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ABSTRACT:

Midlothian, Scotland, is a metropolitan area with a population of over 80,000 people. Midlothian Council, the local state, is the biggest employer in the region, employing over 4,000 people. Unison Midlothian, as the largest trade union in the council with over 2,000 members, is currently linking the development of social capital to lifelong learning through various initiatives. This paper explores trade unions historic and significant role in building learning and social capital particularly in disadvantaged communities.  The paper critically addresses the role of trade unions in creating the links between lifelong learning and community development as a key means to build social capital. Significantly, Midlothian Council and Midlothian Unison, in partnership, befitting a ‘learning region,’ are on the verge of agreeing an historic lifelong learning agreement, the first of its kind in Scotland. At the same time, Midlothian Council are working closely with community infrastructure organisations to further develop and build social capital in the community of Loanhead.  The purpose of this case study is to stress the crucial but neglected role of trade unions and their still existing community infrastructure in successful community regeneration and in building and sustaining social capital.  To exemplify this, we will turn to the role of present day trade unions and a miners welfare club in developing and extending lifelong learning as a means to build social capital in Midlothian.
1. Introduction 

Midlothian Council covers a relatively small area of 140 square miles. With 81,680 residents in 1999, Midlothian is the second smallest mainland Council in Scotland, although the population is growing steadily at around 2% per annum. 
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Midlothian contains a mix of urban and rural communities with a mixture of advantaged and deprived areas.  The economy of Midlothian has altered dramatically over the last decade with the near disappearance of traditional industries such as coal mining and the emergence of new employment opportunities in, for example, biotechnology, pharmaceutical and veterinary research, food production and tourism. 

The decline of the former major employer has had significant long term impacts on some communities in Midlothian. Although the council area overall displays relatively low levels of social exclusion, the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation in 2006 identified significant pockets of deprivation in former coalmining communities of Dalkeith/Woodburn, Mayfield/Easthouses and Gorebridge. The wards of Easthouses/Mayfield North, Dalkeith/Woodburn, and Gorebridge South had the highest rates of social work referrals for people under the age of 17. At the time of the 2001 Census, 7.2% of households in Midlothian were lone parents with dependent children.  This is slightly higher than the Scottish average of 6.9%. 

Unison and lifelong learning in the UK

Unison is a UK wide trade union with 1.4 million members who work in the public services, for private contractors & in the essential utilities.  They include frontline staff and managers working for the National Health Service, local government, colleges, schools, the police, transport, gas, water & electricity

Unison’s argument for lifelong learning in the workplace is the belief that an equal opportunities approach can be harnessed that positively discriminates in favour of the non traditional learner by guaranteeing that people with no, or low, formal qualifications, are given equal access to learning opportunities that enhance individual learning and development. As part of this process an employer and union should work together in partnership to ensure that when learning takes place it meets the specific needs of the individual by taking into account issues such as flexibility of delivery of learning that, for instance, meets the needs of shift worker, part time employees, parents with childcare needs and so forth.  

Unison is one of the key UK unions that has actively promoted the recruitment of Union Learning Representatives (ULRs). ULRs were first established in 1999 with a remit to encourage union members to undertake training opportunities and to promote the concept of lifelong learning in the workplace, but it was not until 2002 that the role of ULR received statutory recognition and Unison was at the heart of this push for recognition.

Since 2002 the role of the ULR has become embedded in the wider union structure at national, regional and branch levels with ongoing integration of education, learning, training and skills as a strategical means to also bolster union membership and organisational growth, developing a new generation of activists.  Such are Unison levels of activity that by 2005, the union had recruited 2,058 ULRs. However while the focus of work to date has been on those in work, the General Secretary of Unison, Dave Prentis noted that

“for us there is a broader agenda which has tackling inequality at its heart.….Unison is particularly committed to bringing learning opportunities to marginalized social  groups – the low paid, part- time workers, women returners & those whose first  language is not English.” (2007)
Policy context in Scotland 

In Scotland, the union movement is in the forefront of helping to shape future strategies for adult literacy and numeracy provision within Scotland. The Scottish Trade Union Council (STUC) Skills & Lifelong Learning Team have established that in Scotland 800,000 adults have basic skills issues and that of that number 500,000 workers have low basic skills.  The workers with the low skills tend also to be those on low pay and the STUC argue that there needs to be an emphasis on workplace based education and training provision. However, in Scotland the STUC have distinctly focused upon learning within its’ social context.  This includes  the workplace, schools and the wider community:

This focus by the STUC on the social context of lifelong learning highlights the important and continued recognition by trade unions of their role in building social capital.  Social capital is not a homogeneous, monolithic entity.  Just as physical capital has many manifestations from a building to a screwdriver, so too does social capital have different dimensions.  One of the most important distinctions in terms of social capital is its’ variant component forms: bonding; bridging and linking. As Putnam notes:

“Of all the dimensions along which forms of social capital vary, perhaps the most important is the distinction between bridging (or inclusive) and bonding (or exclusive).  Some forms of social capital are, by choice or necessity, inward looking and tend to reinforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups. Examples of bonding social capital include ethnic fraternal organisations, church based women’s groups, and fashionable country clubs. Other networks are outward looking and encompass people across diverse social cleavages. Examples of bridging social capital include the civil rights movement, many youth service groups, and ecumenical religious organisations.”  (2000, PP. 22)

The union as a source of social capital, rooted in social relations and social networks, we suggest, can be seen in the following ways; they represent a form of social interaction, especially among shop stewards, union employees, union leaders, and members.  Unions, which are a peoples' network, a ‘community of interest,’ can involve norms of generalized reciprocity – I’ll do this for you now without expecting anything back immediately in return, but might get something back in the future because you or someone else in the union will reciprocate my goodwill. Putnam (2002, P. 7) suggests that ‘dense networks of social interaction appear to foster norms of generalised reciprocity.’ 

Putnam (2002, PP. 80 – 82) informs the reader that work related organisations, trade unions and professional societies are, ‘an important locus of social solidarity, a mechanism for mutual assistance and shared expertise,’ and confirming that in the USA, that work related organisations are among the most common form of civic connectedness.
This Scottish position that recognises a wider social dimension to the work of trade unions is diverging from the main UK policy. The policy position in the UK was defined as the role of trade unions and adult education.  This position was iterated by Philip Hope, MP,  then Minister for Skills, in London on 7 March, 2006, he told the TUC that: 

“Government is really appreciative of trade union efforts, really giving people a stake in the future.”

The Minister went on to explain that the Government recognised the clear and important strategic link between learning, skill enhancement, productivity, economic growth and development.  One point that was consistently  stressed was the benefit of adult learning, as opposed to lifelong learning to the union, employers and employees:  

“learning is a key part of what modern trade unionism is all about, whole organisations can improve as a result of learning at work.”   (Ibid)

This focus on the benefits of adult education is more in line with Field’s critique (2004, pp1-2) that government interest has been purely on skills and economic benefit.  This selective approach by the UK government to ignore the wider social role of trade unions is further emphasised by key UK policy documents on community development and regeneration. From Firm Foundations – the Governments Framework for Community Capacity Building (Home Office 2004), the Egan Review – Skills for Sustainable Communities (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2004), Sustainable Communities: People, Places and Prosperity (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2005) to the Community Development Challenge (Department for Communities and Local Government 2006), the role of trade unions in building and sustaining social capital is either ignored entirely or viewed as being part of a dim and distant past.  Although trade union overall membership in the UK has continued to decline, trade unions still had 6.39 million members in 2005. This is far in advance of the total membership of the three main political parties combined. 

This lack of recognition for the role of trade unions can be argued to be part of a wider neo-liberal agenda to build a particular version of community cohesion and social capital highlighted by critics such as John Lovering (2007) . He notes that this agenda emphasises an unfettered globalisation and a degraded role for both local democratic forms such as local government and collective social groups such as trade unions. Lovering notes the shift in policy from government. This has moved from the post-second world war approach of working with key social partners such as trade unions in seeking ways to build an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable future that would counteract ‘private affluence versus public squalor’ and engage citizens in shaping the destinies of their communities. The approach now is to; 

 “a set of ideas, institutions and practices that legitimise and institutionalise inequalities between citizens, and pay only tokenistic regard to environmental unsustainability, while obscuring the political nature of the choices, and the likely outcomes, from view and resistance “(Ibid)

However, these ideas, institutions and practices can be resisted as previous forms of extreme liberalism were in the 18th and 19th centuries. The buildings of Midlothian mining communities such as Miners Welfares, Gothenburg taverns and reading rooms and cultural expressions such as football and mothers unions show that resistance and a rolling back of this agenda is possible. To emphasise this we now turn to our case study.  This highlights unions’ roles in developing lifelong learning and how existing examples of community infrastructure can work to build social capital.

Midlothian Case Study

Unison’s Midlothian branch penned and submitted a draft lifelong learning agreement (LLA) to Midlothian Council’s Chief Executive for consideration in September  2006.  Following a meeting with the Council’s personnel officer it was agreed that the Council were keen to adopt the lifelong learning policy as it aligned closely with their human resources commitments such as the rolling out of personal development plans to staff and their strategic training and development policy. For instance, the Council’s Training and Development Policy (1997, P. 2)) states:

“Midlothian Council is committed to delivering the highest standards of service to the people of Midlothian. The Council recognises that its employees are its greatest asset in delivering these services and that training and development has an important contribution to make in the achievement of its corporate objectives and in the maintenance of an effective, well motivated workforce.”

The Council’s policy is intended to meet the objectives of the Council’s Equal Employment Opportunities Policy by offering all employees equal access to participating in training linked to job requirements, promotion and development prospects. The policy also enshrines the Council’s commitment to increasing job satisfaction and the career prospects of the worker. This policy was the foundation for developing the draft lifelong learning agreement.

The union had developed a draft lifelong learning (workplace) agreement that was then used as the basis for ongoing negotiations. Currently, the local Unison branch has the broad commitment of the Council to building a ‘learning workplace,’ but final agreement has yet to be reached.

Midlothian Council is the first local authority in Scotland and only the second in the UK to sign up to a lifelong learning agreement.

The main points of the draft agreement are as follows, that:

· Both parties are committed to working in partnership to promote and support lifelong learning and ensuring equality of access to learning opportunities for employees of Midlothian Council;

· Both parties agree to encourage staff to access lifelong learning opportunities which will allow each staff member to achieve their full learning potential.
The LLA commits the union and council to recognising that the staff are the council’s greatest asset and that the training and development of staff will help make a significant contribution to the achievement of both the council’s corporate objectives and the catalysing of a well motivated and educated workforce. Moreover, the agreement sets out the rights and duties of ULR’s and the commitments and responsibilities of the union and the employer to establish and support joint working arrangements around learning initiatives.

Underpinning the agreement is the ambition to ‘build a learning partnership’ at Midlothian Council and ‘develop a culture of learning within the council by providing a range of lifelong learning opportunities for employees’ with support from the union and employer. The agreement is founded on the principle that learning should develop the confidence and skills of the individual, which will benefit them at work, at home and as citizens in the community.  Furthermore, the LLA gives vent to the reality that personal and career development can complement job specific training and development. Here, job specific training involves the training needed to perform an employee’s work while career development involves the training that helps prepare for the jobs of the future and personal development of an individual in broader terms of development. Another important feature of the LLA is that it enshrines the belief that a focus of commitment should be centred on ‘non traditional learners’ e.g. those who have had little or no learning experiences since leaving school. 

The LLA builds on existing employer commitments such as the Midlothian Council’s Training and Development Policy and commitment to ensuring every member of staff has a Personal Development Plan. Likewise, the LLA sits comfortably with the council’s ‘Contract of Commitment’ and ‘Spend to Save’ initiatives. Clearly, the council sees a commitment to lifelong learning as helping the organisation achieve its strategic objectives through investment in the workforce whilst simultaneously encouraging workers to develop their skills and level of responsibility to the maximum of their potential. Clearly, it is in the council’s interest to raise the level of educational attainment among its staff so that employees can realise their potential in learning, work and within the community.

All very well, but the devil of course will be in the detail. Commitment to an agreement is one thing but making it happen is another. Unison will put pressure on the council to commit to implementing the strategy through all levels of the organisation, and to provide resources to make it happen e.g. giving paid time off for learning for all staff, including back fill arrangements to cover for agreed absences. 

One of the enshrined commitments that has been underscored in the LLA  is that of accepting the idea of carrying out an annual audit of learning across the Council to identify who is currently learning, the nature of that learning  and at what cost. This will be part of a monitoring process  and allow the committee to identify which staff are benefiting from the staff development programme and conversely which staff are being left behind. This facet is part of the a commitment to equal opportunities and will allow the committee to target staff who are underserved in terms of educational opportunities and so permit a redistribution of resources to those with little educational qualifications.  

Mining and social capital - utilising community infrastructure
Midlothian is changing as its closeness to the expanding Edinburgh economy means that many of the former mining villages are now seen as desirable surburban communities. However, the area has also a strong trade union tradition within the former coal mining industry. The council area is host to Newbattle Abbey College, the only Scottish Adult Education College.  This was once part of the Trade Union and Labour Colleges network and had with strong links to the Workers Education Association.  The area also hosts the Scottish Mining Museum at Newtongrange.  Both the presence of Newbattle Abbey College and the Scottish Mining Museum in the area emphasise the continuation of the traditions of mining, social action and adult learning.  This connection with the mining industry is also expressed in the continued presence of successful miners welfares clubs, gala days and cultural traditions. These are all notable for strong and continued connections with local trade unions.

The presence of these organisations in the former mining communities are examples of social capital. These organisations focused on the notions of reciprocity, community norms, trust, shared values especially between family relations and in community social organisations.  As Woolcock and Narayan note: 
“The basic idea of social capital is that a person’s family, friends, and associates constitute an important asset, one that can be called on in a crisis, enjoyed for its own sake, and leveraged for material gain. What is true for individuals, moreover, also holds for groups. Those communities endowed with a diverse stock of social networks and civic associations are in a stronger position to confront poverty and vulnerability, resolve disputes, and take advantage of new opportunities.” (2000, PP. 225 – 249, P.226)

Many of these organisations remain viable today but are the remnants of an industry whose form has changed from deep mining and high employment to open cast mining and low employment levels.  The communities of coalfield parts of Midlothian contain both the remains of industrial working and what we may term the ‘archaeology of social capital’ such as Miners Institutes that have been converted into housing.  
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Miners Institute and Reading Room – Newtongrange and Rosewell, Midlothian

In Loanhead, the Miners Welfare, a highly successful charitable society and social enterprise is presently developing its own research into the changing community. The organisation is seeking to engage with this new population to ensure that both young people and adults can make use of its extensive services. These include learning, sport and leisure activities. The Miners’ Welfare is seeking to proactively engage with a changing community and emphasise the continuation of close community links. The organisation is seeking to create bridges to the new population. The role of the local state is crucial here. The Loanhead Miners Welfare Charitable Society is working closely with Midlothian Council in seeking to train local people as researchers to further build the skills base of the community.  The concept is that the wider community can benefit from a range of research and investigation skills, as well as gaining access and making use of community facilities. 

Once again, it is possible to detect an alternative to existing policy agendas. The discussion and debate over community transfer and ownership of assets by the UK government has never had a higher profile. In the current UK debate on asset transfer and community ownership as key elements of community regeneration, these organisations offer timely reminders of the ongoing and significant impact of community interventions  that significantly pre-date professional community development interventions.  
However, this debate fails to fully recognise and learn from the rich seam of existing and long standing successful examples of collective community ownership of assets.  These assets can range from a miners’ welfare to community parks and common land.  However, the recent Quirk Review of Community Management and Ownership of Public Assets (2007) makes no mention of trade unions or worker organisations, co-operatives and charitable industrial and welfare societies in its typology of the range of community ownership forms. This is surprising since village hall committees, the university settlement associations, faith groups, development trusts and social enterprises are named. Whilst the review explores the possibility of transfer of assets from local government to community organisations, there was no consultation with key trade unions in local government such as Unison or the workers, many low paid, part-time and female who work in many of the local government buildings that would be transferred. The review uses terms such as community development extensively but makes no mention of building social capital, community capacity building, community learning and skills (other than asset and financial management skills), community futures or community and environmental sustainability.  This begs the question as to the social as opposed to financial purpose of public asset transfer and community ownership.
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Loanhead Miners Welfare

Towards A Conclusion – Trade unions, social capital, lifelong learning and community infrastructure

As we have suggested, social capital, if it is about anything, it is surely about networks of people, community engagement, civic engagement, neighbourliness, a range of social connections and social networks that allow us to benefit in some way through reciprocity and achievement of mutual goals –  in essence, it is about how people can derive resources from their relationships with others. As we have also suggested, the union as a social capitalist is a community of interest that seeks to develop a range of fraternal relationships and a web of networks that can yield a number of potential and perceived benefits to network members. In short, social capital can be accessed and built through the union and existing union inspired community infrastructure such as miners’ welfares. For the purpose of this paper, the main focus of the union as social capitalist is vis a vis the union as source of lifelong learning returns.

Field  notes that lifelong learning has:

 “…acquired considerable conceptual significance in adult education research. Admittedly, its origins lie in the policy field rather than in social science, and this has led some researchers to question its value. In the policy domain, the concept has won considerable prominence in recent years. It effectively forms the core concept of the educational and training policies of the European Commission, as well as providing an underpinning to the work of the OECD; it has also been widely embraced by many national governments, albeit with somewhat modest concrete results at present” (2005b, P.2 - 3)

The European Union and national governments then are developing policy frameworks that seek to incubate and grow social capital usually within the context of active citizenship, with the governments and political institutions acting as facilitators. Again, citing Field,

“So far as policy makers are concerned the key actors in both areas {social capital and lifelong learning} – enterprises, workers, civil society – lie outside the direct control of government, which must act as a persuader and facilitator rather than solely a vehicle for service delivery.”

This observation holds true in with regard to the UK state’s current approach to engaging unions and employers in the drive to develop the workplace learning agenda and skills enhancement levels.  However, it is interesting to note that the role of trade unions and collective forms of community infrastructure in developing social capital and assisting in community regeneration is much less understood. Not much academic work has been undertaken on the role of trade unions and union related organisations in building social capital in relation to community regeneration.  

Clearly, more research is needed on the role of trade unions as builders of social capital and that research needs to be anchored in empirical methods. Our paper and case study on the twin track development in Midlothian represents an initial Scottish contribution to this research.

The views expressed in this article are entirely the authors’ own and do not represent the views of their employers.  Both authors are writing in a personal capacity.
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