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1. Executive Summary

The purpose of this report is to analyse British Airway’s (BA) response to the current COVID-19 pandemic that is affecting the economy and the effect that the company’s decision will have on various stakeholders including BA’s customers, employees, the owners and the trade union (BALPA). This report also takes a look into the role of trade unions in the workplace and how their role has developed throughout the years. In addition, this report analyses the role of impartial bodies in dealing with employee relations and focuses solely on ACAS, the (Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration service) and the services they provide. 

Lastly, this report takes an in depth look into BA’s employee relations in regard to the article that is provided and how the company, customers, trade union and employees are either negatively or positively affected by the company’s actions. 

Recommendations have been put forward on how BA’s can improve their employee relation disputes in the future to possibly avoid a break down in the workplace relationship and to ensure all stakeholders involved are satisfied:

1. For BA’s to make strategic use of impartial bodies such as ACAS and their free services when                negotiations become stagnant between the union and the company.
2. Invest time and effort into providing aftercare for the employees that will be facing redundancies as a result of BA’s response to the COVID-19.
3. Ensure effective communication across all levels of employment to maintain the employee and employer relationship and allow employees to have a voice.

The findings of this report reflect how BA has prioritised saving costs ultimately over the well-being and livelihoods of its crew and that various stakeholders are not contented with how the negotiations were handled. It is evident that BA needs to do more to safeguard its workforce during these stressful and unclear times, this can be achieved by providing aftercare and support and sustaining effective communication through all channels.  





2. Introduction

The current COVID-19 Pandemic that is sweeping the nation has turned the United Kingdom’s economy on its head, with new cases on the rise daily and national lockdowns the economy has taken a severe blow. As the predicted second wave of the coronavirus spreads across vast parts of the country, the escalating number of people becoming infected by the virus has risen to a staggering 20,000 and more a day (Parington, 2020). According to the UK Parliament at the beginning of the Pandemic, the level of employment for people aged between 16/24 and 65 and over have fallen by 7% and 0.5% for employment of people between the ages 25/54 (Powell, 2020). 

Due to the Pandemic nearly all industries within the UK have been adversely affected including the airline, British Airways (BA). The office for National Statistics has released information concerning air transport services and many more, stating that these services have remained more than 50 percent below the average level of output during the month of February this year (ONS, 2020). The purpose of this report is to analyse and evaluate British Airways decision to use voting on a deal between BA and its trade union which will result in at least 20% in pay cuts, the loss of at least 270 jobs and the effect that this will have on all its stakeholders (Topham, 2020).  

3. Main Body

3.1 Role of Trade Unions in the Workplace

Trade unions are independent organisations which involve employees of any given workplace and stand for and negotiate on their behalf for any problems or issues that are being faced. Some examples of the incidents that trade unions involve themselves in are troubles at work, negotiating with employers for improved working conditions and wages and so on. Furthermore, Trade unions also ensure that the legal rights of its members are consistently enforced, that equal opportunities and non-discrimination at work are upheld and that health and safety regulations are met. Some Trade unions also provide personalise legal help and financial services for its members (ETI, 2010). 

In accordance with the UK Government Guidelines, Trade union reps are in place to discuss any concerns that its members may have with their employer, represent them in negotiations which is otherwise referred to as ‘Collective Bargaining’ over issues such as pay or the employment terms and conditions. In addition to this, Trade union representatives even go as far as meeting with the employers to find the best solutions possible. Concerning the employers of an organisation, they are required to consult the union representatives if there is going to be a business takeover or there are plans to make 20 employees or more redundant within a 90-day period (GOV.UK, 2020). 

British Airway’s initial plans to let go of up to 12,000 of its employees with 1,255 of those positions consisting of pilots amidst the Coronavirus pandemic is one of the reasons why it was necessary to have the Trade union intermediate with these proposed plans as so many individuals would be made redundant by the airline.

The role and use of the Trade unions in the UK has continuously evolved since their beginning. However, in recent years the use and impact of trade unions has been turbulent and trade unions face an uncertain future in the UK. In the Nineteenth century, the need for Trade unions in the workplace was a necessity due to the sheer lack of support and insurance for working people during this time. The role of the Trade unions at this time was immensely engaged in raising wages for the working people and to improve on the working conditions as they were arguably inadequate compared to the modern-day workplace. During this time, the insurance function of the trade unions was developed, which provided trade union members with insurance against sickness, unemployment and accidents (Boyer, 1988).

During the period between the 1980-90’s, the memberships in trade unions saw a massive decline and many union leaders lost their distinction in both economic and political areas. (Fairbrother, 2000) suggests that the uncertainties facing the UK trade unions at this time comes after three decades of vast reconstructing of both work and employee relations.  

Fast forward to todays climate, the impact that COVID-19 has had on the economy and the workplace is unparalleled, with the lockdowns that are put in place affecting around 80% of the global workforce and the effects of this being taken on by the defenceless workforces (ILO, 2020). The pandemic that the world is currently facing has made It evident how vulnerable the working people can be and has highlighted the ongoing value of having trade unions (Helen Blakley, 2020).

3.2 Employee relations negotiations & ACAS

Independent body ACAS which stands for the (Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration service), is involved in working with millions of employees and employers year to year to help develop and satisfy employee relations in the workplace. This impartial body aims to achieve these needs through a several strategic aims which were developed from 2016 through to 2021. ACAS aims to consistently advise on upholding good practice in the workplace, resolve and manage any conflict and enforce the employment policies. Furthermore, ACAS operates as an independent public body which means that it receives its funding from the UK Government (ACAS, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk59189652][bookmark: _Hlk59189764]The Laws integrated into the workplace to help protect and regulate the relationship between both the employees and employers can be complex to understand entirely. The employments laws that are put in place are there to safeguard the workplace through aiming to eradicate common issues such as discrimination and equal opportunities at work and also to make certain that all parties involved are on board and act accordingly. The workplace legislation begins with the recruitment process and follows through all the way to the termination of an employee’s contract which could be through a variety of means. According to the (CIPD, 2020), Employment law is constantly being changed and updated through the years but the requirement for independent bodies such as ACAS will remain vital. 

One of the roles that ACAS involves themselves in is through collective conciliation and they even provide an individual conciliation services to those who require it. Additionally, ACAS must be first notified if any individual is thinking of processing an employment tribunal claim and ACAS will attempt to resolve any of these disputes through its free conciliation service in the attempt to resolve disputes without taking legal action. The aim of this is to aid both sides to reach a mutual solution which can avoid unnecessary legal costs, stress and time if going through to a tribunal. Moreover, ACAS has produced a code of practice which involves a guide on both grievance and disciplinary procedures and if an employment tribunal is to take place then this code will be considered (Castle Associates, 2019). 

The importance of involving independent bodies such as ACAS is that they prove to provide valuable conflict management and achieve excellent employment relations through the services they provide. In addition, perhaps one of their most significant uses is the fact that ACAS is completely impartial and neutral when dealing with conflict in the workplace and that both parties have fair representation (ACAS, 2014). It is food for thought that if they could not remain impartial then they simply could not carry out their role and that ACAS must uphold their reputable status by being trusted by both employers and employees who seek their help. It is possible that employers could think that bodies such as ACAS are there to represent the needs of the employee more as they are arguably in a more vulnerable position, however ACAS ensures that this is not the case and will always remain fair and unbiased. 

The effectiveness of getting ACAS involved in workplace disputes is highlighted in their statistics. These statistics reflect their importance with 56% of employment conflicts received between the period of January through to December 2017 did not result in a tribunal claim. Also, in the periods April 2017 to March the following year, 30% of claims issued were able to be settled by ACAS before the need of a tribunal hearing (DFA Law, 2018). 

4. British Airways (BA) and Employee Relations

4.1 Employees

After Analysing British Airway’s (BA) decision to pitch a deal to its union which will result in pay cuts of up to 20% and a loss of approximately 270 job position, it is evident that a number of BA’s stakeholders will be undoubtedly affected by this proposal. Firstly, taking into the account the consequence that this deal will have on the employees of the company and their livelihoods. BA’s have seemed to give the pilots control over what is to happen to their employment during the pandemic but ultimately, there is no good outcome from the deal proposed to the pilots. BA have asked their crew to vote on and accept a package which involves voluntary redundancy, part time working and a group of pilots which will be re-employed at a lower rate when demand increases again. Unfortunately, more employees will be affected by BA’s response to COVID-19 with cabin crew already being asked to work at a lower wage or accept voluntary redundancy. 

These proposals put forward to BA’s workforce will certainly put a substantial strain on the Employee relations in the company. It is likely that the employees will feel that the company they worked for does not care about the wellbeing of its short and long-standing workforce, especially enforcing redundancies in the middle of a pandemic leaving its employees with reduced or no income when it could have been avoided. Gillian McAteer, who is head of Employment Law stated how all employers are still required to uphold fair processes when it comes to redundancies, especially with employees with more than two years under their belt at a given company. Gillian further goes on to state how in despite of COVID-19, the redundancy process has not altered (Sewell, 2020). 

These changes and redundancies being brought in will likely have a negative impact on the employee’s mental health. Mind, A charity for better Mental Health has released that they have seen a fluctuation in mental health problems directly due to the pandemic, with more than 16,000 people being involved in their studies to share their struggles with the result of the pandemic (Mind, 2020). All companies that employ a workforce are required to have a duty of care to the health and safety of its workforce and this also include the mental health wellbeing. According to the CIPD, employers who provide an exceptional and genuine duty of care to its employees are much more likely to see improvements in organisational, job satisfaction and employee engagement (CIPD, 2020). It would be in BA’s best interest to provide appropriate aftercare and support for the employees facing the consequences of the company’s decision, especially if BA is wanting employees to return back to them in the future and not to alternative competitors. 
  
4.2 British Airway’s (BA) Owners

The effect of this decision has perhaps the opposite impact on the owners of the Airline. BA’s decision to invite employees to accept voluntary redundancies is a critically clever way of handling the current situation being faced, one of the main benefits of proposing voluntary redundancies is the ability to save costs. Voluntary redundancies are favourable when companies need to reduce their headcount in order to save expenses when facing financial uncertainty (Jones, 2017). In addition to this, by BA not enforcing compulsory redundancies and opting for voluntary, it is less likely to further damage the working relationship by giving employees some control over their redundancies. Likewise, this approach avoids the awkward task of choosing which method to complete compulsory redundancies with which could result in further damage such as discrimination claims for example.

In the article, BA describes a holding pool of pilots that would face reduced pay and will be re-employed by the airline if demand begins to increase once again. For BA’s to retain its best pilots and not lose out to alternative airlines, it is a wise idea to offer its holding pool of pilots some sort of incentives to keep them on board with the company during these unprecedented times. By BA’s considering potential strategies and compensation, it will enhance their marketability as a respected employer (Hatch, 2020). BA’s attempt to retain a certain number of pilots by offering them an initial 20% cut to their wages, which is quite attractive given the current economic circumstances and full re-employment if demand increases is hopeful to retain and motivate the pilot crew. To confirm this attempt of employee retention further with the state on the UK Economy and the rate of unemployment levels, with this offer to BA’s pilots they are not likely to find employment elsewhere, especially in their chosen field. To support this, the Office for National statistics released that from the months August-October the employment rate was 4.9%. This is an increase of 0.7% and means that 1.69 million people were registered unemployed (King, 2020). 

4.3 Trade Union (BALPA)

BALPA, otherwise known as the British Air line Pilots Association, is the trade union involved in negotiating with airline management to attempt to get the best deal possible for its members. BALPA has many objectives, one being to always uphold and represent the interest of all its members, control relations with their employers and to overall assist its members (BALPA, 2020). Through the 3 months of negotiations BALPA has managed to avoid the fire and rehire proposal, however the union has been left frustrated with BA’s response to negotiations which could have resulted in no job losses and at no expense to the airline company.     

In response to this, BALPA have advised aspiring pilots to not undertake training as they are potentially risking themselves to a future of large debts and no promise of employment. Furthermore, BALPA highlights Europe’s current 10,000 unemployed pilots as a warning to individuals wishing to take this career path (Gwyn Topham, 2020). By advising this, BALPA is looking out for the best interest of aspiring pilots who will not get the career they are looking for under the current environment and could possibly affect companies such as BA’s in the future if there is a decrease in pilots training for this field, if this is the case then it could possibly impose a tense relationship between BA and the union for future negotiations. 
   
4.4 Customers 

The customers who have chosen to book their flights with the Airline run the risk of experiencing cancelled flights and extensive delays due to the current COVID-19 virus and BA’s decision to let go of a considerable amount of its workforce. Currently on the British Airways website they are ensuring its customers that if any flights are cancelled, they will be contacted and they are also urging customers not to ring as they are very busy at this time (British Airways, 2020). 

Having these sorts of issues for an airline company is not uncommon even in the middle of a pandemic, however being able to provide good customer service remains pivotal. Customers in todays society have great expectations when choosing to buy a product or service from a company and if they are provided with a good level of customer service, they are likely to return thus increasing customer loyalty (Morse, 2019). On the reverse side, if BA’s customers continue to experience flight delays and cancelations with poor customer service on top then it will negatively affect the business to consumer relationship and deter people from using the company in the future. 

5. Recommendations

1. For BA’s to make strategic use of impartial bodies such as ACAS and their free services when                negotiations become stagnant between the union and the company.
2. Invest time and effort into providing aftercare for the employees that will be facing redundancies as a result of BA’s response to the COVID-19.
3. Ensure effective communication across all levels of employment to maintain the employee and employer relationship and allow employees to have a voice. 


6. Conclusion

To conclude this report, British Airways (BA) response to the current pandemic is more focused on cutting costs and saving the company expenditures compared to concerning themselves with safeguarding the income and well-being of its workforce at this tumultuous time. It is evident in the article provided that various parties are not satisfied with the results of the negotiations. However, moving forward If BA’s enforce these recommendations put forward to them it Is likely to avoid any conflict and unrest in future negotiations and uncertain times and is at no extra cost to preserving a healthy employer to employee relationship.   
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