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Employment relations update: the implications of the December 2019 Conservative general election victory
At the time of writing the book the outcome of the UK general election, held on 12 December 2019, was unknown. Now that it is known, what does the Conservative victory, under prime minister Boris Johnson, mean for employment relations? The Conservatives’ election manifesto made little mention of employment relations matters directly, apart from three measures. First, a commitment to progressing the implementation of two reforms encompassed by the ‘Good Work Plan’ in the aftermath of the Taylor Review, namely the establishment of a single enforcement body (see Chapter 10 update) and the right for workers to request a predictable contract. Second, a restatement of the objective that the National Living Wage should over time reach two-thirds of median hourly earnings (see Chapter 7 update). The third proposed measure, a pledge to legislate to impose ‘minimum service guarantees’ during transport strikes, would target the bargaining power of the rail unions, and their ability to enforce effective strike action.
The Conservative election victory also means that the UK will almost certainly leave the EU some time in early 2020. What will this mean for EU-derived employment rights and protections? In the past some senior members of Boris Johnson’s government, and indeed Johnson himself, saw the potential for Brexit to weaken labour standards in pursuit of greater deregulation. The Conservative election manifesto, however, suggested that in leaving the EU, and thus securing more control over its affairs, the UK could ‘raise standards in areas like workers’ rights’ (Conservative Party 2019); although there was nothing to stop UK governments from doing this anyway even while remaining in the EU. During 2020 the future of workers’ rights should become clearer. If the UK wants a close economic and trading relationship with the EU, and substantial access to the Single Market, then it is likely to have to agree to operate some kind of regulatory alignment, reducing the potential for deregulation. Alternatively, a more distant economic and trading relationship would give the UK greater scope to seek competitive advantage through a deregulated labour market, an aspiration which is close to the heart of many Conservatives.
As covered in Chapter 3 of the book, many advocates of Brexit emphasize the desirability of controlling labour migration as a key reason for leaving the EU. In its manifesto the Conservative Party specified an intention to end free movement of EU citizens to the UK, with the establishment of a ‘a firmer and fairer Australian-style points-based immigration system, so that we can decide who comes to this country on the basis of the skills they have and the contribution they can make – not where they come from…There will be fewer lower-skilled migrants and overall numbers will come down’ (Conservative Party 2019: 20). It seems likely that shortages of labour, in those parts of the economy that make substantial use of EU workers, such as social care and hospitality, will be exacerbated, if and when the Conservatives’ proposed new arrangements come into force.
What does the Conservative election victory, based on the prospect of ‘getting Brexit done’, as the Conservatives’ slogan put it, and a dislike of the Labour Party leader, Jeremy Corbyn, mean for employment relations more generally? Clearly, Labour’s ambitious programme of re-regulation, including greater encouragement for collective bargaining and the prohibition of exploitative zero-hours contracts, will not be implemented. The Labour Party’s defeat clearly means that an opportunity to reverse the process of neo-liberalization in employment relations has now been lost. 
The Conservative government faces two major challenges. The first concerns the need to reconcile an ingrained Conservative belief in the desirability of deregulation with the pressures that exist to moderate neo-liberal austerity and re-regulate the labour market. Chapter 3 of the book highlights the exceptionally timid and limited attempts by Theresa May’s Conservative governments to respond to re-regulatory pressures between 2016 and 2019. There is no sign, as yet, that Johnson’s administration will behave very differently in respect of employment relations.
The second major challenge concerns the state of the economy and the impact of Brexit. For much of his majority in Parliament Johnson depends upon Conservative MPs elected in the North of England and the Midlands, where concerns over stagnant wages and precarious employment are especially pronounced. We can expect Johnson’s administration to try and develop a more interventionist approach than its predecessors, using the resources of the state, such as investment in public infrastructure projects, to stimulate economic growth, at the same time as cultivating a popular-nationalist agenda designed to appeal to working people in relatively disadvantaged communities. Yet its ability to do so will depend on the success of the economy; during 2019 UK economic growth stalled. Whatever the nature of the future relationship between the UK and the EU it seems almost inevitable that Brexit, because of the disruption it causes to existing trading arrangements and relationships, will adversely affect the economy. 
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