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Organise Action Now!

To date the PCS DWP London Region is the only area of the country where members have actually voted "yes" in a ballot for discontinuous action over the job cuts 

The submission went to the National Disputes Committee just after Easter. The ballot was eventually won in September - some five months later. 

In the meantime over 700 jobs have gone, primarily from Jobcentre Plus due to relocation of benefit processing and JCP Direct and a further 300 jobs from the Disability Benefit Centre in Sutton, where work has been relocated to the North West. 
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London Jobcentre Plus is set to get rid of a further 650 post by the end of March next year. Management have so far achieved much of their headcount reductions through the use of voluntary redundancy schemes. However, this is not the full picture. The crack down on those who are on long term sick leave is resulting in an escalating number of staff facing dismissal rather than redundancy. A cheaper option for the department.    

In terms of service delivery the situation in London is no different than elsewhere. Benefit claimants are suffering due to delays in processing work. There are delays for those applying for national insurance numbers and those seeking training to find work. 

Activists in the London Region welcome the fact that the GEC are finally thinking about calling for group wide action against the cuts, but at the same time they want the London ballot to actioned. 

At the moment the union and management have agreed to a 28 day extension to see if there can be a negotiated settlement to the London dispute. If not London members should be taking action by mid November. 

As the London ballot is the only one in the bag at the moment this cannot be allowed to lapse whilst the GEC thinks of national action. 

Branches and regions elsewhere in the country should be putting in submissions and not waiting for group wide action that is yet to be called. Otherwise they could find themselves in the same position as London and end up waiting months while jobs disappear.

Christine Hulme

London Region TU Side Chair and GEC member (personal capacity)

Managing the Cuts 

Socialist Caucus supporters in DWP support the proposals for national industrial action against the cuts. This has always been a national fight.

Managing the cuts takes the form of schemes such as “footfall”, where you effectively bar the public from our offices and Attendance Management, which is a means to reduce staff numbers through sickness dismissals. Managing with the cuts means making people use expensive 0845 numbers for benefit enquiries. Cuts in processing staff means more arrears and longer queues of people trying to find our where their money is. Under footfall, those most in need are actually getting poorer. Calling from mobile phones – as many have to – means calls rates of £1 per minute.

Through 0845 numbers, the DWP is actually making a profit from the people we are meant to pay. The destruction of the DWP is not happening by accident. Cuts in New Deal provision, the rundown of Jobcentre Plus as a one stop shop and huge cuts is also about preparing large sections of the department for privatisation, as recent government correspondence revealed. 

We have no choice. All Branches and all members must build for national strike action. It is time to stop bailing management out through overtime. In any sickness absence, we must ensure that we declare that the absence was work-related stress caused by the cuts. 

Until now, Socialist Caucus supporters alone have been arguing for co-ordinated national action. Over 15,000 jobs have already gone with the daily harassment of members taking place. For sectarian reasons, the GEC has sat on the London submission for months. Folkestone and Sheffield have also made submissions for action. As recently as the August GEC, caucus members who raised the need for a national ballot were condemned by group officers as “opportunists”

We do not have the luxury of waiting for months while jobs burn. We need a ballot in November to ensure the action kicks off before Xmas. We are not just defending our jobs but also free access to the services so many rely on.  

Fighting the Cuts

Sheffield Branch has been organising a very high profile campaign against the attacks on jobs and service delivery in recent months. In just two years, Jobcentre Plus staff have been cut by 150 posts. Local Pensions have had to reduce their outreach work in hospitals and luncheon clubs because of the cuts. 

Sheffield members are fighting to defend jobs and services. A national scandal is developing in DWP, with many of the most vulnerable left for weeks with no money. In Hull, food parcels have been issued by the Salvation Army as the benefits system collapses. The union leadership in the Group has been far too passive in the face of the cuts. 
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In September, CMS2 was finally suspended by management. Despite the best efforts of our Contact Centre members, up to 87% of calls were going unanswered. Bully boy tactics, inadequate training and general mismanagement led to massive absence levels through stress. As a consequence of these problems, combined with cutbacks in processing staff, long delays resulted in customers receiving their first payments. In some cases, up to three crisis loans had to be issued. 

In our campaign, we have issued regular media releases, appearing frequently in the local press, on BBC Radio Sheffield and on regional TV. We have developed close links with organisations who are feeling the fall-out from the DWP crisis like the Law Centre and Sheffield Mental Health CAB, who have continually raised the issue of the obstacles call centre based operations cause for their client group. Local advice surgeries in Blunkett’s Sheffield constituency have raised directly with him the problems his cuts and reliance on the private sector are causing. 

Our union branch, the Sheffield Pensioners Action Group and the Law Centre co-signed an open letter to David Blunkett about the impact of the cuts which appeared in the press and on radio. 

At a public meeting on 7th October, organised by Sheffield and Derbyshire branches, over 60 people heard Mark Serwotka, Steve Lloyd (DWP Sheffield and GEC) and Natascha Engel, a local MP and DWP Select Committee member speaking. Natascha Engel agreed to visit Cavendish Court Jobcentre Plus office to see for herself the problems members experience. 

We want to build an alliance of organisations to defend the benefits service from privatisation, that demands the reversal of our staff cuts and a proper balance between call centre based operations and well staffed local offices offering a full service. 

Our public campaigning runs alongside organising industrially. Already the six largest offices in our branch have voted to be balloted on discontinuous strike action and an overtime ban in car park meetings. A submission to the national disputes committee will follow. 

Sheffield branch wants to link its efforts to the campaign in London and elsewhere. We need a national response to management’s attacks. 

However, we do not wait for the GEC to organise such a fight. It is essential that all activists build effective local campaigns in their workplaces and communities now.

Steve Lloyd, Branch Secretary Sheffield DWP Branch

Attendance Regime Bites

PCS members across DWP are increasingly finding themselves thrown on the scrapheap as the constant pressure to reduce “headcount” takes the form of an accelerating steamroller. Where these headcount reductions coincide with a reduction in sick absence statistics, all the better.

In London DWP Region like many others, the employer has mounted an effective purge on sick and disabled staff. Regular management meetings are convened to “review progress” (how many sacked this week) and “evaluate current initiatives” (how many can be sacked next week). Seasoned union personal case officers find themselves flagging under pressure, not because of the type of cases, but the sheer volume of them.

Union reps and on the whole, Managing Attendance Teams in DWP HR are of course, a good deal more sympathetic to individual members than the number crunching DWP bosses. The fact remains though that these are people not numbers and people who are getting sacked, not numbers that are reducing. 

The relaunch of the Managing Attendance Policy, amongst a furore of paperwork from the employer and the union including a ludicrous joint statement, signals another avalanche of cases. Oral warnings are of course on the increase, despite protestations to the contrary by the employer (vehemently denying this is a “sacker’s charter”) and the PCS Group Executive (citing the safeguards they have negotiated).

As trial periods progress and more sick absence is taken, the acceleration towards written warning and referral to decision maker will increase as the
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headcount steamroller moves on. What the employer is acutely aware of and it seems the union leadership is oblivious to, is the capability the policy provides for practical and ruthless application.

DWP now intends to review its personnel policies contained not in a handbook, but on the DWP and You website. As we have seen with the Managing Attendance Policy, the employer will be looking to attack members conditions and circumvent union opposition to draconian changes. What PCS members need to read in circulars and bulletins is less regurgitation of the actual conditions and more detail of how the union intends to challenge and fight detrimental changes.

In order to improve conditions of union members and “protect and promote” their interests it is clear that PCS needs to take a much more combatative stance in its dealings with the employer. 


As well as perhaps dealing with a few personal cases themselves, the GEC should recognise where it has failed the members and rectify the situation. For far too long, leading Left Unity elements of the GEC (particularly Socialist Party members) have boasted how good they are in negotiations and yet their “achievements” do not stand up to close scrutiny. 

Socialist Caucus have long argued that DWP GEC needs to enter into negotiations to identify what parts of our conditions can be agreed as “contractual” what legal action can be taken to enforce “contractual rights” and where we can exploit protection afforded by Employment Law to change conditions for DWP members.

Campaigning industrially must be a priority for any union. The GEC has so far abdicated responsibility for leading the industrial fight against the job cuts, leaving it to branches. This situation has to be reversed, if DWP’s decimation of services and further job cuts are to be stopped. Tony Reay, London Regional Secretary (personal capacity

HOW SHIT HAPPENS

In the beginning was the plan.
And then came the assumptions.
And the assumptions were without form.
And the plan was without substance.
And darkness was upon the face of the workers.
And they spoke among themselves saying 'it's a crock of crap and it stinks'.
And the workers went unto the supervisors and said 'it's a pile of dung and we can't live with the smell'
And the supervisors went unto their managers saying 'it's a container of excrement and it is very strong such that none may abide by it'
And the managers went unto their directors saying 'it's a vessel of fertilizer and none may abide its strength'
And the directors spoke among themselves saying unto them 'it contains that which aids plant growth and it is very strong'
And the directors went to the executive board saying unto them 'it promotes growth and it is very powerful'.
And the executive board went to the minister saying unto him 'this new plan will actively promote the growth and vigour of the company with very powerful effects'.
And the minister looked upon the plan and saw that it was good.
And the plan became policy.
And this is how shit happens.
Join Socialist Caucus – The fighting alternative

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 PCS Socialist Caucus. 

Name………………………………………………

Address…………………………………………..

Email:…………………………………………………….

Return to: 112 Findon Street, Sheffield S6 4QP

I’m an Advisor – Get me out of here!

Personal Advisor union members within Jobcentre Plus are being ranked, based on their job entry performance, as either Red, Amber or Green. 

The so-called “RAG Tool”, according to management is about helping under-performing staff. In practice, it will be used as a means to harass staff under intense pressure already. Clearly there is a link between RAG and DWP inefficiency procedures. When piloted in a district in the North East, five advisors resigned and four others faced inefficiency action. 

Staff will be entered onto a league table with those who achieve the best job entry figures going top and those struggling to achieve at the bottom. In theory the Advisor Manager will discuss with the “struggler” what can be done to improve things. 

RAG is a system that will label hundreds of Advisors as being in the Red and the pressure they will be put under to improve their job entries will lead to added levels of stress. You might as well buy them a Tee Shirt with ‘Loser’ on it and a big dunces cap such is the potential for stigmatism. 

The same members’ performance will have been adversely affected by staffing cuts, CMS2 and loss of training provision as, for example, New Deal options are cut back.  

What is for sure, the real culprits responsible for the problems in the department like Mottram, Blunkett, Brown and those that gave a blank cheque to EDS are not held to account in the way frontline advisors are. 

So what can be done about RAG?  While there has at last been a circular from the GEC it is more in the form of them having sought assurances from management that this won’t be used against members and to report problems arising from this. While members should report to reps examples of RAG being used to discipline staff and any examples of ‘naming and shaming’ 

Opposition to RAG has to be tied into a general DWP-wide campaign against job and service level cuts. As this is a weekly review of your performance you should insist on a private interview room each time. You should get a written record of the discussion that took place and any disagreement with any part of this falls under grievance procedures. 
RAG is about singling out people, as is Attendance Management, to carry out job cuts. Obviously as union reps we must take up each and every case. However, a real solution can only come from a collective response. That means moving immediately to ballot for national DWP wide strike action on job cuts, defending services and ending the harassment of members. 

Gill Whittaker (Branch Sec, Derbyshire)

Tony Wood (Branch Chair, North Notts)    

(personal capacity)

Visit Our Website at: www.pcssocialistcaucus.org.uk


