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	MOIR LOCKHEAD, chief executive of FirstGroup, has been urged to intervene after a strike in the transport company’s bus division escalated into the longest-running dispute in the industry for 30 years. 
The all-out strike by 1,500 bus drivers in South Yorkshire has crippled services for more than two weeks. FirstGroup is the dominant operator in the county and retailers in Sheffield, Doncaster, Rotherham and surrounding areas have complained to the company that the dispute is badly damaging trade. 
The strike by members of the T&G union is over pay after drivers rejected a two-year offer of a 30p-per-hour increase in the first year and 27p in the second year, which the company says is an average 8.4 per cent rise across all grades of driver. It would increase the pay of the lowest paid driver from £5.85 an hour to £6.42 after two years. 
The T&G argues that pay is so low that hundreds of drivers are claiming working families’ tax credits. This means that taxpayers are having to subsidise First Group’s pay policy, the union says. The T&G also objects to a move to fund a backdated element of the pay offer by reducing sick pay. FirstGroup wants the first day of sickness to be taken without pay. 
Graham Stevenson, T&G national organiser for transport, said: “This cannot be doing First Group’s reputation any good at all so I am making a direct approach to Moir Lockhead to personally intervene.” 
A FirstGroup spokesman said it was company policy that local issues should be settled locally. He said that the company had not yet received a request for Mr Lockhead to become involved in the South Yorkshire dispute. FirstGroup, which sets budgets for each of its divisions, says it will not cross-subsidise and that each operation must make its way in its local market. 
Brandon Jones, commercial director of First Group’s South Yorkshire division, said: “We are very aware of the financial impact of this dispute on our driving staff, the company and traders in the community.” 
Mr Jones said that First Group’s wish to make sick drivers take the first day of illness unpaid was similar to moves by other large companies, such as Tesco, and that the business was following normal commercial practice. 
However, Mr Stevenson said: “It’s just plain daft to tie a pay offer to cuts in sick pay when sickness rates are running so high due to the pressures of the job and covering for high vacancy levels.” 
This week the dispute looked likely to become further entrenched after union members voted to reject a revised offer, backdating the offer to April. They rejected the offer by 723 votes to 502 in a high turnout for a ballot. 
Talks with Acas, the conciliation body, to which both parties have agreed, are due to start today



