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BA Thwarts Cabin Crew Bid To Block Changes 
 
By Simon Zekaria  
Of DOW JONES NEWSWIRES  
  
LONDON (Dow Jones)--British Airways PLC's (BAY.LN) cabin crew Friday lost a legal battle to overturn 
changes to pay and working conditions at the U.K. airline.  
 
The High Court in a ruling also denied an injunction bid by staff, supported by the union Unite, against BA 
imposing cost-cutting plans set out in November last year that freeze cabin crew pay and reduces crew 
numbers on board long-haul flights from London's Heathrow Airport.  
 
The ruling will come as a blow to Unite, which argued that the airline's plans to reduce crew levels were 
illegal as existing numbers were fixed by collective union agreements and that the proposals alter terms 
and conditions of individual cabin crew members' contracts.  
 
BA said in a statement that it is "extremely pleased" with Friday's ruling that the changes it made to 
"onboard crew numbers on flights from Heathrow were reasonable, did not breach crew contracts and 
can remain in place."  
 
Unite called the outcome "regrettable."  
 
The airline said Unite demanded the plans be reversed despite the "severe financial impact" on the 
company of such action.  
 
Judge Christopher Holland said BA's action to cut costs could be deemed reasonable given the state it 
found itself in last October.  
 
"The now undisputed fact is that BA was then in a very serious financial state, such that management 
reasonably had urgently to do something in the interests of the company, its employees and its financial 
backers," he said in a written judgment.  
 
Legal experts said the ruling finding in favor of BA reflects a trend in the courts supporting companies in 
contractual employment disputes.  
 
"Courts are tending to sympathize with employers, especially when the changes are implemented to 
reflect business needs in the current economic climate," Employment specialist Emma Clark at law firm 
Fox said. "Unite's position at BA is weakening on a daily basis."  
 
Following the court ruling, BA called on Unite to abort possible future strike action. "We believe it should 
reflect on the court's decision rather than impose an unnecessary strike on the travelling public," the 
airline said.  
 
However, Unite Assistant General Secretary Len McCluskey failed to give the airline reassurance. "The 
judgement makes absolutely no difference to the substance of our dispute with British Airways," he said 
in a statement.  
 
"We remain in negotiations with the company and hope that management will address the real concerns 
of cabin crew. Should they fail to do so industrial action remains a possibility".  
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Cabin crew represented by Unite in December voted to strike to protest the changes, but BA was granted 
an injunction to prevent the industrial action due to procedural issues with the union's ballot. Unite has re-
balloted its 12,000 cabin crew members on further possible strike action from March. The result of the 
ballot is expected Monday.  
 
However, experts said striking or legal action, while potentially unavoidable, would be unnecessary and 
costly.  
 
Partner and employment specialist Philip Henson at law firm Bargate Murray said BA and Unite should 
now seek to resolve their differences away from the courtroom, as well as avoid the spectre of unilateral 
industrial action.  
 
"The parties will no doubt be at loggerheads in their separate negotiation discussions. I would suggest 
that mediation would be the best way for the parties to come to a workable solution, rather than 
continuing the monthly jaunt to the High Court, or the union ballot box," he said.  
 
Emma Clark at law firm Fox added: "I expect the union will call further strikes, but I believe they should 
think very carefully before they do so as such actions could result in serious damage to BA and a huge 
loss of goodwill."  
 
Earlier this month, BA said third-quarter pretax losses narrowed due to a decline in operating costs but 
warned it is still on course for its worst fiscal-year performance.  
 
It said its pretax loss in the three months to Dec. 31 narrowed to GBP50 million from GBP122 million in 
the same period a year ago.  
 
Like other airlines, BA has faced a difficult couple of years as demand for travel, in particular lucrative 
premium traffic, fell in the wake of the economic downturn.  
 
As a result, the airline has been in a drive to cut costs, which it has achieved through cutting capacity and 
spending, and striving for a more efficient work force. Last year it asked staff to volunteer for redundancy, 
part-time work, working for free and taking unpaid leave to help the carrier "fight for survival."  
 
At 1503 GMT, BA shares were down 0.5% at 209 pence, while the benchmark FTSE 100 index was up 
0.01%.  
 
-By Simon Zekaria, Dow Jones Newswires; +44 207 842-9410; simon.zekaria@dowjones.com 


