were naturally in uproar 

about this, and were successful legally in stopping it. But the damage had been done. The 



Department of Employment even wrote to the Department of Energy to console them for the 

setback, helpfully pointing out that it is possible to pay different wages for the same job, you 

just need to come up with a better reason to do it than a man’s trade union membership. The 

NCB also began to discuss with unions the opening of two new pits, in Asfordby in 

Nottinghamshire, and Margam in South Wales, but it was made clear that these could only 

happen with six-day working. The UDM agreed to this, development in Asfordby continued, 

and the pit did indeed open and produce coal. The NUM refused in South Wales, and so 

development stalled. Although, curiously, NCB files suggest local South Wales NUM – 

previously militant – were in favour of six-day working in order to create new jobs, but were 

overruled by the National NUM. 

 

Much like with the Government, the NCB-UDM relationship was also one of mutual benefit. 

The NCB gained a ‘moderate’ union to promote as the model method of conducting industrial 

relations, and UDM members were seen to benefit in terms of greater job security and 

conditions. The message was again clear to the NUM membership – the ‘extremism’ of your 

leadership is leaving you in a more precarious, less secure position.  

 

The relationship between these three actors was not always perfect, however. The UDM was 

often critical of the NCB, and the government, feeling they were not doing all they could to 

help the UDM, especially in its struggle to weaken the NUM. The UDM was also eager to 

maintain public distance from Thatcher, and requested meetings were kept secret. They 

recognised that being seen as beholden to the government would be a major propaganda 

victory for the NUM. 

 

As the Major years began, the UDM continued to meet regularly with the NCB and 

Ministers, and continued to show their willingness to co-operate – they were even actively 

consulted in how to further improve productivity in pits, and invited to consult on better ways 

to product pits and jobs, and even implemented their ideas, such as increased productivity and 

attendance payments. Still recognising the role the UDM could play, files prepared for 

Ministers in May 1992 make it clear that the government knew that major pit closures were 

going to take place in the coming year, and made the conscious decision not to warn the 

UDM about this, even though 8 out their 12 pits, and half of their membership would be at 

risk. Almost insultingly, this was kept hidden from Lynk and the UDM as late as two weeks 

before the announcement of mass pit closures. 

 

When Major met with the UDM shortly before the closures were announced, ministers 

recognised this meeting could hurt Lynk’s standing, whilst also acting as a face-saving 

measure for themselves, as they could be seen to having engaged with unions ahead of the 

closures. In the meeting, Major seemed to discourage a UDM buyout, warning how members 

could lose all their savings; and otherwise remained non-committal over the future of the 

industry, save promising “maximise their helpfulness” to the UDM 

 

Despite this, the UDM remained interested in owning their share of the industry, hoping that 

their close relationship with the Government would provide favourable terms. The UDM 

even put together a serious bid to run their part of the industry as a co-operative, gaining the 

support of major financial backers including Lloyds Bank. However, the Government always 



appeared lukewarm to the UDM and their goals in this regard, and Department of Energy 

files outright state they considered the prospect of the Union running the industry directly 

“unattractive by potential investors”, and a “potential problem” by management. By August 

1992, the UDM were complaining about the pace of privatisation quickening without their 

consultation – clearly, they were now out of the loop. 

 

Overall, the UDM had helped the coal industry become profitable; had co-operated with the 

government over privatisation plans; had been misled over the speed and severity of pit 

closures to keep them on side; and had been used by the Prime Minister as a face saving 

measure. Yet, mass closures still went ahead.   

 

In conclusion, it can be firmly demonstrated that the UDM were used by the Thatcher and 

Major Governments in order to promote the Thatcherite model of trade unionism within the 

coal industry, one of ‘moderate’ membership over ‘extremist’ leadership. The UDM were 

given unparalleled access and support to and from the Government, and were seen to be 

rewarded for their co-operation by the NCB. By comparison, the NUM continued to decline, 

seeing their pits close ahead of UDM pits, and opportunities to save their industry given to 

the UDM as ‘punishment’ for failing to co-operate. Despite having helped modernise and 

streamline the coal industry, by October 1992 the UDM had clearly served their purpose, and 

were no longer being protected as they once were by Conservative Governments. Their 

ultimate reward for fitting the ideals desired by Thatcher and Major, was to see their pits 

close with no less prejudice than NUM pits. 

 


