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Fight 

 


Union members responded magnificently to the call to take action on February 16/17 as the starting point of the campaign of industrial action against low pay.

Although management were able to claim most offices were open, that boast is meaningless when everyone knows that it all it takes to open an office is a manager, a few scabs and security guards.  The reality is that the vast majority of offices were unable to offer any real service to the public during the strike.  

Jobcentre Plus offices opened late, closed for lunch and then closed again at 3.30pm. Signing was suspended and most interviews cancelled. The public were given emergency payments and told to come back after the strike. 

The combination of staffing shortages and action short of a strike is already having an impact in some Pensions Centres, where manager’s are sending begging letters for staff to work overtime, leave is being cancelled and “non-essential” work shelved.

ESCALATE THE ACTION

What action do we call next?  The signs are that members are not, at this stage, willing to take action of five days or longer. If that is the case then we are left with the option of a two or three day strike.  The GEC is recommending that branch representatives support a three day strike from April 13th.  Members would then return to work on the Friday following the action.

Socialist Caucus believes that the action recommended is too far away. The gap between the strikes at two months is too long. Moreover, the lesson learned from the first strike is that the it did not cause the level of disruption and chaos that required to force the employer back to the negotiating table.  

In the last strike, management were able to deploy scab labour to cover the strikebound offices and simply decided to sit it out.  The danger is that a second strike as proposed by the GEC will be a repeat of the first. It will be a powerful demonstration of member’s anger and willingness to make sacrifices, but it will not force a new offer from management.  The risk is that member’s will realise that management are coping with the set-piece strikes and support for them will gradually ebb away.

The London Regional Committee has proposed a week of action, comprising a series of half day strikes. Activists can discuss the relative merits of whether the half days are all mornings or a mix of mornings or afternoons.  There is little doubt however, that management will be much harder pressed to undermine our action in the same way as a two or three day block. 

In Jobcentres, management will have to decided whether to suspend signing or not. Do they advance all payments or not? In finance, handovers would go into double figures and the organisation of scab labour would be far more difficult.  

In the Pensions Centres and other parts of the DWP, activists can use the tactic in the way that would cause the maximum chaos for management. We obviously combine the strike action with a call for members to go-slow and work to rule during the times they are at work.  

We can assume that management will attempt to suspend flexible working hours as the action is stepped-up. It is crucial that the union does not simply accept that as a fait accompli. We need to be ready to take legal action to slow management down in any way that we can.  

TARGET THE PAYMENT CENTRES

As part of the industrial action strategy, the union also needs to look at the potential for some very targeted short term selective action. We do not advocate a repeat of the strategy used in the screens dispute. We do think that there is a place for selective action in the benefit processing, pensions and contact centres of DWP.  In particular, the GEC should look for any key staff that could be brought and at taking out one or more of the centres for a week at a time.

Fund raising is another crucial area of activity for all branches.  All Branches that do not have a hardship fund need to set one up and to begin a branch-based levy. Branches must seek donations from the local labour and trade union movement.  However, it is also essential that the national union provides funds to all branches to help them support the members worst affected by taking action. As a union, PCS has an income from subs of over £28 million a year.  Around £500,000 is raised by DWP members alone per month in subscriptions. At a time when we are going into struggle, it is only right that branches receive some hardship funding from the union’s central coffers.  We believe that all branches should be given £1000 - about £1 per member -  to deal with cases of the most extreme hardship.

Some members of the GEC and NEC will say the union hasn’t got the money for selective action or a hardship fund.  The fact is that £80,000 was spent on the shopping guide and £40,000 on gold life badges this year. Soon the Campaign Fund will stand at £1.75 million and we continue to offer fat salaries to new full timers.   Clearly the money is there. We need to remind the bureaucrats that this is the member’s union and that we need to make sure we get access to the funds needed to help us win this battle.

BUILD THE WORK TO RULE

The experience so far of the work to rule is that it is uneven. Guidance from the GEC needs to be clearer but it more importantly relies on branches improving their organisation in every office if the work to rule is to be effectively policed.  All offices should set-up workplace action committees made up of at least one member per section/team and must meet at least weekly.   

UNITE THE UNION

The GEC’s suspension of the action in January defied the national union’s strategy for a united pay fight. Only the angry backlash from members forced the GEC to announce new dates. We now need to attempt to bring together all sections of the union fighting on pay - for 2003 or 2004 - in the next wave of action. 

To join, contact or find out more about Socialist Caucus, the rank and file socialist group in PCSU, write to Charlie McDonald, at 45 Shepperson Road, Hillsborough, Sheffield S6 4FG
www.pcssocialistcaucus.org.uk
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