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The trade union bill sets out  
to further restrict British trade 
unions, already operating under 
the most restrictive laws in 
western Europe. The bill is 
undemocratic, vindictive,  
unfair and unnecessary. 

The proposals apply to 
England, Wales and Scotland, 
but not Northern Ireland,  
where employment law is  
a devolved matter. 

Thresholds 
For most PCS members, ballots 
for industrial action would 
require a 50% turnout to be valid. 

It is also worth noting that this 
threshold does not apply to any 
political election or for 
shareholder votes. In fact, the 
50% threshold was not reached 
for the London mayoral election, 
the European Parliamentary 
elections or for most local 
government elections. 

Time limits 
Before unions ballot for industrial 
action, under the law a trade 
dispute must be established, 
setting out the issues that are in 
dispute. Unions can continue to 
take action as long as the trade 
dispute remains. 

Under the proposals in the bill, 
ballot mandates will only extend 
for four months – meaning that 
unions will have to re-ballot 
members to continue an 
unresolved lawful trade dispute.

Ballot notification
Currently the law states  
that after the ballot result is 
announced the union must  
give the employer seven days’ 
notice of intention to strike.  
The bill proposes to double this 
period to 14 days.

To further undermine strike 
action, the government is also 
proposing secondary legislation 

to allow employers to bring in 
agency workers to cover the work 
of strikers. This strike breaking 
activity is currently illegal.

Political Funds 
Currently union members pay 
into a political fund unless they 
opt out. Political funds require  
an all-member ballot to be 
established and there is a legal 
requirement to re-ballot the full 
membership every ten years. 
Members are able to opt-out of 
the political fund when they join 
or at any point during their 
membership.

The bill proposes to shift  
from an opt-out system to an 
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opt-in, whereby each individual 
member would have to be 
signed up. 
Facility time 
PCS reps have already suffered 
significant cuts to facility time, 
and the bill makes provision for 
the government to set a limit on 
the proportion of time that any 
public sector worker can spend 
on union activities.

As we know, this is an attempt 
by the government to 
undermine trade unions, by 
restricting the contact between 
reps and members, and to make 
the union less effective in the 
workplace. 

Regulation 
Trade unions are currently 
regulated by the certification 
office (CO), and have to submit 
an annual return setting out 
finances, pay, membership  
and key officers. 

The bill proposes a 
considerable extension of these 
regulatory requirements, and  
will compel unions to pay for  Ph
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the cost of administering 
through a compulsory levy. 

If unions are found to have  
not met the new reporting 
requirements, then the bill 
allows the CO to impose  
fines of up to £20,000. 

And finally 
The government’s case for this 
bill is dressed up in the language 
of greater democratic mandate 
– just as the 1980s anti-union 
laws were too. 

It was a deceit then and it is a 
deceit today: this is about driving 
down the ability of workers to 
argue for a pay rise, to defend 
pensions, save jobs and oppose 
privatisation. 

As trade unions in the UK  
have been weakened, the  
share of national income  
has decreased, and in recent 
years workers’ pay has  
stagnated or fallen in real  
terms. The decline of trade  
union strength has coincided 
with rising inequality and in- 
work poverty.

The decline 
of trade 

union strength 
has coincided with 
rising inequality and 
in-work poverty
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President’s view

Finding ourselves in 
November, less than two  
months before Christmas, it is 
not unreasonable for members 
to be raising questions about 
their ‘pay increase’, restricted of 
course by the government’s 
decision to restrict any increases 
to 1% of the departmental pay 
bill over the next four years. 

Members have already been 
informed that discussions have 
produced little progress to date, 
while at the same time the 
department is seeking to 
remove SDA and AAA and 
pressure those currently in 
receipt of these terms to accept 
the much-hyped AHA; the 
department’s preferred system 

With the 
chancellor due 
to announce 
the autumn 
statement on 
25 November, 
Home Office 
management 

is desperately trying to formulate 
plans reflecting cuts of between 
25%-40%, While making the 
usual statements about ‘greater 
automation’, increased 
efficiency and a reduction in 
processes, the fact remains that 
the department will have to 
decide which functions it will no 
longer be able to perform if cuts 
of this magnitude are made.

It is therefore perhaps 
interesting to note that at a  
time when businesses are 
undertaking various 
restructurings, which have in 
some cases led to compulsory 
redundancies, the department 
has decided that there is a need 
for a second permanent 
secretary – presumably to assist 
the current permanent secretary 
in managing the run-down  
of the department.

of remuneration for those who 
work shifts. The GEC has made it 
clear that whilst it is prepared to 
talk, members must have the 
final say on the outcome of any 
discussions.

While the trade union 
movement finds itself  
under attack from the 
government’s trade union bill, 
sadly supported by some 
business managers within the 
Home Office, members voted 
positively to ensure that PCS 
retains its political fund by  
a yes vote of 91%. 

This is not about affiliation to 
the Labour Party, but is to allow 
PCS to continue campaigning 
against ‘political decisions’ that 
directly affect members in terms 
of jobs, pensions and 
privatisation.

Finally I, along with the  
GEC, would like to express  
my best wishes to AGS Alan 
Dunn upon his retirement  
from the department and 
welcome Simon Williams  
who is to take over Alan’s  
AGS duties.
Nigel Buller

In brief
Mental health first aiders
PCS reps in HM Passport 
Office Northern Ireland 
branch have worked 
extremely hard to get a 
mental health first aider put in 
place. Despite encountering 
apathy, hostility and poor 
communications the branch 
have actually managed to get 
two, with another two being 
trained.

All of this was achieved 
with the support of AWARE NI, 
PCS and HMPO management.

The mental health first 
aiders already trained are 
launching awareness sessions 
with the support of local 
managers. Meanwhile in the 
next issue of Front Line we will 
report more about the role of  
a mental health first aider 
along with interviews of those 
involved in this important role.

Union Advocates
A recent PCS briefing sought 
volunteers to become union 
advocates. Although the 
overall response was 
overwhelming, the response 
from HM Passport Office was 
quite poor.

PCS is a member-led union, 
committed to a model where 
the union is run by and for its 
members. With customer 
service offices potentially 
under threat and members 
being pushed harder and 
harder, now is the time for an 
increase in PCS activity in all 
areas of the business. The 
union is made up of more than 
just its reps, you are the union 
and as such there are things 
you can do to support it.

Getting involved will send  
a strong message to 
management and the 
government that you will not 
tolerate further attacks on the 
civil service. You won’t be 
asked to do more than you can 
reasonably deal with, but any 
part you play will help the 
union become stronger.

Don’t leave it to someone 
else, get involved.

From the editor

Where has 
this year 
gone? It’s 
hard to 
believe that  
it is now 
November 
and 2016  

is just around the corner. 
PDR season is upon us  

again and the dreaded rankings 
that go with it. Rankings are 
something that private industry 
brought into the workplace to 
ensure they retained only what 
they considered to be the top 
performers. 

This system pits worker 
against worker to stay out of 
the bottom 10%. But even 
many large private companies 
have now abandoned this 
system. It’s fair to say it is a 
universally hated system that 
lowers morale and causes more 

harm than good. 
Your GEC is therefore asking 

all branches to petition both 
members and non-members to 
show solidarity and support in 
getting rid of the forced 
rankings from the PDR system. 
Sign the petition online using 
the following link pcs.org.uk/
HomeOfficePMSpetition 

In this issue we have 
interesting articles relating to:

•  Mental health first aiders

• Fast stream inequalities

•  Race Relations Act, 50 years 
on

•  Black History Month event in 
HM Passport Office

•  Union advocates recruitment.
Finally, I would like to welcome 
two new members  
to the editorial board, Jon 
Bruce and Samantha Watson.
Sharon Edwards
Editor

Members 
voted 

positively to ensure 
that PCS retains its 
political fund by a 
yes vote of 91%

Many large 
private 

companies have now 
abandoned this 
system. It’s fair to 
say it is a universally 
hated system that 
lowers morale and 
causes more harm 
than good
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At this time of year, we  
are assailed by the annual 
advertisements for the  
Fast Stream process. This 
recruitment process is designed 
to bring in the brightest and 
the best new recruits who will 
go on to populate the highest 
echelons of the civil service and 
the British Establishment.

The new recruits are brought 
in at a specially designated 
grade just above HEO, with an 
expectation that, after a few 
facilitated moves to high profile 
roles, they will be promoted 
substantively to grade 7  
within two years.

The most recent annual 
report describes the Fast 
Stream as “an investment in 
talent, intended to ensure  
that present and future 
governments are supported by 
an efficient and effective civil 
service with the right skill set 
and the versatility to respond  
to changing priorities.” 
Certainly grand aims.

Elitism
Given the very deliberate 
targeting of ‘talent’ one 
questions why these individuals 
would require such active 
career and training 

PCS reps in HM Passport Office 
London organised an event for 
evening shift operational staff 
to celebrate Black History 
Month. This was well supported 
by staff with 20-30 attendees 
on the day and was seen as a 
success. 

The event started with a mini 
quiz to test knowledge of black 
history and was an excellent 
icebreaker for everyone. Visuals 
being displayed on the day 
were of famous quotes from 
inspirational Black leaders.

Guest speaker Ritu Chabra, 
Unionlearn PCS learning officer, 
focused on the importance of 

management, at the expense  
of the rest of us. 

I think that anyone who 
believes in equality has to 
question whether this method 
of talent management is 
indeed fair. Whether it is right 
to identify a small elite at an 
early stage and then specifically 

learning and development and 
the courses that PCS can offer. 

She also gave staff the 
opportunity to share and 
discuss their views in order  
that their needs are fully 
understood by PCS.

Ritu also gave an example 
that showed evidence that 

The privileged few

invest in these individuals. 
Surely a more equitable system 
is training and investment for 
all, a more level playing field.

While opportunities clearly 
remain for staff at all grades, it 
is questionable whether a short 
cut or fast track should be 
available for the few.

Diversity concerns
While recent statistics from the 
Fast Stream recruitment have 
shown some improvement they 
still make depressing reading. 
The overall success rate for 
candidates is 4.6%, with white 
applicants having a 4.8% 
success rate compared with 

3.3% for BME. This represents  
a significant and worrying 
deviation.

Perhaps the most striking 
statistics are around the 
backgrounds and socio-
economic status of the 
candidates and successful 
appointees. In 2014, 32% of 
successful candidates attended 
independent schools. This 
compares to only 7% of the 
population having attended 
schools of this type. 

Perpetuating the status quo
It is notable that 21% of 
successful candidates attended 
either Oxford or Cambridge 
Universities. This compared  
with them only making up  
9.2% of applicants and only  
one in a 100 of the general 
population.

Conclusions
The Fast Stream certainly 
provides a great opportunity to 
those involved and there are a 
number of very able individuals 
on it, however our aim as a trade 
union must be to widen 
opportunities to all our 
members and aspire to work 
within a more democratic and 
representative workplace.

supported the fact that black 
and minority ethnic workers 
were often in the lower 
performing box markings 
within workplace appraisal 
systems. From this the  
message was absolutely clear, 
up-skilling staff and giving them 
learning and development 
opportunities is a way of 
empowering them.

Staff also raised money  
for the African Caribbean 
Leukaemia Trust (ACLT) by 
buying raffle tickets at the 
event.

Well done to everyone 
involved.

Black History Month at HMPO

Up-skilling 
staff and 

giving them 
learning and 
development 
opportunities is a 
way of empowering 
them

Surely a more 
equitable 

system is training 
and investment 
for all, a more level 
playing field
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This year marks 50 years since 
the Race Relations Act came 
into force in 1965, and over  
the years it has become an 
important piece of legislation 
protecting public sector 
workers from racial 
discrimination within their  
workplace. 

Racial Discrimination
The act marked a time when 
inequalities against ethnic 
minority groups were 
widespread. Minority workers 
faced institutionalised racism 
within their work environments, 
and those seeking employment 
took positions that were below 
their skills and qualifications. A 
lack of cultural understanding 
and awareness unleashed an 
unprecedented level of racial 
discrimination where people 
were forced to work and live in 
poor conditions. The act helped 
set a tone to defend those of 
differing racial backgrounds 
against discrimination. 

Despite the many strides the 
act has made over the past few 
decades, racial inequality 
continues to be a contentious 
issue in the UK and unions like 
PCS continue to campaign and 
challenge against the acts 
disintegration. 

The Act
The Race Relations Act has 
made some achievements in 
the midst of its challenges. A 
recent report published by the 
National Audit Office (NAO) 
entitled ‘Equality, diversity, and 
inclusion in the civil service’, 
covering different government 
departments, primarily the 
Cabinet Office, looked at the 
landscape of diversity in the civil 
service. The report claimed 
that, “minority ethnic 
representation increased from 
4% in 1988 to 10% in 2014, 
which is two percentage points 
below the overall percentage of 
the working population”. 
However, the low 
representation of minority 

ethnic groups and women in 
leadership roles still needs to be 
addressed. The NAO found that 
the number of ethnic minorities 
in senior civil servant positions 
was only 7%.

A campaigning view
Zita Holbourne, committee 
member for the TUC race 
relations and PCS national 
executive committee, reflected 
on her time in unions and the 
part they played in the Race 
Relations Act. She recalled 
representatives of PCS 
predecessors campaigning for 
justice for Stephen Lawrence, 
lobbying in Europe for Article 13 
Equality Legislation, and 
lobbying the Race Relations 
Amendment Act. However, she 
argues that some unions were 
not forthcoming in their stance 
for racial equality. She 
explained: “It was black workers 
who fought for race equality to 
be on the trade union agenda 
and for self organised structures 
for black members – this 
included campaigning, lobbying 
and protesting. This fight was 
still continuing into the 1990s.”

Zita is proud of the PCS union 
and proud of it being at the 
forefront of campaigning for 
race equality, its work with 

50 years of race relations

organisations such as BARAC UK 
and Unite Against Fascism, “and 
building self-organised black 
structures and networks, 
tackling under representation  
of black members in union 
structures,” she continued.

Addressing inequality
As the UK tackles the escalating 
rise in Islamophobia and the 
negative rhetoric on 
immigration, the Race Relations 
Act is now needed more than 
ever and unions have an 
important role to play in this. 
Race equality policies are now 
hard to implement therefore, 
other ways to address inequality 
such as the continued 
implementation of the Home 
Office’s Positive Action Pathway 
and the Civil Service Fast Stream 
need to be encouraged to 
diverse groups. The fast stream 
programme, which claimed to 
have appointed 100 ethnic 
minority people last year, still 
needs to broaden its scope to 
under-represented communities 
not represented in its current 
demographic.

Online training courses on 
unconscious bias will not 
address the discrimination 
faced in departments. Union 
equality officers and equality 

champions must continue to 
engage with departments, 
share best practice and cultural 
awareness with all staff.

Accountability
At a time of austerity where 
media scaremongering and 
government policies are inciting 
and fuelling a nature of fear and 
resentment, unions need to 
hold government departments 
accountable for institutionalised 
racial discrimination and 
challenge phrases such as ‘a 
tolerant country’, a phrase 
which does not embrace the 
diverse individuals who work  
in the public sector and who 
contribute to the prosperity  
of this country. 
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