British Airways Asks Judge to Block Cabin Crew Strike (Updatel)

By James Lumley and Steven Rothwell

Dec. 16 (Bloomberg) -- British Airways Plc asked a London judge to rule that a strike ballot carried out
by its cabin-crew union is “unlawful” because it included employees who had already agreed to leave the

company.

A ruling in favor of the airline may force the Unite union to postpone the planned 12-day strike,
scheduled to start Dec. 22, until after the Christmas holiday period. Flight attendants said Dec. 14 that

they would stage a stoppage after receiving the backing of 92 percent of union members.

British Airways is facing its first strike since 1997 after cutting cabin-crew levels last month when talks
with unions failed to produce a compromise. The carrier is seeking to trim costs after a slump in air

travel pushed it to a 217 million- pound ($354 million) loss in the six months ended Sept. 30.

“With what appears to be withering contempt for the interests and concerns of over 1 million passengers
and at those whom they wish to visit over Christmas, Unite has initiated strike action over the most

important two weeks of the year,” Bruce Carr, the airline’s lawyer, said at a London court hearing today.

The union said a ballot of more than 12,500 workers produced an 80 percent turnout, and that it rejects
allegations of any irregularities. Unite accepts that ballot papers may have been sent to employees who
had already left the company and that it had no way of identifying who they were, said John Hendy, a
lawyer for Unite.

Separate Talks

The hearing is scheduled to continue tomorrow and Judge Laura Cox said she’ll give a ruling then.

“Inevitably when there is a strike there is damage to the employees,” said Hendy. “Almost inevitably

there is damage to the public too.”
“Employees are entitled to take industrial action” and “the solution is in British Airways’ hands,” he said.

The carrier and the union today began separate talks to head off the strike that would disrupt the travel
plans of more than 1 million people. Unite balloted members after failing to obtain a court order blocking
the changes, which include a scaling back in the umber of flight attendants on Boeing Co. 747 jumbo jets

to 14 from 15.

“The law relating to the handling of ballots is very technical and it is a great shame that matters of this
kind have to be decided by technicalities,” said Ronnie Fox, an employment lawyer in who isn’t involved

in the case. “But the hand of British Airways has been forced.”
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