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On Pay It Is Not Over - On Jobs We Must Have a Campaign!

The recent pay ballot result appears to have brought a sigh of relief not only for the DWP group leadership but also senior managers and ministers at the Department for Work and Pensions. 

Any activist with an ounce of honesty would agree that last year's pay campaign has not achieved the significant gains necessary in order to bring DWP pay nearer to the better paid members in OGDs, nor has it addressed the real issue of poverty pay for the lower grades.  
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DWP Pay In 2006 Will Still Be Poverty Pay

In a question and answer brief to members during the recent balloting period the GEC posed the following question, ' Does this deal do anything for the lowest paid?  The GEC answer was, 'The band minimums will increase by 15% by July 2006. The cash underpinning amount guarantees a minimum increase of admin grades of £1850 by July 2006. We think this is progress, but not enough and PCS in DWP will by playing a full part in the national civil service pay campaign to push these figures up.' 

In a nutshell this takes the pay band minimum for the AA national pay band from £10,650 in 2003 to the dizzy heights of £12, 340 by 2006. The AO.s do not fair much better either. The national AO minimum pay band goes from £12,070 in 2003 to £13,990 by 2006. Rather than progress through a proper system of pay progression many members will merely keep moving on to the new pay band minimum each year.

Additionally, the GEC and the NEC for that matter, have not explained what affect the DWP pay settlement will have on the national pay campaign. Socialist Caucus supporters do not  see this as progress. Particularly as we are now locked into a poor pay deal until 2007. No explanation has been given as to how, and more importantly when, the national pay campaign will be able to 'push these figures up' as the GEC suggest. 

If the real GEC strategy was to 'box off' pay in order to concentrate on the Job Cuts campaign, things do not appear much better on this front either. Hundreds (and soon thousands of members), are facing the prospect of office closures, relocation and centralisation of functions and services, and thus being declared surplus. Whilst some members may be able to transfer to other parts of the DWP or OGDs, many are not in a position to do so. Either because the jobs available are too far away or because they are competing for a dwindling number of vacancies as other Government Departments are reducing their workforce at the same time. Of those members that have already been declared surplus the overwhelming majority are women and concentrated in the lowest grades. Therefore there is an emerging disproportionate effect as these job cuts pan out, both in terms of equality and class. As for the Cabinet Office Protocols, these are having little effect in some areas, particularly as some departments choose to advertise for external candidates rather than hold vacancies for those members who have been declared surplus and face the prospect of redundancy. The current DWP Redundancy Agreement only guarantees a no compulsory redundancy declaration up until April this year, after that the risk of compulsory redundancy increases significantly.

Given the current situation and the lack of an effective Group led  campaign to halt the 30,000 job cuts, many members and activists feel demoralised. Little wonder given how the pay campaign strategy was handled. 

One person that does not appear to be demoralised by all of this is the current Secretary of State, Alan Johnson. When asked at a recent Select Committee how the department planned to carry out the job cuts, Johnson responded,

'When I spoke to you (the Committee) before, we did not have an agreement with our unions about how we go through this process; now we do, and I am very pleased about that because it means that now we can move ahead whereas previously we were not really implementing the changes, we were holding open vacancies, we were always hopeful that we could get an agreement that would avoid compulsory redundancies and would have a process that the unions were confident in. We have got that now and I should also say that the unions are about ballot PCS on a three year pay deal. It is a three year deal that is very exciting in terms of what it does to the lowest paid and also offers a very important period of stability. That is still subject to a ballot, but I think that is another promising development, given that relations with the staff are going to be absolutely crucial to make this a success.'

Meekly accepting the situation we find ourselves in will give Johnson what he wants, a period of industrial peace in order to make the job cuts and keep low pay in the department. 

Therefore it is vital that we re-open the pay  front later this year - hopefully in a campaign for national pay - but if necessary on our own.

On job protection we have to have a campaign which involves more than just talking of a having a campaign. 

As a bare minimum we have to have strike action, both general and selective in those areas that face immediate job cuts now. The Union must try and police a ban on moving work from affected areas unless we have guarantees above job losses. Of course all this has to be linked to general action in the DWP - better still in the Civil Service.          

We Would Have Done Things Differently

Members in DWP recently voted to accept managements offer to settle the long running dispute on pay and appraisal.  Members had been in dispute for more than a year, including six days of official strike action, numerous unofficial walkouts and suspensions as well as a boycott of the appraisal system. 

Socialist Caucus argued in the run-up to the ballot that the left-led GEC should recommend rejection and revitalise the campaign. However, when reps met prior to the ballot, they voted by 5:1 to support the GEC line of acceptance. In the ballot, on a low turnout of less than 40%, members voted by 7:1 to accept the deal on offer.

These bare facts raise a whole series of questions for activists. Was there widespread agreement with the contention of some on the GEC that management had been defeated? Did members believe that the historical problems of low pay in DWP had been resolved?

What surprised GEC members who supported the offer was the contributions of branch reps at the pre-ballot activists meeting. Nobody was lauding the deal as a great victory. Invariably, the contributions expressed disappointment with the money on offer and, in particular, the continuing absence of a means to progress to the max in a reasonable period of time.  Even after the three year deal, DWP remains a low-pay ghetto for the vast majority. Any gains at the minima are at the expense of those at or near the max who, if inflation remains at its current rate or increases, will receive a below inflation increase for each year of the deal.

The reason that members either abstained or voted to accept the deal is that they saw no alternative on offer. Six months had passed since the last industrial action on pay and appraisal (PDS). During that period there was virtual silence from the GEC on issues like the continuing overtime ban. Members had also become tired of the tactics of the GEC which comprised of three two-day strikes over a five month period.  Members realised that this in itself would not be enough to win.
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What Next For The Members?

Socialist Caucus argued consistently for selective action and a levy to support action in key centres. This was supported by several leading figures on the GEC but opposed in practice by the dominant grouping, the Socialist Party.  The SP pointed to the limitations of selective action but offered no alternative strategy at any time. Effectively, the GEC majority were looking for a way out from last spring onwards. 

The tactic adopted was to argue that it was necessary to focus on the cuts campaign and we should settle for the very limited gains made on pay. Similarly, GEC members argued that the outstanding issues too tricky for the DWP leadership to tackle would be picked up by the national pay campaign.  Mark Serwotka argued at length against selective action at the reps conference but also offered no alternative other than to refer to the national pay campaign.  What the national campaign represents in practice is unsure. If it is to be more than just a good idea, a slogan or a handy escape route for GECs like DWP, then it needs to become something tangible. However, in the case of the DWP, NEC target rates of pay for 2004 are not achieved even by year three of the settlement in 2006! 

Nevertheless, the settlement is celebrated by the General Secretary and NEC. Activists were assured that DWP will not be excluded by the three deal settlement from coordinated cross civil service action on pay. Socialist Caucus will fight to ensure that is not the case. However, there is a question mark as to whether there will be anything for the 94,000 DWP members to be excluded from. Joint action in 2005 seems unlikely and the huge variations in pay remain. 

On the ballot paper question members were posed with a choice of accept the deal on offer or vote to significantly escalate the industrial action. This was a classic bureaucratic manoeuvre. Organise nothing to sustain the campaign for half a year and then tell the members that they would have to increase the action by an unspecified amount that the leadership itself did not support.  

In short, the ballot result was no surprise to activists. It was the inevitable consequence of a long running dispute where the leaderships lack of confidence, ideas and dynamism was obvious from the beginning when they pulled out of united action with the Home Office and other departments.  

Members in DWP are faced with a massive cuts programme and supported the November 5th strike in huge numbers. The problem of strategy and tactics now transfer to that issue under the same leadership. Activists in DWP need to organise locally to deliver the industrial action needed to defend jobs and services and work to pose a credible alternative to the current GEC both within and outside of Left Unity. 

IT - And Picking Up The Pieces

The past six months has been dominated by reports of key IT systems crashing or adding to delays in payments to the public in, for example, Jobcentre Plus and the Child Support Agency. Low paid front line staff have had to pick up the pieces and help the most vulnerable. Meanwhile, the private sector IT providers seem to carry on as normal. 

PCS members and taxpayers may now be surprised at the news that EDS is favourite to win the largest ever IT contract in the world. Apparently, the IT giant is the governments preferred bidder for a huge Ministry of Defence contract. 

According to analysts, EDS is well placed compared with its competitors like BT partly because they have spare capacity due to the loss of the Inland Revenue business. 

The picture emerging from two international studies is that IT corporations like EDS are growing fat on winning public service contracts without necessarily having reaching the targets set for the public sector itself. The researchers judged IT performance by the number of projects that fail, whether the government pays competitive prices and whether public sector IT is as advanced as in private industry.
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EDS Profits On The Up!! Performance Down

The research found that where governments kept their expertise in-house, as in Canada and the Netherlands, the rate of success in the IT projects was greater. In the Netherlands, the top five IT suppliers have 20% of the government market, as against 80% in the UK. In the US, it is 48%.  According to the study, the UK is unique in that one company EDS, has 51% of the market.  The study concludes that this situation is dangerously unbalanced. 

The UK also has the highest scrap-rate of government IT projects of any country featured in the research.  However, the dominance of the market that New Labour does not challenge means that companies that have failed union members, service users and the taxpayer are still in line for new big fat contracts. 

As a union, PCS now has to go on the offensive by using members experiences and studies that have been carried out to demand an end to the near monopoly of government contracts. PCS should demand the return of in-house expertise if their real intention is to improve public services rather than cosying-up to big business.

Peanuts For Benefits 

Far from living the high life as some tabloid newspapers would have us believe, the level of state benefits is now so low that people are forced to live in poverty.  On April 6th benefits will rise by just 1%, or 55p for an unemployed person, giving £56.20 per week.  The London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine has calculated that the bare minimum weekly income needed for healthy living is £91.  With benefits going up by less than inflation and far below the increase in average earnings each year the situation gets worse  and this in one of the richest economies in the world! 

The government has made a great deal of what it has done for families with children, and there is no doubt that they have made a difference.  However if they are serious about eradicating child poverty by 2020 then they must urgently tackle poverty benefits for all adults.  If a woman is living in poverty and undernourished when becoming pregnant there is a wealth of research to show that this leads to low birth weight in the baby which in turn can lead to long term developmental problems both physical and mental as well as shortened life expectancy.  The UNICEF World Health Organisation 2004 analysis just published has the UK at 8% incidence of low birth weight on a par with Romania, Mongolia and Kazakhstan!  In the worst areas of deprivation, such as those mentioned in your front-page story this incidence rises to 11-14%, a level experienced in the Third World.

For those who would say that we shouldn't give higher benefits because we can’t afford it, the fact is, we can’t afford not to.  The cost to society of institutionalised poverty is far worse.  For those who say that they should go out and get a job, yes we would all agree that increasing employment rates is a priority.  There will always be the need for a benefits system.  Finding yourself made unemployed should not mean finding yourself in poverty.

On April 6th campaigners from the Unemployed Workers Centres and PCS members will take part in a nationwide activity to raise the issue of the poverty level of benefits and the miserly uprating.  Together with our supporters we will be handing our peanuts to all going into the job centre.  At the same time we will be asking all parliamentary candidates what their parties intend to do about the benefit levels affecting millions in this country.

Whitehall Studies - Low Grade = Higher Death Rates

One of the most important things that the Union has done in the last year is to acknowledge the findings of the Whitehall studies. For many years the health of a large number of Civil Servants of all grades has been monitored. The findings of this monitoring has been written up into two studies (collectively know as the Whitehall Studies).  Although the studies finds have been known about for years only now is the Union beginning to act on them.

An official summary of the studies says:

It showed that among British civil servants, none of whom is poor in the sense of deprivation experienced by the world's poor, there is a social gradient in mortality that runs from the bottom to the top of society. The more senior you are in the employment hierarchy, the longer you might expect to live compared to people in lower employment grades.

The Whitehall II study has shown evidence that the way work is organised, the work climate, social influences outside work, influences from early life, in addition to the health behaviours listed above all contribute to the social gradient in health.  These lead to the uncomfortable (for some) finding that inequalities in health cannot be divorced from inequalities in society.  The inescapable conclusion is that to address inequalities in health it is necessary both to understand how social organisation affects health and to find ways to improve the conditions in which people work and live (all emphasis is ours).  

So what do we do with these explosive findings - one of which is there is a four-fold difference between the bottom and top grade in mortality rates. 
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It Is A Fact That There Is  A Health Gradient: Statistically The Lower Your Grade The Worst Your Health. 

From the Whitehall studies you can see that any rise in pension retirement age will automatically impact most heavily on the lower grades rather than senior management. This fact must become a central plank in our campaign against raising the retirement age.   

Socialist Caucus have proposed the following actions:

Through the Health and Safety Forum a health and safety reps conference on the Whitehall Studies to be organised; the purpose of the conference being to arm safety reps with information, to mobilise them to begin tackling the "Whitehall" affects and to develop "Whitehall" proofing;

introduce for new work practises and systems "Whitehall" proofing for health, safety and welfare (just as we equality proof systems for fairness);

In two areas, one of which will be JobCentre+, demonstrate, using expert advice as required, how real jobs can be redesigned to give post holders greater control, variety of work and more scope to use skills. The results of these job re-designs to be written up into guidance for all Groups, National Branches and branches both in the public and private sector. Separate guidance to be produced for safety reps. Using the results of these job re-designs to enter into talks with the Crown to negotiate job design guidance for the whole of the Civil Service; 

Examine whether the Crown can be sued/prosecuted for "unsafe" methods of working which result in such great differentials between the health and well being of Civil Servants;

Build on the Land Registry Group’s campaign concerning a 5 minute break per   hour and try and make it a Union wide campaign.

Link into the Union’s demand that all staff should get 30 days annual leave  without a service qualification. After all the lowest grades are those who suffer  most from work yet they have less time off from work (the danger) than those higher up the hierarchy.

Attack punitive sick absence regimes using the Whitehall studies. This shows that work related ill-affects vary across the grades. Thus any tightening of sick regime will automatically hit those at the bottom. Yet is those who will suffer the highest sick rates owning to the work process and environment. Radically changing the work place is the only sure way to reduce sick leave permanently. Tightening the regime only makes matters worse.      

demand central talks with the Crown concerning the results of the studies; the purpose of those talks to develop preventative measures to reduce the sick and death rates of Civil Servants.

-----------------------------------------------------

Visit Our Website 

www.pcssocialistcaucus.org.uk
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Read Our Publications

See What We Argue For

See How We Want To Make A Difference

If You Like What You See Then Join Us

Join The Socialist Caucus

Socialist Caucus only exists for one thing and that is promoting the interests of the members. We believe that this can only be achieved by having an effective and fighting Union. Accordingly we want a union that will stands up to the employer.  

We are not a political party that requires you to believe in a party line. We are a group of independent activists who work in left unity to change it fundamentally but we are much more than that.

If you agree with any of the following then you should join us.  

That: National Pay must be a central plank of our campaign, alongside pensions and defence of jobs. The Treasury must set its “remit” at a level high enough to allow pay and conditions to be leveled up across the civil service, eliminating poverty rates now current in some of the 192 bargaining areas;

There should be the most vigorous struggle against poverty and low pay; 

We should campaign for concerted action across the public sector, especially on pensions. Teachers, NHS and local government workers will all face the same threat. Branch to branch contacts need to be made at local level to press the leadership into organising united action;

The defeatist line that PCS cannot win on jobs and other matters unless there is a general strike across the whole public sector must be rejected. We fight for public sector unity but PCS can deal a blow against this government alone if necessary.  PCS should follow up November 5th with sustained action in targeted areas, hitting government revenue and business targets;

The union must organise a national levy of all members to fund selective action and hardship funds;

Further national action to supplement the selective strikes over jobs, pay and pensions must be coordinated; 

That full time officer pay should be capped and if possible reduced. That all costs relating only to running the structure of the Union should be kept as low as possible;

The Union should vigour sly use equal pay and other laws to help break down delegated pay and ensure uniformity of conditions across the entire civil service;

Local activists must get proper backup including legal advice and representation if necessary. No longer should you be made to feel that the regional office or HQ view you as a nuisance that should go away. The Union has to be built around the needs of the activists not the other way around.  

PCS reject the national partnership agreement. We are an independent Union and are not the employer's partner;

The Socialist Caucus is an independent organisation of rank and file union activists.  We have existed since 1979 and have been at the forefront of struggles in the Civil Service unions ever since.  

We have a proud record of playing a leading role in organising and building campaigns.

We produce regular bulletins and maintain a lively website where you can keep up to date as to what is really happening in the Union.

We have regular meetings where policies and tactics are democratically debated and agreed on. There is no censorship in the Caucus; there is no leadership to tell you what to think. 

Socialist Caucus was pivotal in getting Mark Serwotka elected as the General Secretary.

As socialists we are opposed to the ideas of social partnership between capital and labour.  We are for a fighting democratic union.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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