Bob Crow – a new age of mediation?
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RMT general secretary Bob Crow is not normally renowned for his softer side. In fact the rail union leader is better known for his fighting talk and as a figurehead for London’s Tube strikes.

But the outspoken union boss extended the hand of collaboration earlier this month in a video address at the CIPD’s annual conference in Manchester.

Crow insisted that he was looking to work more progressively with HR on industrial relations and establish “an open agenda”. He told People Management afterwards that the union sought a “good relationship with the employer”.

So when the RMT announced this week that it would be extending its national training centre in Doncaster, it seemed like a good opportunity to put a little more emphasis on the development of negotiation and mediation skills for its workplace representatives.

But in a tone more symbolic of battle preparations than a conciliatory approach, Crow insisted that the improved facility would “tool up the militant reps of the future”.

Rather forebodingly, Crow declared: “RMT is not only opening expanded education facilities, but is also sending a warning to both the boss class and the political class that this trade union is building for the future with plans to train up and tool up hundreds of new militant activists who will drive the RMT’s brand of industrial trade unionism deep into workplaces the length and breadth of the land.”

It’s not exactly a statement that embodies the spirit of collaboration.

Crow did add that in opening the new training centre, the union would “look to the future and learn from the past”. And it is a past that has been littered with episodes of turbulent industrial relations. But Crow has been keen to hail the recent triumph of London 2012, where despite some gloomy predictions the public transport system ran relatively smoothly – albeit after generous Olympic working packages were negotiated for the capital’s transport workers.

With a spate of industrial action by rail cleaners announced by the RMT this week, maybe only time will tell if Crow turns out to be HR’s new best friend or familiar old foe.

