
NC Report on the situation at the Vestas Wind Turbine plant, Isle of Wight: Building a fight to save 
jobs and the climate

From Monday (June 15th) to Thursday (June 19th), PR, DR and EM stayed on the Isle of Wight, 
obtaining contacts and testing the water for a fight against the closure of the Vestas wind turbine 
factory, the only facility of its kind in the UK. What follows is a detailed explanation of the 
objective situation, accompanied by a description of our action, and the possibilities for future 
action on the island.

VESTAS WIND – 
• Is a Danish Company, which makes onshore wind turbines in the UK, mostly for export to 

the USA.
• It used a non-standard wood and resin technology in the UK (rather than more common 

carbon composites), which is more suitable for onshore than offshore wind, and is more 
labour intensive to produce.

• There are two sites on the Isle of Wight, employing around 550 people (500 in 
manufacturing, and 50 in R&D), and one distribution site in Southampton, (employing 
between 50 and 100 people).

• The plant used on the IoW sites, used to make 42m long blades, is not easily modified to 
make longer blades, and looks very expensive. The factory has only been around for ten 
years, so it is doubtful whether Vestas will have paid off the value of the plant – they will 
want to remove it to use it elsewhere.

• Vestas profits grew 75% to over 500 million euros in 2008, and management are upbeat 
about further growth despite the recession.

• Vestas claim to be moving out of the UK as there is no market for onshore wind. Planning 
procedures mean that there are 2.5 times as many proposed turbines stuck at the planning 
stage as have actually been built. To re-emphasise: Vestas will want to keep the plant and 
machinery, as they intend to produce onshore wind turbines in Colorado, closer to the 
market.

CLOSURE PLANS
• Closure of both manufacturing sites on the Island, and the distribution site in Southampton, 

was announced in April. Around 550 jobs will go, but 40 will remain in the R&D facility on 
the Isle of Wight.

• The ‘consultation period’ ends in July (27th is the date floating around for closure) – 
technically closure is not inevitable, but the outcome of the consultation is an open secret.

• The redundancy pledged to the workers is double the statutory minimum, but, since few 
have worked at Vestas for long, no-one is getting a huge pay out.

• Re-training schemes have been offered, specifically with GKN aerospace (who make 
military components), and there are rumours flying round that GKN have visited the site, 
and may use it to meet a temporary surplus of orders.

• GKN have offered 3-month contracts to Vestas workers, who would have to give up their 
redundancy pay to take up these contracts. The workers we spoke to were very sceptical 
about these contracts – they sound like a scam to save both companies some money.

THE LABOUR SITUATION
• Average age of the workers at Vestas is about 35, the plant has existed for 10 years.
• The company has victimised workers attempting to organise a union. There are 15 UNITE 

members (out of 600 workers) and they seem to keep very quiet.
• There is an unofficial (but widely used) 3-strikes and out policy: three small contraventions 



of the rules means the sack. Workers have told us of management bullying if you call in 
sick, and that workers are only allowed to take the second half of a day off, never the first. 
There is a lot of resentment against management, especially since the managers on the site 
have all but stopped working during the consultation period.

• Having tried and failed to organise workers at Vestas, UNITE seem to have given up. The 
regional UNITE rep tells us his predecessor approached management, who said they didn’t 
want a union, but it is unclear whether any real action was taken to organise the plant.

• The regional UNITE officer, BK, is a business unionist, who is dismissive of Vestas 
workers, and somewhat washed his hands of the whole situation when we met him.

• Despite a total lack of organisation, the workers are angry, they feel totally powerless, but 
many were impressed when we told them about Visteon, and the 40 grand pay-out that 
resulted.

OUR ACTION ON THE ISLAND
• We met:

- Chair of COWES trades council DQ – old school militant. Retired, but excited 
about the possibility of industrial action.

- Secretary of Cowes trades council BB – Less militant, but still wants a fight. 
However, he wants BK (the UNITE organiser) to speak at the public meeting we 
proposed. Both the above said that we would be ‘pissing in the wind’ trying to 
organise a fight, but have come round to the idea.

- CLP/LRC councillor GL – likes the idea of direct action, describes himself as a 
socialist, not a social democrat, and certainly not a Blairite. However, can’t 
publicly support direct action. Put us in contact with local UNISON branch sec 
MC, who can help with leaflets, stalls and printing. 

- There is a strong UNISON branch, but most were at conference. GL assures us 
some of them will be interested.

Other Activists on the Island:
- JH– environmentalist on the parish council – sixties style radical, very happy to 

be heavily involved in the campaign. Says she will talk to local friends of the 
earth, and persuade them not to be so dismissive of the workers’ movement.

- Several Green Party members who their local organiser assures me will be 
interested. 

- There is a strong local CND group, who will be interested as the Vestas site may 
become a GKN aerospace factory – the switch from wind turbines to weapons 
would be such a ridiculous move that it would draw in lots of support. Our CND 
contact is GA

- There is one worker at the Vestas plant, JW, who has already started a (mostly 
internet based) campaign about the closure. We have him on facebook, and have 
a phone number, but haven’t been able to speak to him yet.

- We have three contacts who are journalists at the local weekly, the County Press.
All in all, we feel that there are enough active people on the island for a good local campaign.

OUR PROPOSAL

To build for a public meeting to be held very early in July, hosted by Cowes trades council, with a 
speaker from Visteon, and with Workers’ Climate Action as prominent and visible organisers. 
Cowes TC have already agreed to all this. We want to build a huge meeting and push very hard for 
occupation of the Vestas factory, which though unlikely, would be a major step towards success.

We want to use the activist energy on the island, as well as lots of comrades, environmental 
contacts, anti-arms trade contacts, the labour movement, green groups and others from the mainland 



to build this meeting. We will be asking comrades and contacts to come to the island to build the 
meeting from around June 26th. 

While things are at a very early stage, a number of possible scenarios emerge, most justifying a lot 
of time and effort on our part. If the workers will not occupy, they may strike, failing this, they will 
almost certainly sign a letter against the closure and join demonstrations. If we organise green 
contacts (especially climate camp contacts) to use direct action tactics to prevent the plant from 
leaving the site, the workers will undoubtedly support this verbally and visibly. Even if the workers 
are too demoralised and beaten down to build a fight within the factory, the political nature of this 
closure means that gathering a local and national movement around it would be no great difficulty.

A few further things:

Vestas management have proved before that they will stop at nothing to prevent organisation in the 
factory. They will probably engage in dirty tricks whatever the nature of the campaign against the 
closure. Having clear and accurate legal advice would be good.

Second, as mentioned, the national political situation (NIMBY campaigns, a lack of funding), 
contributed to the closure. We need to be prepared for discussions about the national state of wind 
energy, and sharp on any political demands so that they emphasise the wide implications of the 
renewable energy industry.


