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SCANDALOUS!

The latest slap in the face for DWP workers is the announcement that Jobcentre Plus will lose responsibility for people signing on for more than 12 months. If carried out, this will have a devastating impact on staffing levels in our local offices. 

Local offices already resemble the Marie Celeste due to footfall, the creation of Benefit Delivery Centres and tens of thousands of staff already cut altogether. It will also place in peril hundreds more local offices as New Labour continues to slash public services. 

[image: image1.jpg]



There is no justification for handing lucrative contracts to the so-called third sector. Our members in local offices do a tremendous job in the circumstances. Massive cuts in funding for training and other provisions has meant that there has been little to offer long-term unemployed workers through Jobcentre Plus. Now there are promises of pots of gold being offered to and through the private sector. 

The proposal by city banker, David Freud, repeats the old mantras that people signing on are work-shy and that single parents are to be blamed for most ills in society. The proposal also comes at a time when members in local offices are being reminded that their role is to police the register. For senior management, gone are the days when the priority was to pay benefit and help people find decent jobs. Now the emphasis is on referring cases to DMA for sanctioning.

Interestingly, Jobcentre Plus will retain responsibility for any sanctioning arising from the work of the private sector. This means that any incidents that arise from benefits being cut will take place in our local offices not in those of the private sectors’. 

The proposal mirrors but on a far larger scale, the decision to close down JCP-led Action Teams. A study concluded that the JCP teams were at least as effective as their private sector counterparts. What drives this government is an ideological drive to break up public services. Their “reform” programme is not about better services but increasing profits for private companies and driving down our wages and conditions. 

This is yet another reason why we need an effective industrial action strategy. Isolated one day protests are not enough. A combination of effective selective/targeted action in key areas alongside national action is needed to defend jobs and the public services we provide. 

CONTACT PCS INDEPENDENT LEFT BY EMAIL: PCSINDEPENDENTLEFT@HOTMAIL.COM
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Too scared to go sick?

HR Modernisation changed the rules governing attendance management in DWP last summer and despite slight improvements negotiated by the trade union, it is now far easier for the employer to place members on warnings and sack them than ever before. There has been a progressive worsening of the DWP regime as it relates to the treatment of sick staff. 

The reason for this is clear, the employer wants to cut jobs and people who are sick are an easy target. The hunt is on now that there will be no more reductions from VER.

Trigger or consideration points – the standard trigger point for consideration is 8 days in any rolling year. In reality the average sickness levels in DWP are much higher than this. Most of us work in public offices where we meet many people daily, others work in “benefit factories” such as BDCs in close and enclosed proximity with others. In these conditions the most healthy worker is lucky not to fall ill sometimes.

We believe that the standard eight day trigger point is too low, and is unrealistic for most of us, whether or not we have an underlying health problem. Of course, it is also well recognised that we tend to suffer higher levels of sickness as we get older, and despite what is now an ageing workforce in DWP, our employer does not acknowledge this. Other Government Departments, where in many cases their terms and conditions are better than ours, have higher trigger points than in DWP.

Raised trigger points - many members suffer from underlying health problems or disabilities that can cause a raised level of sickness absence. In the past reps have successfully argued for increased “tolerance” levels for those members, in many cases relying on the provisions of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 to press home the point. The days of such reasonable adjustments are coming to an end. London management is conducting a survey of all staff with raised trigger points with a view to reviewing them. Only the most naïve of us would believe that the reviews will result in raised tolerances, even for those members with progressive or degenerative conditions.

Toughening up - it is not just the rules themselves that affect how members are treated, it is how they are applied. There is clear evidence of an increasingly tough stance against sick members. Absences that would previously have been tolerated or disregarded are leading to the imposition of warnings. Management discretion is severely limited, and if a manager does not want to impose a warning they must justify themselves to senior managers and provide written reasons for not imposing a warning. Many line managers feel increasingly pressured by their own managers or directed by HR into giving warnings. Regional Management, of course deny that this activity is orchestrated. 

If elected, Independent Left will prioritise a fight-back against unfair sickness management. We will strive to improve access to both legal advice and representation. We will vastly improve the training and support available to hard-pressed reps in such cases. 

We need an overtime ban now!
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The successful one-day strike on January 31 was followed by a two week overtime ban. In HMRC, the GEC organised a successful indicative ballot of members to introduce a long-term ban on overtime.

PCS Independent Left supports the introduction of an overtime ban to last for the duration of the dispute. 

Members should not be working overtime when thousands of jobs are being cut. Management need a large amount of work to be done in overtime because of the cuts they have made to staffing. Eventually they hope that their plans for policing people off the register will reduce the need for more staff. In the mean time, members working overtime are bailing management out of their crisis.

Individual members are not to blame. The problem was the strange reluctance of the LU-led NEC and, for example the DWP GEC. 

At the DWP GEC held on 2 March, the issue was raised by Independent Left supporters. We argued that we should follow the HMRC and have an indicative ballot on overtime. The LU members on the GEC would only say that the picture was mixed and resisted attempts to have a detailed discussion on the issue. 

It was mentioned that Leeds Branch BEC thought that any overtime ban was “divisive”. Both Leeds and Bradford Branch, with four GEC members in them, did not picket overtime during the two week ban. This low key approach may explain why there is no plan for a longer term ban.

While there is no ban, some members continue to work large amounts of overtime. A successfully policed ban is essential to our fight. 

The GEC in a circular issued before the strike made a point of acknowledging that some members supplement their salary by overtime working.  To pander to this instinct is wrong and full of problems for any union. By working overtime, we are effectively cutting our own throats. 

Support a ballot now!

Taking Liberties!

Those members and activists that have been around for a while will recall the last days of the Reamsbottom empire. Typically, the union magazine of the day was treated as the National Moderate Group’s in-house journal.  It was used by Bazza as a means to maintain his grip on the union after he had lost any base among the branches. 

Well, to our surprise it’s happening again. Members reading the latest DWP magazine PCS Voice, edited by Phil Morcom, will notice that members money has been spent with the sole purpose of name checking the Left Unity GEC slate just before the elections.

Morcom himself reminds members that we are indeed fortunate to have GEC members who do “phenomenal work looking after our interests” and we will soon have the opportunity to re-elect “ these “balanced, principled and pragmatic” leaders on the Group Executive Committee. “ We are grateful.

The remaining articles include gratuitous quotes from current GEC members seeking re-election, or those that are on the LU slate this year. Included is the wisdom of Dave Alston who lets us into a little secret on pay that “when the pay talks start, PCS will be putting forward our key demands.”  Thanks for that Dave!

Hijacking the DWP magazine as a factional tool for pre-election propaganda is an abuse of power and a misuse of member’s subs. Activists should take note!
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PCS INDEPENDENT LEFT- ELECTION PROGRAMME FOR THE 2007 NEC ELECTIONS

ACTION ON PAY AND PENSIONS:

· End the wild variation in pay that sees staff earning thousands less than colleagues in the same grade in better-paying areas.

· Return to national pay bargaining, support previous conference policies for a national dispute.
· End Performance Related Pay, which discriminates against administrative grades, ethnic minority staff, and people with disabilities.

· Progression to the maxima within five years. Pay maximums have been a pipe dream since incremental scales were abolished.

· Equal pay for work of equal value. A much more assertive use of equal pay law.
· For a fighting campaign against low pay. 

· For a pension accrual rate for all members equal to that enjoyed by MPs and Ministers.

· Uprate all pension schemes to the best terms available in the civil service.
· National harmonisation of terms and conditions of employment. All Civil Servants have one legal employer, the Crown, so we should have one set of terms - the best ones!

ACTION ON JOB LOSS AND PRIVATISATION:

· Stop the jobs cull as well as opposing compulsory redundancies.

· Link the various PCS privatisation fights.

· A national campaign against the public sector sell-off, in unity with other unions.

EQUALITY:

· Insistence on the equality checking of all personnel policies to ensure equal treatment for all, robustly enforcing members' rights under the Equal Pay, Sex, Race, Disability, and Age discrimination and other relevant laws and a more assertive insistence on Race Equality Impact Assessments and legal challenges against adverse impact.

· Greater legal assistance to representatives.
A DEMOCRATIC UNION PUNCHING ITS FULL NATIONAL WEIGHT:
· For a membership-led union championing members' interests with elected full time officers on salaries more closely linked to members'.

· A developed strategy of national and paid selective/targeted action on jobs & pay and an end to the NEC' reliance on members fighting in isolation in the bargaining units.  A national voluntary levy of members to support this action.
