
l With nearly 18,000 on Camden’s housing waiting list and the Government announcing money for 
3,000 new council homes, it is outrageous that the Council is auctioning off Council homes. Support the 
‘No Sell Offs’ campaign  public meeting at 7 pm Monday 27 July in the Council Chamber, Camden Town 
Hall with Frank Dobson MP and other speakers.

UNISON’s 
leadership – like 
that of most 
trade unions – 

has always had a troubled 
time over its traditional 
support for the Labour 
Party, particularly since the 
rise of New Labour in the 
late 1990s. On the one 
hand, New Labour has 
certainly delivered on some 
policies which UNISON 
unreservedly supports, 
such as the National 
Minimum Wage. But it has 
also promoted other 
policies, such as 
privatisation of public 
services, to which we are 
wholly opposed. Over time 
UNISON’s support for 
Labour has boiled down to 
the crude stance of 
‘Anything But the Tories.’

And now that we face the 
real prospect of Nothing But 
the Tories, Dave Prentis, 
our General Secretary, has 
turned on Labour with an 
unprecedented sharpness. 
One of the biggest rounds 
of applause at the UNISON 
Conference was during 
Prentis’s keynote speech 
where he told the 
Government that ‘our 
members are tired of 
feeding the hand that bites 
them.’ He went on to call 
for the suspension of all 
UNISON ‘constituency 
development payments’ 
(funding for the work of 
individual Labour MPs), for 
such funding only to be 
restored to MPs and 
candidates who ‘stand up 
for our values of public 

service ‘ and for any further 
privatisation to be banished 
from Labour’s next General 
Election Manifesto. How 
everyone cheered!

This isn’t exactly 
disaffiliation from the Labour 
Party but it is the harshest 
threat from UNISON’s 
official leadership within 
memory. UNISON is not 
alone. One major union, the 
RMT rail union, chose 
expulsion, while the FBU 
disaffiliated. Other unions 
have made threats. Whether 
this will achieve much 
remains to be seen, 
although Lord Mandelson’s 
backing off from the part-
privatisation of Royal Mail – 
‘at this stage’ – is welcome.

The cruel reality, however, 
is that none of this may 
matter very much. For all 
the good that Labour has 
done in office 
– and I don’t 
underestimate 
the 
achievements 
– it’s likely that 
the most 
memorable 
epitaph on the 
last ten years 
will be the 
same 
Mandelson’s 
proclamation 
(when he was 
just plain Mr 
Peter) that ‘we 
are intensely 
relaxed about 
people getting 
filthy rich’. It’s 
not going to be 
easy to wipe out 

that image in the few 
months left before the next 
General Election.

And, at exactly the time 
when those same ‘Filthy 
Rich People’ have plunged 
the world into the worst 
recession for over 70 years, 
the leading alternative to 
Labour is a party which 
appears to many to be 
different from Lord 
Mandelson only in that their 
leaders, starting with 
Cameron and Osborne, are 
already Filthy Rich 
themselves. Where do 
those who believe in social 
democracy, greater equality 
and public services turn to? 
That’s the question that 
UNISON’s leadership 
remains unable to answer 
– and they’re not alone.

David Eggmore
Branch Secretary

UNISON General Secretary 
threatens Labour link n

At 6.45 am on Friday 
12 June 40 immigra-

tion officers in full body ar-
mour raided a meeting for 
cleaners at the School for 
Oriental and African Studies 
(SOAS). Nine cleaners were 
detained and within 48 
hours six had been re-
moved from the country. 
The unions at SOAS had 
weeks before forced the 
college to agree that the 
new contractor would have 
to recognise the union and 
pay the London Living Wage 
of £7.45 an hour.

SOAS UNISON called an 
emergency meeting to de-
mand the staff were re-
leased, the following 
Monday students occupied 
the college’s administrative 
offices and the next Friday 
Dave Prentis, UNISON 
General Secretary, con-
demned the raid at UNISON 
Conference.
l Full story on page 7.

SOAS cleaners 
raided  

George Binette speaking at SOAS protest outside the Home Office
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n
Camden Council care-
takers had bad news 

when they received a letter 
dated 6 July from David 
Padfield, Assistant Director 
for Housing Management, 
outlining council plans to 
cuts jobs in the service.

It stated that following the 
success of a pilot scheme 
with Veolia steps were be-
ing taken to reduce the 
workforce in order to save 
the council £145,000 per 
year.  According to David 
Padfield outsourcing work to 
Veolia will mean a ‘need to 
reduce our caretaking work-
force by about a quarter’.

Although plans are out-
lined to cut back staff lev-
els by ‘6 on site supervisor 
posts, 40 non residential 
caretakers and all 14.5 es-
tate cleaner posts’ it is 
claimed that ‘current vacan-
cies and expected turnover’ 
will result in no more than 
13 non-resident caretakers 
being made redundant’. 
UNISON is asking for clarifi-
cation on these numbers 
and vacancies as well as 
how he came to a figure of 
£145,000. 

UNISON also believes the 
survey carried out to test 
the success of the pilot 
scheme was flawed and 
may not accurately reflect 
the views of tenants and 
residents.

While the Estate Cleaners 
are to transfer to Veolia on 
a ‘TUPE-like’ basis it is not 
stated that the non-residen-
tial caretakers are to be 
afforded the same treat-
ment. UNISON has asked 
for a deputation to the 
Council Executive meeting 
on the 22 July. We believe 
the service would be greatly 
harmed by this part privati-
sation of caretaking on our 
estates.

A mass union meeting has 
been organised by UNISON 
to discuss how we resist 
this proposal.

Mandy Berger
Co- Convenor HASC

Privatisation 
threat to 
Caretaking jobs

Since our suc-
cessful 
Valentine’s Day 
march on 14 

February when hundreds of 
Camden residents marched 
to show their ‘love’ for a 
publicly provided NHS, we 
have been waiting for the 
Primary Care Trust to pro-
duce their ‘consultation’ 
document on how they pro-
pose to change the delivery 
of health services in 
Camden. This has been 
delayed several times but 
the final consultation docu-
ment is now due to be re-
leased in July.

So far they have produced 
2 draft versions of the docu-
ment. They have also con-
firmed that they have short-
listed bidders for a new GP 
led health centre, located in 
South Camden at Euston. 
We are all for new invest-
ment in healthcare in 
Camden, but we fear this 
new GP led health centre 
may force local practices to 
close if it attracts younger, 
fitter patients from existing 

family doctors. Camden 
Local Medical Committee 
(the organisation that repre-
sents doctors in Camden) 
thinks the same too. If the 
centre is run by a private 
company we all believe this 
will be detrimental to the 
health of Camden 
residents.

On 10 June we held a pub-
lic meeting on this issue in 
Dick Collins hall in Regents 
Park Estate. 120 local resi-
dents came and decided 
overwhelmingly that allow-
ing more private providers 
to run local services was 
not acceptable to them. 
Many joined the campaign 
and vowed to help us fight 
the onslaught of privatisa-
tion in Camden.

We still think the only fair 
way to go forward is to hold 
a referendum on NHS serv-
ices. It would ask Camden 
residents who do they want 
to run their health service: 
private companies or local 
family doctors? This was an 
issue we raised again at 
Camden Council’s Health 

Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee on 17 June. The 
committee agreed to ask 
NHS Camden to amend the 
consultation document so 
that real consultation could 
take place on alternatives 
and to stop tendering for 
the GP led Health Centre 
until after the consultation 
is over.

With the major parties 
agreeing that the market is 
best, it will be an uphill 
struggle to persuade NHS 
Camden that private compa-
nies will damage our health, 
but one that we will fight 
none the less.

We urge all Camden resi-
dents to reply to the consul-
tation that will run from July 
until September. We will be 
leafleting local area forums 
and community festivals 
over the summer. Contact 
us if you can help with this 
or support the campaign in 
any other way.

For more information and 
contact details go to: 
http://camdenkeepournh-
spublic.org.uk/ 

The battle to save 
the NHS continues

The NHS in Camden is threatened with further privatisation by the 
proposed tendering for a ‘GP led health centre’. Sarah Mills from 
Camden Keep Our NHS Public on the campaign to prevent this
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Protest at Town Hall 17 June
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We need united 
opposition to public 
sector cuts

In 1992-3, Steve Bundred, as 
Camden’s Director of Finance 
with councillors’ agreement, cut 
£65 million from the Council 
budget, sold off £47 million 
worth of council assets and cut 
staff from 9,500 to fewer than 
6,500.  Now, as Chief Executive 
of the Audit Commission on 
£248,000 a year, he is claiming 
this resulted in improved staff 
morale and service quality!  
Naturally, he is  part of a chorus 
of voices in favour of public 
sector cuts and a pay freeze to 
reduce the government deficit.
The unions opposed those 
savage cuts and mass 
redundancies then, as we must 
oppose further cuts now. The 
government deficit resulted 
from bailing out the banks. Now 
the Bankers are celebrating 
that ‘Bonuses are Back’ and 
expecting public sector workers 
to suffer for their misdeeds.  
It’s time to organise massive 
opposition across the public 
sector.

Out of Afghanistan

Afghanistan  increasingly has 
the characteristics of the 
Vietnam war with spurious 
claims  from the British 
government and an increasing 
number of casualties. None of 
the claims as to why British 
troops are there stand up 
to serious examination. The 
government is corrupt, the 
position of women is worse, 
more is spent on military 
intervention  than on re-building 
the country and Britain’s 
aggressive war increases the 
possibility of terrorism rather 
than reducing it.
Time to bring the troops home.

More at:  http://stopwar.org.uk

n
In 1980 I joined the 
small Camden 

branch of the 
Community and Youth 
Workers Union which 
represented community 
centre and youth 
workers. 

It supported the 
Camden joint trade un-
ion and Labour Council 
campaign against what 
was known as rate-cap-
ping in the early 1980s. 
This was a government 
attempt to limit local 
authority spending which 
led to major cuts in serv-
ices and jobs. 

As Chair of that branch 
I was invited to what 
was the largest meeting 
of Camden NALGO ever 
held. (NALGO was one of 
the predecessor unions 
of UNISON.) Thousands 
of members came to the 
Sobell Centre in 
Islington to re-confirm 
their total opposition to 
all cuts. It was a very 
exciting time. 

When the Council 
abandoned its fight 
against rate-capping and 
decided to set a legal 
rate, they had to hold 
the meeting in the 1000 
capacity Camden Centre 
as public interest was 
so high. We tried to stop 
the rate setting process 
by sitting in the 
Councillors’ seats when 
they had a break, but 
they just moved the 
meeting back to the 
Council Chamber 
and set a rate 
there.

In 1988 the trade 
unions operated a 
‘closed shop’. This 
meant that every-
one employed by 
Camden Council 
was automatically 
in either NALGO or 
NUPE (another of 
the predecessor 
unions of UNISON) 
unless they chose 

to opt out for religious 
reasons. 

It was a very tumultu-
ous time and I was out 
on strike against cuts 
and on a picket line. 
Then in 1992, when 
Camden’s playworkers 
went on strike against 
cuts in jobs and servic-
es, I was one of a small 
group who joined an un-
official two week strike 
by administrative work-
ers against major cuts in 
jobs. 

One of the other mem-
orable times for me is 
the very protracted and 
difficult negotiations we 
had with the then Chief 
Executive over major 
changes to our terms 
and conditions. We and 
our colleagues in NUPE 
spent hours in negotia-
tions with management, 
arguing every point we 
could in order to protect 
the terms and condi-
tions that had been 
gained over many years. 

In spite of winning 
some important conces-
sions, there was no final 
agreement. The Council 
took the controversial 
step of terminating all 
our contracts overnight 
and re-employing us on 
the new contract the 
next day.  

Another important high-
light of my time as Chair 
of NALGO and then 

UNISON was the proc-
ess of merging with 
Camden NUPE.  The two 
unions were the majority 
unions in Camden with 
NALGO organising main-
ly among managerial 
and white collar workers 
and NUPE among manu-
al workers. 

In Camden, the merger 
took months of negotia-
tions as we tried to en-
sure that both traditions 
were properly represent-
ed at all levels in the 
branch. 

Anton Moctonian from 
NUPE and I worked well 
together as joint chairs 
for the first year. Among 
other activities, we at-
tended an international 
trade union conference 
organised by Bosnian 
miners on fighting 
privatisation. 

That conference took 
place at the same time 
as a major strike by li-
brary workers in 
Camden. A song was 
composed by a very live-
ly international group 
about the Camden li-
brary strike to the tune 
of ‘We’re off to Dublin in 
the green’.  One of the 
best slogans ever to 
come out of any strike 
was that of the library 
workers’ – ‘No more 
shushing, no more qui-
et, these librarians want 
to riot!’.

I have enjoyed my 
years as Chair of 
our NALGO and 
then UNISON 
branch and have 
been very proud to 
represent the inter-
ests of our mem-
bers. There are 
likely to be a lot of 
big battles coming 
up the line against 
job cuts and I look 
forward to continu-
ing as a shop 
steward and active 
UNISON member. 

Liz Leicester reflects on 
14 years as branch chair
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Liz supporting the Librarians Strike
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UNISON is very serious 
about equality matters. 

There were no fewer than 
20 motions aimed at main-
taining the pressure on the 
Government to incorporate 
UNISON’s demands into the 
proposed Equality bill.

The motions covered mat-
ters such as Civil Rights, 
Challenging Racism in the 
workplace and ensuring 
fascist BNP members are 
kept out of our union. 
During the debate on the 
BNP and the far right, it was 
noted that 264 members of 
our union are also mem-
bers of the BNP – a shock-
ing statistic!

There is an urgent need to 
join the anti fascist move-
ment and defeat the far right 
supremacists that are vehe-
mently preaching intoler-
ance. During the debate, I 
also learnt that 

the BNP now have access to 
£3 million of public money, 
resulting from the election of 
two of their members to the 
European Parliament.

Moving the motion on 
black activists tackling rac-
ism at work, the National 
Black Members vice chair 
made an impassioned 
speech calling on all dele-
gates to go back to their 
branches and tell members 
that the issue of equality 
should not be left to black 
members and self organised 
groups alone. All members 
should make it their respon-
sibility to stand up to chal-
lenge racism, unfairness 
and inequality in the 
workplace.

Jare Oyewole

n
Black Workers priori-
tised obtaining support 

for the Challenging Racism 
in the Work Place project, 
developed by the Regional 
Black Members Committee. 
This was devised to provide 
a toolkit to enable members 
to challenge employers who 
continue to fail in their du-
ties under the Race 
Relations (Amendment) Act 
to redress inequalities and 
actively promote equality. 
The scheme has been 
rolled out to a number of 

areas. In Camden, UNISON, 
together with the Black 
Workers Group, will be rais-
ing issues with 
management.

The Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual 
and Transgendered caucus 
drew conference’s attention 
to a possible rise in intoler-
ance and discrimination as 
a result of the economic 
recession. The caucus cited 
the positive outcome of the 
employment tribunal in 
Islington. It ruled that a 
public servant was not with-
in her rights to refuse to 
carry out her duties in a 
civil partnership service. 

The Retired Members re-
minded us of the existence 
of elder abuse in care 
homes and the remedy that 
is available under the 
Human Rights Act. They 
asked UNISON to make 
approaches to the govern-
ment to bring existing legis-
lation in line with the Act.

These are just some of 
the motions that were dis-
cussed and debated on at 
conference. These all have 
relevance for you in 
Camden. Contact the 
Equalities Officers if you 
would like to organise local-
ly and help set next year’s 
agenda.

Monica Morris-Jarra  

Camden UNISON Equality Officers Monica Morris-Jarra and Jare Oyewole 
report back from conference on the importance of keeping the issue of 
equality on the agenda

The issue of equality

2009
CAMDEN

UNISON
AT CONFERENCE

n
At the first meeting of 
the London region’s 

delegates to the Local 
Government Conference, I 
raised the issue of the 
SOAS raid. There was an 
agreement to carry an arti-
cle in London Calling, the 
daily regional newssheet for 
delegates and visitors. This 
was written early Sunday, 
but did not appear till 
Thursday as the union was 
‘seeking legal advice’.

Our own branch and the 
SOAS branch submitted 
emergency motions about 
the raid. The Standing 
Orders Committee stated 
that the SOAS motion could 
not be admitted to the 
agenda for legal reasons, 
but did allow the Camden 
resolution to appear in its 
final report of the week. We 
ultimately decided to with-
draw our motion in return 
for the promise of a public 
statement.

Finally, on Friday morning 
UNISON’s general secre-
tary, Dave Prentis, took to 
the rostrum to read out a 
statement on behalf of the 
NEC expressing grave con-
cern at the raid and pledg-
ing to write to the Home 
Secretary, Alan Johnson, 
about this and similar 
swoops on workplaces by 
the immigration authorities 
to express the union’s op-
position to workplace raids 
in general.

The statement also con-
tained a renewed commit-
ment to press for the regu-
larisation of the immigration 
status of undocumented 
workers and redoubled ef-
forts to secure the London 
Living Wage (now £7.60 an 
hour) as the absolute mini-
mum for workers across the 
capital. 

For further information on 
the statement see: http://
www.unison.co.uk/news/
news_view.asp?did=5482

George Binette

SOAS raid: 
Camden 
delegation 
plays key role

n
UNISON has joined 
forces with the Child 

Poverty Action Group (CPAG) 
to campaign on eradicating 
child poverty. Speaking at 
UNISON Conference the 
CPAG’s Chief Executive said 
that the government had 
‘taken its eye off the ball’.

In 1999 the government 
committed itself to halve 
child poverty by 2010 and 
eradicate it by 2020. While 
400,000 children have 
been lifted out of poverty 

since 1999 the trend since 
2005 has been going in the 
wrong direction. There is a 
fear that the recession will 
further erode the gains 
made, with the last budget 
seeing a mere 38p a week 
extra going to families.

Mechanisms to benefit the 
low paid include increasing 
the National Minimum Wage. 
UNISON is also calling on 
the government to increase 
child tax credits and child 
benefit. Good universal child-

care that is free at the point 
of delivery should also be 
available thereby allowing 
parents to work.

Children who grow up in 
poverty are less healthy 
and perform worse through 
the education system. 
Despite the recession, 
Britain is a very wealthy 
society. Not to prioritise 
bringing children out of pov-
erty is a disgrace.

Barry Walden
Branch Chair (job share)

Action on child poverty
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UNISON held several 
debates that were fo-

cused on young members, 
and as a first time delegate 
there was a lot for me to 
absorb. One of the first is-
sues that arose, and one of 
the first motions to be de-
bated, was the union’s sup-
port for apprentices. This 
motion supported the idea 
of government providing 
apprenticeship schemes 
within the public services 
as well as extending the 
minimum wage to all those 
in apprenticeship schemes. 
At present they can be - and 
often are - paid less.

Several speakers pointed 
out how unfair this was giv-
en that young people don’t 
work less hours, so why 
should they receive lower 
pay. There was a strong 
message that apprentices 

should not be a cheap 
replacement for more 
experienced members of 
staff.
As a new delegate I was 

not keen to speak, but I 
felt obliged to raise the is-
sue of fighting for jobs as a 
way of recruiting new peo-
ple to the union. I argued 
that it was key for UNISON 
not just to fight for the 
schemes but also for jobs 
to be there at the end of 
training.

As a new member I felt 
that the fight for jobs was a 
theme repeated throughout 
conference, and one that 
seemed to be on most del-
egates’ minds. This was 
coupled with a strong sense 
that it was young people 
who would lose out the 
most if this fight was not 
taken seriously, given the 
rough deal young people 
get from the benefit sys-
tem.  I hope the campaign 
for fair wages and jobs for 
young people will be taken 
into all areas of UNISON.

Sinead Kirwan

Fair wages 
and jobs 
for young 
people

London branch delegates say the BNP does not represent them

n
The debate at confer-
ence on fighting the 

BNP followed the election in 
June of two leading BNP 
members to the European 
Parliament. While this is a 
clear set back for anti-fas-
cists and anti-racists it was 
recognised that in the two 
areas where the BNP was 
successful – Yorkshire & 
Humber and the North West 
– they actually polled less 
votes than in previous elec-
tions. They were elected 
because their share of the 
vote increased as a result of 
the low turn out. It was ar-
gued that the Labour Party 
vote did not transfer to the 
BNP but that the Labour 
vote stayed at home. 

It was also revealed that 
following the release of the 
BNP database into the pub-
lic domain last year, 
UNISON had cross refer-
enced it against our mem-
bership and found that 
there are 264 BNP mem-
bers in UNISON. The debate 

concentrated on how to ex-
clude these fascists from 
membership.

During both the debate at 
conference and in the well 
attended fringe meeting 
called by Unite Against 
Fascism delegates argued 
that we must continue to 
work with organisations like 
UAF, Love Music Hate 
Racism, and the Hope not 
Hate campaign. In particu-
lar conference agreed to:

l counter the newly re-
spectable image of the 
BNP; 

l argue against the poli-
tics of disillusion that have 
driven people away from 
Labour and into the hands 
of the extremists; 

l develop a programme of 
political education to en-
sure a wider understanding 
of the context of the rise of 
the far right; 

l target resources where 
the threat of BNP success 
is greatest and work with 
other trade unions to mobi-

lise workers 
and spread anti-BNP 
publicity. 

Finally, in the wake of the 
European Election results 
UAF and Love Music Hate 
Racism have called a 
Special National 
Conference in Manchester 
on 18 July. (The branch has 
agreed to send three 
delegates.)

More information at:  
www.uaf.org.uk  

Barry Walden
Branch Chair (job share)

l The BNP got 1300 votes 
in Camden, 2.7% of the 
total.  In London it polled 
86,420 votes, 4.9% of the 
total vote.

Fighting against 
the far right

2009

CAMDENUNISONAT CONFERENCE
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The very last debate of 
UNISON’s 2009 na-

tional delegates’ confer-
ence concerned the contin-
uing drive to turn state sec-
ondary schools into so-
called Academies, effective-
ly run outside local authority 
control by private sector 
companies, charities or aca-
demic institutions.

And the very last speech 
of the conference came 
from Camden’s own hous-
ing convenor, Mandy Berger, 
a conference delegate from 
the Greater London region. 
In a hard-hitting address 
Mandy pointed out that the 
Academies programme has 
given license to entrepre-
neurs who want to insert 
creationism into the sci-
ence curriculum.

Academies also mean 
teachers and school sup-
port staff transferring to a 
new employer, so threaten-

ing the erosion of 
pay, terms and con-
ditions over time as 
well as the loss of 
any remaining sem-
blance of demo-
cratic control and 
accountability.

In a number of 
cases, for exam-
ple in Hackney, 
academies have 

failed to make provision for 
Deaf pupils and others who 
may have special education-
al needs. While University 
College London (UCL), 
which bid successfully to 
run the Academy in Swiss 
Cottage, has pledged to 
abide by existing Camden 
procedures, numerous 
Academies have clearly 
cherry picked their pupils in 
the hope of driving up exam 
results. The UCL Academy 
has also displaced the 
Frank Barnes School for 
Deaf Pupils from its historic 
location.

The conference resolution, 
opposing the Academies 
programme and in particu-
lar a new push to establish 
an Academy in Plymouth, 
gained the unanimous ap-
proval of conference.

But as Mandy argued in 
her speech, UNISON needs 
to support teachers who 
have been prepared to 
strike against Academy pro-
grammes. It must also sup-
port parents and carers 
who have been prepared to 
mount occupations and oth-
er direct action against 
school closures in places 
as far apart as Glasgow, 
Barrow-in-Furness and 
Lewisham.

George Binette

Entrepreneurs 
enter through 
the back door at 
School Academies

n
Phoebe Watkins and 
Barry Walden, from 

Camden UNISON, are plan-
ning to take up the chal-
lenge to trek 45km through 
Catalonian mountains and 
along the coast in April 
2010 for UNISON Welfare. 
They are hoping to raise 
around £3,000 in 
sponsorship.

With the likelihood of 
more cuts and financial 

pressure on UNISON mem-
bers during the recession, 
it is important to make 
sure the safety net of the 
welfare fund is supported.

As Barry explains, ‘I have 
supported two members 
who have applied to 
UNISON Welfare in the last 
year. In one case a member 
who is a sessional worker, 
and does not get sick pay, 
became seriously ill.  

UNISON Welfare was there 
for him during a difficult 
time, ensuring his rent and 
bills were paid and he had 
money to live on’.

Barry adds, ‘We asked for 
as many pledges or dona-
tions from delegates and 
visitors at Conference to 
kick start our challenge. 
Already Dave Prentis, 
General Secretary, has 
made sure he is our first 

pledge!’ 
And to make sure he is 

not the last Camden Eye is 
asking you all to support 
Barry and Phoebe in their 
endeavour.

l Contact Barry or Phoebe 
for more details on how to 
pledge.  l Barry.walden@
camden.gov.uk   l Phoebe.
watkins@camden.gov.uk

Team Camden: fund raising for UNISON Welfare

n
A large part of the Local 
Government conference 

was set aside to discuss the 
crisis in social work. 
Because of the appalling way 
the Haringey ‘baby Peter’ 
case was reported in the 
press, most social workers 
now – in the words of one 
delegate – ‘have their chins 
on the floor’. Many are walk-
ing away from the profession 
and there is a desperate 
shortage of permanent so-
cial workers, particularly in 
child protection. In London, 
on average, one in five posts 
in social work teams are 
unfilled.

UNISON is heavily involved 
with ‘speaking up for Social 
Workers’ that is campaign-
ing for ‘action on vacancies 
and violence’. Please look 
at the UNISON website for 
more information. www.
unison.org.uk 

In conference, and in 
fringe meetings, there was 
a lot of anger expressed 
that despite the Laming 
Enquiry and the current 
task force (that Moira Gibb, 
Camden’s Chief Executive, 
is heading), no-one felt that 
there was going to be a 
move to free up social work-
ers to actually do social 
work. Instead, paper work, 
case loads and stress were 
singled out as the major 
problems. 

UNISON has given evi-
dence to the Laming 
Enquiry, and produced a ten 

point plan for children’s 
services. Eight of UNISON’s 
recommendations were 
adopted (see http://www.
unison.org.uk/acro-
bat/18035.pdf).

Adult and mental health 
social workers spoke at 
conference too – pointing 
out that while children’s 
services got more press 
coverage, they also had 
massive cuts and staff 
shortages, and it is only by 
luck that there has not 
been a ‘Granny P’ case. 

Many people did talk 
about needing to stand to-
gether to fight for the proper 
resources and support for 
social workers to be able to 
be social workers. It was 
agreed to hold a one day 
conference later this year to 
take this forward. 

Finally, our branch has 
requested research into the 
effects of cutting front line 
mental health services and 
the on-costs this is likely to 
incur for in-patient care. 
Thanks to those UNISON 
Members in Community 
Mental Health Teams 
and men-
tal health 
service 
providers 
who helped 
draw up the 
bid for this 
research!

Phoebe 
Watkins

Deepening crisis in 
Social Work
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Climate Change
This December world lead-
ers meet in Copenhagen to 
reach a deal on climate 
change and agree reduc-
tions in greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

UNISON has been backing 
the International Trade 
Union Confederation cam-
paign for the global deal on 
climate change to include 
provision for a just transi-
tion – to protect workers in 
the changeover to a greener 
economy.

More at: http://www.uni-
son.org.uk/green/copenha-
gen.asp 

See also: http://www.
campaigncc.org/

n
In December 2006 
SOAS UNISON was told 

that cleaners at SOAS had 
not been paid for three 
months. We told manage-
ment this was unaccept-
able. There were other prob-
lems with Ocean the com-
pany that had won the 
cleaning contract when it 
was outsourced; shifts were 
changed with no consulta-
tion and cleaners were not 
treated with any respect. 

Over the next eighteen 
months we held protests, 
organised a Latin American 
social and a showing of Ken 
Loach’s film Bread and 
Roses and had a local 
march around Bloomsbury 
on May Day 2007. We re-
cruited cleaners and target-
ed the new contract 
negotiations.

In June 2008 the Board of 
Governors agreed to union 
demands that the new 
cleaning contract should 
include a union recognition 
agreement and the payment 
of the London Living Wage. 
The new contract with a 
new company, ISS, started 
in September 2008. 

We decided to push out 
beyond SOAS and in early 
2009 formed the 
Bloomsbury Living Wage 
Campaign and with the sup-
port of the local UNISON 
branches, UCU and student 
activists, targeted the near-
by colleges. In March 2009 
the LLW was won at 
Birkbeck and in April at the 
London School of Hygiene & 
Tropical Medicine. 

A leading activist and our 
branch chair, Stalin 
Bermudez, who worked for 
SOAS and the cleaning con-
tractor was suspended by 
the School in October 
2008. He was the man who 
had first raised the clean-

ers’ case. UNISON believes 
the allegations made 
against him were ‘unfound-
ed’. He was dismissed in 
March 2009. There was a 
branch strike in his support 
on the 28 May 2009.

On 12 June, I arrived early 
for a lobby of the SOAS 
Board of Governors in sup-
port of Stalin. Also on that 
day SOAS cleaners had 
been told to attend a staff 
meeting at 6.30 am. At 
6.45 am forty immigration 
officers in full body armour 
raided the meeting. They 
‘processed’ the staff and 
detained nine, one of whom 
was a Brazilian woman who 
was six months pregnant. 
Five of the nine were 
UNISON members. All bar 
one had had their mobile 
phones taken away. I asked 
as their branch secretary to 
be able to speak to them 
and have access. This was 
refused. Later the ISS divi-
sional manager confirmed 
that they had approached 
the immigration authorities 
and set up the fake staff 
meeting.

We held an emergency 
SOAS UNISON meeting and 
agreed a motion calling for 
action to release the staff, 
demanding an explanation 
from SOAS as to why this 
had been allowed to hap-
pen and wanting a commit-
ment that it would not be 
repeated. We held a 
200-strong rally at 4pm at-
tended by students, college 
and local trade unionists 
and campaigners.

On Monday 15 June stu-
dents occupied the man-
agement offices in protest. 
Over the next three days 
there were marches and 
rallies. The issue was taken 
up at UNISON conference. 
There we discovered that 
ISS had also taken similar 
action at some hospitals. 
UNISON General Secretary 
Dave Prentis issued a state-
ment condemning the raid.

By Friday 19 June the stu-
dent and union demands 
were conceded by the col-
lege and the occupation 
ended.

The SOAS UNISON branch 
committee is now deter-
mined to follow through and 
ensure the commitments 
made are honoured.

On Tuesday 30 June we 
organised a demonstration 
outside the Home Office. It 
is clear that the immigration 
laws give employers a tre-
mendous amount of power 
which they will exploit to 
break unions and weaken 
campaigns.

The Ruskin 
College Strike 
of 1909
On 12 May Colin Waugh 
gave a fascinating talk at 
the Town Hall on the Ruskin 
College strike of 1909. The 
event was organised by 
Sarah Friday, the Life Long 
Learning Co-ordinator for 
Camden UNISON, as part of 
Life Long Learning week.

Colin is the author of 
Plebs: The Lost Legacy of 
Independent Working-Class 
Education. It covers the 
period when working class 
students from Ruskin 
College went on strike to 
demand the teaching of 
Marxist economics. When 
their demands were not 
met they formed the ‘The 
Plebs League’.

Supported by the college 
principal, Denis Hird, the 
rebellious students eventu-
ally broke away to form the 
Central Labour College. The 
Plebs League set up educa-
tion classes in many parts 
of the country under the 
slogan, ‘Nothing less than 
the education of the work-
ers in the interest of the 
workers’.

To purchase a copy of 
Colin Waugh’s publication 
email him at: 
Post16educator@runbox.
com 

Jonathan Marsh
UNISON Steward

UNISON at the School of Oriental and African Studies has been at the 
forefront of the campaign to unionise cleaners and to bring them onto the 
London Living Wage. Pete Ainsley talked to branch secretary Sandy Nicoll

SOAS seeking 
justice for cleaners

UNISON received an email from Laura Posada, one of 
the cleaners who had been removed. She had been 
dumped off the plane at Bogota airport, Colombia, still 
in the clothes she had been arrested in with just 75p in 
her pocket.  She was 250 miles from Cali where her 
family were and she had no money to phone them. Her 
bank account, along with the others’ had been frozen.
More at: www.freesoascleaners.Blogspot.com
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There’s strength in numbers: 

JOIN 
CAMDEN 
UNISON
With over 3,500 members 
Camden UNISON is the largest 
union in the council. If you 
are worried about your job 
in a re-structure, stressed by 
your workload, having trouble 
with your manager, worried 
about outsourcing, have health 
and safety concerns or are 
anxious that there is a decent 
pay settlement this year then 
you are better off in the union 
than without. Fight together 
with others — don’t struggle 
alone.  
Phone the branch office on 
020 7974 1633 or email the: 
Tsui.Tsang@camden.gov.uk
More information at: 
www.unison.org.uk

Camden 
Eye team
Editor: Pete Ainsley,
Children, Schools & 
Families
Assistant Editor – 
Jonathan Marsh, 
Culture & Environment

Newsletter Team: Pete 
Ainsley, George Binette, 
Phil Lewis, Jonathan 
Marsh

Want to get involved? 
We need writers, 
cartoonists, 
photographers. 

Email: peter.ainsley@
camden.gov.uk

Copy date for next issue: 
8 September 2009

The views expressed in 
this newsletter are not 
necessarily the views of 
Camden UNISON, but 
the branch will defend 
the right of members to 
express those views.

The CSF 
Directorate 
slashed £50,000 
from Chalcot 

Special School’s budget. 
The cut was based on a 
paper exercise with minimal 
evidence. The school got 
just over a month’s formal 
notice! Its Governing Body 
led a lobby involving the 
unions of April’s full Council 
meeting calling on them to 
reverse the cuts. Now mem-
bers of both the NUT and 
UNISON are planning strike 
action.

Hugo Pierre, CSF Schools 
Convener, spoke to Toni 
Lovegrove, a former teach-
ing assistant and now an 
unqualified teacher, about 
the threat to the school.

‘A lot of our boys have low 
literacy and numeracy lev-
els, not because they’re not 
capable but because 
they’ve become trapped in 
a cycle of broken schooling 
- mainly because of social 
or emotional needs - falling 
behind, low self-esteem and 
loss of confidence leading 
to a feeling of failure. We 
can’t let them fail again and 
repeat their previous 
schooling.

Part of our job is to work 
out an empathetic ap-
proach; finding what they 
can do to build their self-

confidence. We work in real 
partnership with teachers 
allowing them time to devel-
op an individual curriculum 
with the boys.

We don’t know how teach-
ers will manage without 
classroom support staff. 
How will it be safe? You 
need two adults in class to 
deal with the regular de-
mands for attention, the 
walk-outs, the disagree-
ments between students 
that quickly become physi-
cal confrontations. Teachers 
won’t be able to do both 
jobs; the quality caring side 
will drop. Important life 
skills lessons like cooking 
won’t happen and could be 
dangerous with just one 

adult!
Our staffing structure, 

proven successful and de-
veloped over twenty years, 
underpins the individual 
learning the students’ 
Special Educational Needs 
Statements require.

The Council can’t estimate 
the impact on the boys: 
losing carers they trust, 
making them feel unworthy 
of adult support and under-
mining their worth to soci-
ety. And the work with their 
parents, many of whom 
trust us as we’re local, 
could undermine the impor-
tant work we do to maintain 
good local community 
relations.’

Hugo Pierre

Opposing Cuts at Chalcot

n
Gwen Jones, the 
UNISON Branch Office 

Manager, is leaving Camden 
in July. Gwen has been with 
us for just over two years 
and, during that time, has 
established herself with 
many members as the face 
- and voice - of UNISON. Her 
appointment followed a pe-
riod of staff turnover in the 
Branch Office and she has 
brought a good degree of 
stability to the running of 
the Branch’s administra-
tion. She has shown high 
levels of commitment, capa-
bility and empathy in deal-

ing with Camden UNISON 
members and activists and, 
perhaps most important, 
has always displayed a 
great sense of humour. 
She’s also the first Ph.D to 
work in the Branch Office!

 Gwen is leaving to pursue 
her academic career which 
is focused on the politics 
and culture of Eastern 
Europe, particularly 
Hungary. She’ll be greatly 
missed and we wish her the 
very best for the future.

David Eggmore
Branch Secretary

Farewell to Gwen Jones
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Teachers and support staff protest at the Town Hall


