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Case Study: The Firefighters’ Dispute  

 
 

In November 2002, the British firefighters launched their first national strike in 
25 years. They were protesting at their rate of pay, claiming that it was behind 
the rest of the economy, not least because theirs was a highly skilled job. The 
Fire Brigades Union (FBU) had been demanding an increase of 40%, which 
would bring their salaries up to £30,000, although media commentators have 
hinted that they did not really expect to get this much. The government 
refused to comply with such ‘unrealistic’ demands, arguing that if they gave a 
40% increase to firefighters, then nurses, teachers and other people in the 
service industries would demand similar figures; this might result in a wave of 
strikes and protests across the public sector. Heated debates continued 
between the FBU and local authority employers, but eventually 87.6% of the 
union’s members voted in favour of strike action. After a two-day strike, the 
government offered a compromise of 16%, but this was conditional upon the 
fire service being ‘modernized’ by more flexible working patterns. The 
firefighters rejected this and began an eight day strike, with more action 
planned for the period leading up to Christmas. Meanwhile, the army were 
called in to cover for the firefighters, but they had to rely on just 800 ‘Green 
Goddesses’, the older vehicles that were slower, fewer and generally less 
efficient than modern fire engines. Public support for the firefighters was 
strong at first, but as the strike action began to inconvenience users of public 
transport and the media drew attention to people dying in house fires (even 
though this was not directly due to the strike action), their enthusiasm began 
to waver. 
 
Source: http://www.guardian.co.uk/firefighters/story/0,12536,816352,00.html
(November 22nd 2002) 
 
Questions: 
1. How did the firefighters’ working conditions and trade union discussions 

bring them towards a state of ‘class consciousness’? 
2. What was the relationship between these workers and the government, in 

its roles as both their employer and the ruling group? 
3. Why do you think the government was reluctant to concede to the 

demands of the firefighters? 
4. If the firefighters did get their 40% pay rise, how might the government 

decide to finance this? 
5. Do protests such as this suggest that modern Britain is a truly democratic 

society or not? 
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