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The chancellor, Gordon Brown, today announced that more than 104,000 civil service jobs will be axed, a figure significantly higher than expected. 

A crackdown on sickness absence in the public sector was also announced in a package that is likely to spark unrest among members of civil service unions. 

Mr Brown announced that following the Gershon efficiency review, a total of 84,150 jobs would be cut from government departments in England by 2008 in a bid to save £20bn a year. Another 20,000 jobs are set to go in the devolved governments. Earlier predictions had suggested up to 80,000 job cuts, doubling the number already announced in the budget.

Introduction:

Three years after Brown’s announcement and New Labour appear to be well on target with its cuts programme. The merger of Customs and Excise and the Inland Revenue was the precursor to jobs being slashed in the new department. In DWP, more than 25,000 jobs have gone followed by the announcement that all Jobcentre intervention work with unemployed workers of 12 months and more will transfer to the voluntary sector.

In DWP, as in other departments, telephony is being used to cut jobs at the expense of face to face delivery of services. At least two parliamentary inquiries have criticized the government’s “modernization” strategy with its huge numbers of missed calls from the public. Alongside this, members are witnessing a de facto split in Jobcentre Plus along the historical Employment Service – Benefits Agency lines as cuts in funding and staff bite.   

The union has rarely referred to the connection between job cuts and the crackdown on sickness absence. For Brown, the two were inextricably linked. In practice, for all the supportive words from the management and government, the crackdown has led to thousands of members being sacked, retired or otherwise forced out of their jobs. Indeed the cuts have increased pressure and stress at work and it is the more “junior” low-paid workers that bear the brunt of the attack, as reflected in the Whitehall Studies.

Jobs Cuts Campaign

There is no question that the government is now moving towards compulsory redundancies in many places. Much of the cuts target has been reached through natural wastage, sickness dismissals and voluntary packages. The programme of job losses and office closures is being ratcheted up to meet the 2008 deadline. 

In July, the Left Unity-led NEC commenced its consultation programme on future action. The union’s industrial response to the Brown announcement has been stop-start, a one day strike followed by little or no action for several months. The leadership has rejected out of hand a continuous overtime ban, the selective strike action tactic and a national levy of members to support some sustained strike action in key areas. Take away the spin of Left Unity and the NEC and the fact is the union has not delivered strikes above the level of protest action. Even the NEC realises that the action is not preventing job losses:

“We fear the government now considers imposing redundancy as the first stage of the process rather than the last.”

The options in the NEC’s consultation paper include, further one day strikes, including alongside other public sector unions; longer strikes “two days or a week of action”, and more targeted action.

What should Independent Left argue for in the current situation?  Members clearly lack confidence in the ability of the union to stop the cuts. That is based, on the one hand, of their perception of the balance of forces – probably an accurate one – that the boss class is changing conditions in the workplace largely without challenge in respect of the fundamental issues. 

Secondly, they have supported the two one-day strikes but don’t perceive there to be a coherent and continuous campaign under this leadership that is having an impact on the employer. 

From a wider perspective, they see a low level of industrial struggle, destruction of core industries, the general quiescence of the so-called awkward squad of “left” trade union leaders, with few exceptions. 

We should say we agree with the NEC when they say that we need public sector unity to defend jobs and services. We also believe that if we continue to not have that unity in action, our union has no option but to fight on with more action. The key question, with the backdrop mentioned, is how?

Building for Action

The vast majority of members will accept that more action is needed if we are to defend jobs and conditions. The union has grown considerably over the past few years due to the pressure of the employer on members. However, as the subs income has grown, so has the costs of running the bureaucracy as a percentage of the union’s income. The realities are that we need action that lasts beyond a day and that many of our lowest-paid members need support to take part in that action. 

In respect of selective action, the NEC say they have “considered, but rejected, selective action.” There clearly would be a problem if we argued that selective action alone would bring victory. Clearly, we do not.  We don’t counter-pose selective and national action or targeted action. A coherent combination of the three is what is needed. 

For example, the summer would have been an ideal opportunity for action in the ports, airports and passport offices. Selective action in those areas would have a big impact industrially and politically in support of our demands for no-compulsory redundancies, national pay and defence of public services. The NEC claims this action “isolates most members from participating.” Participation at the moment is limited isolated national strikes and short overtime bans. The national levy ensures their involvement, as would more national action, as would knowing that the campaign was continuing and having an impact on a continuous basis.

NEC members also refer to the failings of the tactic in the 1980s when they called out isolated offices for months. However, largely to implement the cuts, departments have centralised and now rely on faulty IT, telephony and inadequate staffing to run their services. Even with virtuality, many high priority emergency services like Crisis Loans in DWP are providing a scandalous level of service to the public which impacts on our member’s health. Centralisation provides the union with an opportunity deliver action in support of our demands. 

The NEC’s willingness to support targeted action ( in reality local disputes) can only succeed in these centralised areas if the union leadership coordinates action across the network. The Socialist Party on the DWP GEC and NEC have been completely unwilling to carry out this work. They will offer to support, for example, one office from the network if they make a submission for action but won’t seek to generalise the action to make it effective.   

Our position should be:

1. For a national levy of members to support further action

2. For a programme of selective strike action in key areas (based on level of cuts, potential for publicity, potential for immediate impact on services and levels of militancy)

3. For more frequent national action 

4. For a permanent overtime ban enforced by picketing

Pay

National Pay is still a campaign waiting to happen. It is still little more than a good idea. The practice of SP members in key areas like DWP is as if there is no national strategy on pay other than recognising that there are broad parameters to settlements. The proposed three year DWP deal – following the last one – is not rejected by the GEC on the grounds that it would take us out of nationally coordinated action. 

Our approach should include:

1. No to multi-year sectional deals

2. For coordinated claims, action and settlements

3. Public sector General Strike against the 2% limit

4. For legal and political action in support of national pay

Pensions

The two-tier pension scheme begins from the end of July. New staff – new members – will be paying more in contributions and have a pension age of 65. Independent Left was virtually alone in consistently opposing the pensions deal. Under the arrangements, the government makes the same savings as its original plan but all at the expense of future members. The problem is that the divisions opened up on pensions will be exploited in years to come by the government. 

We should also note that Left Unity and the SP have portrayed this – not as the best that could be achieved in difficult circumstances – but as “without doubt the most significant achievement by the trade union movement in the last twenty years or so.”

That kind of spin – turning a defeat into victory (at least in their heads) – is what we have to counter, pointing to the realities for members in the offices and the need for the alternative strategy.

The Union

Year after year, our supporters advocate policies to improve the functioning of the union. Those policies range from the election of full time officials to the access to legal representation for members at tribunals. At this time the union is not able to offer much in the way of strike pay as the NEC has allowed the bureaucracy to expand and have neglected the building of a massive fighting fund. 

Our policies for building a fighting and democratic union should include:

1. For all union vacancies to be filled by co-opted activists on their civil service/current pay levels;

2. For a root and branch elimination of waste and duplication with the objective of allocating more resource to campaigns;

3. 20% minimum of all subs to be transferred to the Campaign (Fighting) Fund;

4. Election annually of full time officials with negotiating responsibilities on salaries equivalent to the national average wage, plus London/Regional Weighting;

5. Limit of 30% of subs income to be spent of PCS staff salaries, thereafter to be reduced as a percentage of subs income. 

Proposed:  Steve Lloyd

