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Fight 



 

Nobody should be fooled by New Labour’s welfare reform agenda to  “modernise” the DWP.    These reforms are a serious and immediate threat and it is the most important issue before this Conference.   In our struggle with the bosses since the debacle that was the aftermath of the safety dispute, the employer has been out in front.  The latest facilities policies reflects their belief that they can impose what they want with little union resistance.  All of their attacks whether on the union or terms and conditions are linked to making it easier to roll out the welfare reform agenda.  

The New Labour government adhering to the policies of institutions of global capital such as the IMF and WTO  is striving to shore up the economy by rolling back the welfare state, privatising public services and attempting to drive down working class living standards.   

low pay and welfare reform

New Labour is abandoning the post-war welfare system and moving to a ‘workfarist’ system.  This reform is to ensure that labour is as cheap as possible for capital to employ whilst keeping ‘downward pressure on inflation’.  By expanding the number of people officially defined as ‘unemployed’ they are drawing in those previously not considered on the labour markets such as lone parents and the sick.  This increased number defined as of ‘working age’ will be subject to greater control to ensure a greater availability on the labour market.  Requiring more benefit dependent groups to compete for work is thought to be key to keeping wage levels down.   In turn the new relationship with employers involves more than employer suite’s in local offices, to make labour cheaper for capital to employ New Labour is spending billions through direct and indirect subsidies of the pay bill, such as allowances to employers for new deal and new tax credits. 

The price we will pay

The labour movement fought to redistribute a share of the wealth workers create towards a welfare system. A safety net in times of hardship. We need to respond from the standpoint of defending our own, independent working class interests.  We need to oppose a system which supervises the supply of cheap labour for employers and fight for a welfare service that meets our needs not those of capital.  Not least of all because the end result for us in the DWP will be at least 20,000 jobs lost, an emaciated local office network and vastly reduced benefit services.  For those workers left, the union will be increasingly neutered unable to provide effective representation for a workforce open to increased ‘flexibility’ policies and the road cleared for wider privatisation in line with the agenda of global capital.  

GEC Paralysis

The Group leadership has responded in two ways to the latest bosses offensive – by simply giving in or trying to talk them out of it. The Parliamentary lobby of 7th May was a fine example of the amateurish disarray of the leadership - only 7 out of 35 GEC members attended! 

Some of the leadership are simply politically bankrupt, careerist opportunists or both.  Aloof and out of touch they are more at home on committees or with management than amongst members.  The others need to shake out of this paralysis.  Instead of being constantly shocked by the bosses latest moves, we need an equally aggressive approach.  As most of the GEC claim to be socialists, and even Marxists (poor Marx) then what is there for them to be surprised about.  Do they genuinely believe there is an ongoing struggle between the working class and the capitalist class? If so who do they think represents the interests of the capitalist class if not our employer, and their managers.  

In contrast the hierarchy campaigns are underway in some Regions. In London the Socialist Caucus has led the way to mount a campaign. There has been a range of leaflets, workplace meetings, a London Parliamentary lobby, work MP’s resulting an Early Day Motion against job cuts, a pending ballot for industrial action. Socialist Caucus supporters in Sheffield have also taken the lead with a round of indicative votes underway. 

Whilst some members may not yet fully appreciate the scale of the attack we face.  Most branches recognise that what is happening is part of a massive attack on jobs and services. Several have submitted motions about staffing, motion E199 tells the GEC how to mount a coordinated campaign of resistance.

We need to build the campaign in the Regions with or without the GEC.  However the scale the attack we face demands a fightback at all levels of our union.   Time and again it has been proven that what is lacking on our side is not the guts of the rank and file.  What is lacking is a rank & file organisation, a sense of direction from the leadership and a co-ordinated strategy to turn the tables on the employer and the Government.

In this society conflicts are resolved by struggle, as in any battle we have to examine the strengths and weaknesses of our side, that of our enemy and the balance of the two. There is always the danger of focusing only on the problems of our side and so we see only our weaknesses.  The debacle in PCSU since the safety dispute disguises the weaknesses of the employer – they are not unbeatable they simply have not been fought.  From this Conference lets take the next step and take on the employer and the government in defence of jobs and services.



These are the facts: 
· In January this year, average sick absence rates in DWP stood at an average of 12.5 days per member of staff.  In Jobcentre Plus, the absence rate was higher at 13.1 days. 

· According to the Absence by Reason figures produced by the Department, three of the top four causes of absence were Depression, Stress and Anxiety accounting for around a quarter of all absences. 

· In the 2002 DWP Staff Survey, 69% of staff felt uncomfortable pressure due to workload at least some of the time.  In the same survey, 55% found it difficult to take leave due to staffing levels and a staggering 53% of staff had worked on at least a further 3 to 6 hours in addition to their contracted hours per week as an average.

· Staffing cuts to meet management's head count target continue to gather pace with over 1000 casual/Fixed Term Contract workers laid off this month. 

Against this background, DWP management introduced from February its new Managing Attendance policy.  Despite various references to the welfare of staff, the introduction of these new guidelines is a signal that management intend to crack down on absence levels. 

Central to the new rules is the imposition of an eight day absence limit in a rolling twelve month year.  The significance of this figure is that DWP management has crudely aligned the annual limit to the Treasury target.  Ultimately, Managing Attendance is about cutting costs. London Region management has produced its own "interpretation" of the national guidelines. Its clear instruction is to commence action as soon as any member of staff hits the eight day limit.  Already the signs are that, in most cases, extenuating circumstances are discounted, and the eight day limit rigidly applied. 

Although the GEC may have negotiated  to build in as many safeguards as possible, the fundamental problem is the eight day limit. That is the figure that senior management in DWP will want to deliver for their political masters.  

The GEC has failed to develop a campaign around this attack involving members. Circulars issued have focused on negotiations and on giving advice to reps. While these are worthy and essential steps, they are not enough.  
The stakes in this issue are very high, with potentially large numbers of our members facing action.  The GEC has not given members an opportunity to oppose the changes to Managing Attendance collectively through campaigning activities, even as limited as petitioning and the production of posters and leaflets.  

At this point in time, there are some essential steps to take if we are to protect members. The GEC has to immediately ensure that all of our reps are adequately trained to represent members facing action. That must include training on the DDA and guidance on how to save members from having action taken against them in as many cases as possible.  

We clearly need a GEC that can provide the basics in organisation and education and that has been an obvious failing this year. Beyond that, the campaigning limitations of this GEC have been exposed yet again. 


Conditions of Service:  Support A139, A150.  

Staffing:  Staffing campaign, what staffing campaign?  We are faced with a minimum of 20,000 jobs to go, plus office closures. Yet the GEC campaign so far has been easily outshone by that led in London against the 600 casuals booted out recently.  Effectively a “three-line whip” was supposed to be on GEC members to attend the lobby of Parliament earlier this month. However only 7 of 35 GEC members were there on the day. With that kind of leadership it is no surprise that the campaign has failed to take off.  Branches cannot wait for a national lead on this issue. Grass roots organisation is needed in the form of all members meetings, demands for an overtime ban and indicative votes for strike action are the next stage to bring this virtual reality campaign to life.  Support motion A210, censuring the GEC and A211.

Jobcentre Plus: Support emergency motions calling for a ballot on opening hours to 5pm. Linked with a campaign of action on staffing, we can deal a real blow to management riding roughshod over members. Support A215 on rollout. 

Pension Service:  Support A221, A222 defending jobs and local services.

Health and Safety: Support A235, A237, A241, A244 and A245.






Following the tribunal victory against the Jobcentre Plus dress code, the GEC were informed by Thompsons, the union’s solicitors, that male members could make claims for compensation for injury to feelings.  

The GEC briefly debated the issue at its April meeting. The decision was to produce a proforma IT1 application form which would have the rep detail box crossed through as “not applicable”.

Socialist Caucus supports the initiative to use compensation claims as a lever on management to settle the dispute. However, it is totally misguided to expect members to receive all correspondence from the tribunal office and the employer’s hawkish lawyers at their home addresses. 

Socialist Caucus supporters on the GEC argued that PCSU Leeds should be the central collection point for IT1s if this is to be a coordinated campaign.  Full timers argued that the PCSU office in Leeds did not have the resource to handle the claims made by members.  The fact is that central coordination is essential, as is the need to take the burden of this campaign from local reps. It is inevitable that many members will rightly be uneasy in not naming a rep. In many cases they will ask for a branch officer’s name to go on the IT1. Already branches have decided that the Branch will acting as a collection point for all claims in the area.

If the resource isn’t in Leeds, it begs the question what are members getting for their money. The latest national union financial report reveals that half of member’s £21 million a year subs income is spent on employment costs, with full timers salaries accounting for over £5 million.  

The farce over the dress code IT1s is symptomatic of the struggle that members and reps have in accessing employment law advice and representation. Socialist Caucus believes that we need a slimmed down bureaucracy with all full timers subject to regular election with salary levels linked to those of the average member. 

In the shorter term, there is a clear need to review the role of full timers in DWP.  Central to this is the urgent task of supporting elected reps at all levels. On an initial pilot basis, we believe that the union should appoint and allocate a lawyer to DWP, with the primary role of offering legal advice, drafting IT1s and representing members at tribunal.  This will take at least some of the burden and feeling of isolation from many of our reps and will enable them to concentrate on the key campaigning tasks facing us.

My branch covers a jobcentre plus implementation district and we went live on 31st March 2003. The year leading up to this was one of the most stressful in my union life. Our reps were presented with a huge amount of work, things we had never experienced before, negotiations that seemed like national issues like grading of jobs, office closures etc. Local management were secretive and gave only minimum information. We were expected to respond to detailed documents in an incredibly short time and participate in risk assessments in offices where screens were coming down. Naturally we all felt overwhelmed and worried that if we did something wrong it would have a knock on effect for offices coming after us. It was particularly difficult as we were in a PCSU branch reorganisation period taking on 2 collapsed ES branches. About half of our reps were new or inexperienced 

We expected to have close liaisons with the GEC, training, support and advice. We didn’t get any of this. The GEC were only interested if we contacted them and often we didn’t get replies to our queries. We went to one national meeting all year and received training in safety issues in January when we were at the end of the process. We felt isolated and often desperate. 

We did come out the other side but I wouldn’t want any other branch to experience what we went through. Too often PCSU don’t learn from history and the GEC abdicate from their responsibilities. PCSU should use the experiences of phase two branches to inform and advise phase three offices. We need to provide quality training for reps, both in what to expect and in the safety assessment process. I’ve been at conference when ONE office, pathfinder offices, pensions centres and others have criticised the support they received from the GEC during the implementation of new structures.  It time we were proactive and anticipate the support required by branches.

Motion A215 simply lists the things we felt would have been useful to support and inform us during the implementation process. The GEC are opposing the motion and I really can’t see why. It is not apparent that any of the instructions have yet been carried out and I have spoken to phase three offices in my region that have had no support from the group yet. Support motion A215 and send a strong message to the GEC from the reps that do the work on the ground.








Branches have submitted motions to this conference reflecting concerns that the union has failed to realise the significance of the raft of HR changes. In particular, the GEC is rightly accused of failing to adequately consult members and their reps.

One issue that has not received much publicity is that of warnings imposed on members. New DWP rules mean that in each and every case where a penalty is applied a written reprimand will be given, whether or not another penalty is also imposed. The three year minimum duration of these new reprimands means that all members found to have committed serious or gross misconduct will be subject to warning for at least three years. 

It is quite possible, and indeed likely, that reprimands will exceed in length the duration of other penalties. Even where they stand alone three years is a long time for a warning to sit on a personal file. Under former Benefits Agency procedures, BA reps were normally able to ensure that lesser procedures were used which circumvented the five year rule for written reprimands in force in that agency.  

For ex-ES staff the current position is a change to their detriment. ES and You provided for letters of displeasure where findings had been made and action short of penalty was deemed appropriate, this provision has now gone. ES and You provided for penalties of flexible duration, including reprimands, this flexibility has now been removed in the case of shorter penalties. The most serious problem is the conflation of penalties for minor, serious and some gross misconduct offences. 

There is both direct and anecdotal evidence of the problems that are already arising under this heading. There is an effective merging of the maximum penalty imposed for the “top end” of minor misconduct and the lesser forms of serious misconduct up to gross misconduct. One example is that of the increasingly common problem of e-mail or inter/intranet abuse. 

There are examples of looking at the same three year penalty for four cases;  one involving a couple of accesses and the others ranging up to 25 accesses. The decision maker’s discretion has been removed and these penalties encourage mechanistic decision making. Until recently it may have been possible to persuade individual decision makers to refer certain cases back for local action for minor misconduct where the three year minimum warning has been considered excessive to the findings. That will stop abruptly with the devolution of decision making. 

On the issue of gross misconduct, the escalation of some offences from serious to gross misconduct is of major concern. In practice, the experience in the former ES was that were able to successfully defend members against dismissal in gross misconduct cases on the basis of mitigation even where the offences have been proven.

It is clearly important that all and any changes which could be viewed as detrimental are addressed in seeking and acting on legal advice. Our members, from all former agencies, face an increasingly harsh management regime in terms of both discipline and inefficiency. It would be remiss of the GEC not to seek to use all avenues to fight these changes and the regime that imposes them.  The fact is that branches were not consulted on these crucial changes. After all, the majority of representation of individual members takes place at branch and regional levels.  

The GEC has again failed to get to grips with important changes imposed by management.  The GEC has not alerted members, campaigned against the changes nor consulted branches adequately and have, as a result, offered little resistance.



Opposition to extended opening hours needs to be a major priority for the new GEC.  Where the effects are already being felt, no other issue has caused as much anger and concern among members since the last dispute.  Many members were initially pleased to see the new DWP flexi agreements.  However, along with the new flexi agreement came a new threat – longer working days and more pressure to work particular hours.  Pension Service call centres are open from 8am till 8pm despite evidence showing that very few calls are received in the evening. All Jobcentre Plus offices will soon be expected to stay open to the public till 5pm, meaning that many members will have to change their working patterns and consequently their personal lives, in order to fit in with management’s “vision”. 

Some Districts are already piloting this approach and the GEC would be unwise to ignore the level of anger among the member affected.  In Knowsley and Sefton District members are under such a great deal of pressure to stay late, causing some members to build up ridiculous levels of flexi credits and others to arrive late at their childcare providers.  In Manchester, the District Manager is happy to assure the Trade Union Side that offices will only be staffed by “volunteers” knowing that managers will bully staff into staying late.  Despite assurances at District level, members are finding they have booked appointments lasting until 5pm and staff in particular jobs are made to feel that they are letting colleagues down by finishing at the end of an 8 hour day.   

In both Districts full time staff are bearing the brunt of the pressure.  How long will it be before Family friendly policies take even more of a back seat because the new opening hours require more flexibility for management and less for staff?   At the moment Branches are mounting their own opposition to the issue in the way they feel is most appropriate.  The two Branches mentioned earlier are circulating petitions and Manchester Branch is looking to organise coordinated early finishes among members.  

While the efforts of Branches are to be welcomed, they are not the way to tackle a National issue.  The GEC needs to build a campaign of resistance to later opening.  All Jobcentre Plus members are affected along with members in joint premises. Most Jobcentres had at least certain days with early closure and staff in Social Security offices were used to much more flexible practices.  The GEC needs to address the concerns of members where extended opening is already in place and build a campaign around the strength of feeling that exists.  This needs to be widely publicised and built on to build support in other Districts where members will unfortunately all too soon face the same problem.

Chris Ford


West London Branch Secretary 





Ann Tuft


North Merseyside Branch





The Next Step is published by the Socialist Caucus an organisation of rank and file activists.  ●Take the next step to fight for a living wage.  ●Take the next step to fight discrimination.  ● Take the next step to fight privatisation. ● Take the next step to reclaim our union for the rank & file.  ●Take the next step to fight the employers and their government.  ● Take the next step to fight for the replacement of Capitalism with Socialism  ● Take the next step join the Socialist Caucus write to 45 Shepperson Road, Hillsborough, Sheffield S6 4FG or check:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.socialistcaucus.co.uk" ��www.socialistcaucus.co.uk�. 
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