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Unite To Fight On Pay And PDS!

The next stage in the battle against low pay and discriminatory PDS will begin with a two-day strike to be held on July 29/30. This will be a chance to protest, not just on poverty pay, but also the jobs massacre in DWP and the everyday attacks on our rights and conditions at work. 

The announcement of the strike days follows the recent DWP union annual conference where the key debate focussed on around the strategy to win the ongoing dispute around the 2003 pay and PDS campaign.   

The Conference itself followed a Left Unity victory in the Group elections.  Left Unity took 32 of the 34 places.  Of the 32, the Socialist Caucus has now increased its representation from 3 to 6.
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DWP PDS Central Command “You say 20% Box Ds , Marvellous – Well Done”

Following on from the two well-supported periods of 48 hour strikes in February and April, and the more-recent large-scale unofficial walkouts over PDS 

suspensions, there was a clear need for the Conference to develop a strategy that can win the dispute.

There were three Emergency Motions for debate:  EM1 from Socialist Caucus supporters which called for selective action in key areas alongside further, but more disruptive, national action; EM8 from SWP supporters which called for a three day strike and then two days of strike action every month (and nothing else!); and EM9 from the Group Executive Committee which called for more of the same strategy as the last six months and for Branches to be contacted regarding possible selective action.

The Group Executive and thus the Socialist Party, which is the dominant grouping on the GEC, were visibly shocked by how close the votes were.  On a show of hands the Socialist Caucus motion lost by 143 votes to 153.  On a card vote it was even closer:  41,694 to 42,039 (49.8% to 50.2%).  This meant that the GEC and the SWP had only defeated the motion by 345 votes out of a total card vote of 83,733.  If just one Branch had voted the other way then the motion would have been won against the Executive.

The vote was then taken on the GEC motion and this was passed overwhelmingly, with supporters of all three motions voting for it.

That said, regardless of the closeness of the vote all members and activists must now unite around conference policy. We all need to ensure the best possible turnout for the strike on 29th & 30th July.  Picket lines need to be even bigger and rallies need to be organised in every town and city.

Branches should be aware though that the Group Executive has been less than enthusiastic about the role of selective action in this dispute.  Since the conference they have issued a circular to Branches seeking areas for selective action. They have now therefore put the onus on local Branches to respond. Months have been lost while members of the GEC wrote off selective action as a tactic completely. During that time crucial political deadlines have come and gone at the Pensions Centres. 

All reps now need to be discussing with members where selective action is possible.  Such selective action needs to be of a type that can really hurt the employer.  Groups of workers in key areas need to be pulled out.  Such action will, in the main, be short-term.  Whenever the employer works round the disruption we should move the strike action elsewhere.  The point of the selective action is not to have some members out indefinitely, but is instead intended to hurt the employer as much as possible. 

With the announcement about Pension Centres and benefit processing, we should be able to locate key groups in these areas that can cause serious disruption to management.  None of us owe this employer a thing – especially those whose jobs are under immediate threat of redundancy or unrealistic relocation.
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It’s Time To Change Tactics
With regards to the 2004 pay claim, which is supposed to be part of a national cross-departmental campaign, the Group Executive needs to ensure that action around it is properly co-ordinated with other Departments taking action.  We are, after all, members of the same union!

Also at the DWP Conference in early June there was a close vote on a Socialist Caucus motion of censure regarding the decision of the GEC to call off action in the DWP in January for further talks.  The decision of the DWP Group Executive had left other Departments to strike on their own.  In a lively debate the motion was defeated on a show of hands by about 165 to 135.  This was also a shock to the Executive as no one really expected the motion to get anywhere near 45% of the vote.

Both the vote on the Pay Strategy and the censure motion demonstrates the support that Socialist Caucus now has in the Group.  Much of the Conference supporting the lead being given by Socialist Caucus on the most contentious issues.

VICTIMISED –

FOR OPPOSING PDS!

131 Sheffield DWP members are facing serious misconduct charges. Their “crime”?  They walked out unofficially twice in support of members suspended for refusing to write reports under PDS. 
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DWP Management - This is Going To Hurt You More Than Me

Regional management have brought in 18 Grade 7 Decision Makers from around Yorkshire and the Humber to administer the disciplinary penalties. The PCS Branch estimates that the staff cost time used will amount to well over £60,000 in disciplining our members. 

Members are being disciplined largely on the basis of the Interim Guidance that appeared the day after the second walkout!  Management have told us that our members knew of the penalty of unofficial action but only told our members of the three-year warning after they had walked out the second time.  

When the union asked that the cases be treated as minor misconduct, district management at first refused. But then made an offer that if we got the eight suspended members back to work and writing reports, the 131 members would have their cases treated as minor rather than serious misconduct! Needless to say, we were able to reject this attempted bribery.

The branch delivered an 800-signature petition personally to Kevin White, protesting at PDS and the suspensions. The suspended members have asked White for a meeting to discuss why eight staff with collective service of 160 years took the stand that they did. 

Following lobbying by our members, Helen Jackson MP has agreed to convene a meeting of all Sheffield MPs to discuss the crisis in DWP. She has also written to Smith, the Secretary of State and to the District Manager to ask why there are such problems in Sheffield!

PDS SUSPENSION PROVOKES ISLE OF WIGHT WALKOUT

The hated PDS lead to the suspension of a PCS rep, followed by a mass walkout in protest by PCS members, in of all places the Isle of Wight.
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Marks Out Of Ten For PDS

Local rep and Socialist Caucus member Geoff Lumley, an EO at the Newport, IOW DWP office, has been stalling on compliance with report-writing since Easter, in line with PCS advice. His position has always been primarily one of objection to the PDS on the grounds of potential illegality and his belief that it is unethical. For weeks he has been seeking assurances from local management that would allow him to comply, or the right to exercise the ‘crisis of conscience’ appeal provisions in our contracts of employment. 

However, by 16 June management had still not given him either any assurances or the right to appeal. They summoned him to another meeting where they refused to answer any of his reasonable questions and suspended him until the date after the relevant Relative Assessment Panel on 23 June. Geoff and his Branch Secretary, Jackie Lederer (East Hants & IOW), were both astounded by the bullying style of the meeting.

After Geoff had left the building, the other PCS reps at the Newport office immediately called a PCS members meeting in the car park, at which it was overwhelmingly agreed to walkout in protest for the rest of the day. The walkout saw around 100 members leave the office – over half of the membership, and probably around 75% of those at work that day – and lead to the closure of the Jobcentre Plus outlet for the rest of the day.

The following day PCS members at the Ryde, IOW Jobcentre Plus office, also had a meeting and agreed to walkout for the rest of the day. This involved a further 15 members. Attempts to stage a walkout at the small Shanklin, IOW Jobcentre were only stymied by the blind panic of local management, who used all sorts of coercion to keep members at work.

Since his suspension Geoff has received scores of messages of support and a petition protesting at his suspension is currently circulating around all DWP offices in the Hampshire area.

That Isle of Wight PCS members have resolved to take unofficial action is quite astounding for those that know the area. It is not traditionally a militant area and in the past it has often been difficult to get the local membership to even support official national action at the Newport office. 

However, the advent of well-organised and proactive PCS reps a couple of years ago, like Geoff and his colleagues, have seen a major turnaround in attitudes during the current Pay and PDS dispute.  The February and April strikes saw 85% of the membership not at work. The PDS boycott has been, in the main, well-supported by jobholders; though Geoff is the only EO who has gone to the wire on report-writing.

PCS members on the Isle of Wight are becoming increasingly politicised by the hardline approach of DWP management. When even they are prepared to solidly support strikes and take unofficial action in defence of their rep, it must surely give an unequivocal message to the DWP Executive Team – PCS members will not put up any longer with poverty pay, iniquitous appraisal systems, and a bullying work culture.


If you want to fight back against management; if you are sick of being underpaid, discriminated against and stressed out; if you believe in a union that campaigns against privatisation; if you are fed up with a union leadership that delivers little for the members on the front-line, then its time you joined the Socialist Caucus. 

Name………………………………………………

Address…………………………………………..

……………………………………………………..

Tel ………………………………………………… 

Please send to 45 Shepperson Road, Hillsborough, Sheffield S6 4FG
NEWS FROM THE DWP BUNKER
Socialist Caucus has obtained a copy of the restricted minutes of the DWP Executive Team meeting that took place on 7th June that, bizarrely, took place at the Hinchley Wood Crisis Management Centre in Surrey.  

Given the current state of morale in DWP, the pay debacle and members up in arms about the PDS fraud, it is probably no surprise that management themselves have found themselves a cosy bunker to meet in. Condemned by a Labour MP as “the most inept in Whitehall”, it is clear from these minutes that these overpaid jobs-worth’s are willing to do anything for their political masters. 

ET Hails PDS Success!

“1.5 Kevin White reported that the feedback he had received on the performance and development system so far suggested that managers were recognising its benefits and that relative assessment panels had been taking care to provide fair outcomes for all staff.  The process overall was working well and remaining rough edges would be reviewed as part of the evaluation of the system’s first year of operation.”

More Attacks On Sick Absence

The minutes record that sick absence continues to increase in the department. Clearly, management intended the reduction of the trigger point for action to eight days to be the stick that formed members to go into work even when ill.  The main causes of absences remain stress, depression and anxiety, most caused by pressures at work. Instead of dealing with the causes of sick absence, White and his mates can only think in terms of more punitive means of “persuasion”. 
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Increasing Workloads Leads To More Sick Leave
This time the ET concluded: “We should give further consideration in particular to the idea of not providing sick pay for the first few days of absence from work in line with similar initiatives being introduced in the private sector.”  

In addition, White had his usual swipe at PCS manager members who have a “..reluctance of many managers to take responsibility for their staff’s pattern of attendance and have meaningful discussions with them about absences from work. Bringing about the necessary cultural change to overcome this would be challenging.”  

The bottom line is they want more of us on trial periods and ultimately sacked. They will even starve low-paid members who are genuinely ill because White knows that most of our members can barely get by on their full month’s pay and will shamelessly use this as a lever to force people into work. Low paid members will be forced to make the choice between taking a few days offer to recover from illness and risk not being able to pay the rent.  Is this what is meant by work-life balance?

Management Prepare Redundancies

Mottram said that they would need “advice on the proposed end-to-end process for handling compulsory redundancies would operate in practice..and possible mechanisms for inviting voluntary redundancies across the geographical areas covered by the units of redundancy.”

By the way, just one of nine members on the Executive Team are women. Nice one, Kevin.

**STOP PRESS**

MEMBERS ANGER OVER JOB CUTS PLAN

With the shock announcement of over 550 benefit offices and 10 pensions centres closure today thousands of members throughout the country have been expressing their outrage and dismay at the cuts.  Staffing levels have been drastically reduced over previous years to where backlogs are already building due to staff shortages.  Staff are under extreme pressure on a daily basis and removing the backroom functions within local services will increase this further.

These cuts are being driven purely by the Treasury’s so-called “efficiency challenge” as a cost cutting exercise and with no regard for public service or staff welfare.  

The Next Step will carry a full report on the cuts in its next issue.             

