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DWP CONFERENCE BULLETIN – TUESDAY 15 MAY

The most important debates today are on the operational changes in the department as management seek to implement the cuts and at our members expense. The settlement of the Jobs, Rights and Services also raises the issue of our industrial action strategy in the union as a whole and how we defend activists victimised for leading campaigns. 

The first debate is on the proposal to create C-MEC as a replacement for the CSA and make it a Non-departmental Public Body. Loss of civil service status would be a major blow to our members.  Motion A288 rightly calls for industrial action to be prepared. Many members in CSA have been left in the dark demonstrating the need to step up the campaign. 

The conduct of the Jobs, Rights and Services campaign is likely to be the most heated debate of the day. The GEC speaker will no doubt rant that an overwhelming majority of members voted to accept the deal. That of course is true but Motion A347 explains how that was the case. DWP members have supported two one-day national strikes. They clearly did not consider the settlement to have resolved the problems facing them. The fact is that six months elapsed between the last action we took and the ballot. Most members didn’t realise that we were still in dispute except in those areas where overtime was picketed every weekend. 

In the course of the dispute, activists including Kate Biles, Lynne Hows, Darren Smith and Gill Whittaker were disciplined for their legitimate trade union activities during the campaign. 

The union stopped campaigning but management did not stop cutting jobs and making its attacks on our members.  Motion A366 should be supported instead of A354. 

At the end of the dispute, members were free to work as much overtime as they were able to do. From the GEC view of overtime bans being a key weapon in our armoury to fight the cuts, we now only have two week bans after the isolated one-day national strikes. In the meantime, management shift work around to be done on overtime. Motion A367 should be supported. We need to have a ban for the duration of this dispute. We need to ensure that all overtime is picketed to maximise support for the ban. If management cannot clear work in overtime, the arrears will grow and the department crumble. 

Support A386 (Advisory Committees), A393 (Contact centres – the GEC originally rejected an Advisory Committee), A400, A410 and A414

. A PERSONAL MESSAGE TO PCS DELEGATES
FROM KATE BILES, VICTIMISED ACTIVIST

Dear Comrades

A year ago I inadvertently sent an e-mail containing a restricted attachment to a fellow trade union rep.  He forwarded it to a journalist using the DWP e-mail system.  

The e-mail concerned the serious problems in BDCs and the then minister Margaret Hodge’s concerns about JCP’s ability to deliver during the summer, and contained a memo from Lesley Strathie, the JCP Chief Executive expressing her concerns that changes were being pushed through at the same time as job losses.  This was important as it was in contrast to the evidence given to the Select Committee yet the union did nothing with this information.

Management however did act, suspending both Darren and myself one month later.  At that time the union and management had just started talks to settle the dispute. I was assured by the Group Secretary that there could be no settlement whilst we were suspended. They were keen we should not to take any action whilst the talks were progressing, but assured us we would have the full backing of the union if these failed.  I was initially willing to give this a chance for a short period, I never imagined that these “talks” would continue for three months without any lifting of our suspensions. It was three weeks before even a circular on our case was issued and then we had to write it ourselves.  The press release we prepared was never issued and the opportunity of campaigning around a Parliamentary debate on the JCP efficiency savings was wasted.  

Having been told continuously for six weeks that our return to work would be secured within days and despite the commitments given, it was a terrible betrayal to see on the PCS website that a deal had been agreed with management on the dispute and the Group would be recommending acceptance. 

This was made even worse by the fact that I had a letter charging me with gross misconduct and threatening my dismissal, couriered to me without warning.  Although Group Office had been informed in advance, no one including the official assigned to my case, felt it appropriate to tell me this would be happening. Group office continued to urge members to vote yes to the settlement, even issuing ballot papers at one point, but then repeatedly put the ballot back to seek “assurances on future relationships”.  

These “assurances” were never forthcoming and I eventually decided I had to put my family first and took another job.  It was clear that the desperation to get an end to the dispute, no matter how poor, was more important than two individuals.  

The Group Officers failed industrially and through negotiation to secure the lifting of our suspensions and the disciplinary action, and even the most basic personal case level.  It was three months after my suspension before any effort was made to obtain legal advice on my case and I have still never received this in writing.  

Following my resignation, a Group official agreed with management that I could be given a “retrospective” penalty, without even discussing this with me, despite the fact that this was most unusual and could have put my new job in jeopardy.  It took them more than six weeks to send on any messages of support that had been sent to Group office.  

The most hurtful aspect was the personal animosity I was subject to from a number of senior officials, including the Group President, who reportedly suggested that I had somehow got myself suspended to “jump on the bandwagon”.  My Branch Secretary also made it clear to me that if I had been the only person suspended, the GEC would have done nothing to help me. 

I thank activists, in particular Jackie Dutton and East London branch for their support. 

Kate Biles

