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Local government members have voted to accept the 1%
pay deal by 59%. Before the ballot went out, the Joint Nego-
tiating Committee voted by 14 to 13 not to recommend re-
jection. 

In other words, the leadership decided not to lead, and ducked
a fight on a pay deal that we all know is not good enough. 

Yet again, the tired, cowardly formula was trotted out: “this is
the best that we can get through negotiation.”

This method is really the worst of all possible worlds. It is the
leadership of the union washing its hands of all responsibility,
even through we’ve given them a mandate to lead. They knew
the pay deal was rotten, and couldn’t reccomend rejection, but
instead of being upfront about the need to fight, they’re hiding
behind the claim that it’s the best we can do. They’re already
squirming and making noises about a fight next year. But the
vague promise of a fight next year isn’t much good if you’re suf-
fering now.

It’s as though the leadership is saying — we’ve done our bit,
we’ve negotiated, now it’s over to you, as if whether or not to
fight a national pay cut is just something that individuals can de-
cide to do, or not to do, on their own.

Given this, it’s a testament to the strength of feeling that 39% of
voting members voted to reject the deal. Regions such as London
and North West had majorities for rejection, and in Scotland,
they’re balloting for industrial action against their deal. The
whole union should do whatever it can to support our Scottish
members. The SGE in the HE sector is reccomending rejection of
their 1% deal. Is there something in the water in universities that
means Unison members there are capable of fighting for a better
deal when local government members aren’t?

The leadership is right on one point: we have to do better next
year. This pay deal sucks — it is, yet again, a real-terms pay cut
(16%), and the union has acknowledged that local government is
now the worst-paid section of the public sector. But how do our
leaders plan to do better next year? The prospect of some half-
hearted campaign, launched when it’s too late, doesn’t fill us
with hope.

Our union’s leader seems to be forgetting that we are actually a
union. The concept is simple: a lot of workers in a given work-

place or industry get together, and the ultimate weapon that they
have is industrial action to pressurise employers into conceding
our demands. When all the rhetoric is stripped away, that is re-
ally what a union is. But our union, despite its name, seems
desparate to find ways of individualising and atomising us and
our issues, rather than collectivising them. The current recruit-
ment campaign is effectively an ad campaign for cheap insur-
ance. 

Does the union think we can win a better national pay deal
next year through individual casework, making the case for each
members one-by-one? 

Fight on cuts too!
Pay is only one of the issues facing Unison members in local
government. Cuts are hitting us badly, and fightbacks are
rare. 

We should take inspiration from the refuse workers at Brighton
Council, who have drawn a line in the sand and launched an all-
out strike against a proposed pay cut that could see some of them
losing £4,000 per year. That’s the way to respond to employers’
attacks. The Brighton workers aren’t guaranteed victory, but by
refusing to roll over they’ve given themselves the best possible
chance.  Those workers are in the GMB; Unison could learn a
thing or two from that example.

This government isn’t about to hand any goodies out for good
behaviour, our union has to come to terms with the fact the only
way we are going to improve our conditions is by using our in-
dustrial muscle.

But with this same crowd of cowards at the helm, the chances
of anything different next year seem remote. So if our leadership
won’t lead, we have to be prepared to take the lead ourselves.
That means organising independently where we can — for exam-
ple, organising branch-based actions in solidarity with any possi-
ble strikes against the 1% deal in HE, and making sure we don’t
cross Unite picket lines if their members in local government de-
cide to fight the deal. 

But we also need to transform our union at every level.
Branches where members want to fight should link up in a rank-
and-file network to organise action when the union leaders
won’t, and to fight at conferences and in elections for genuine re-
form within Unison.

Nothing will be achieved overnight; there’s a long way to
go. But if branches which understand the urgency of the sit-
uation do beginning organising, we never know which spark
might start a bigger fire.

1% is not good enough!
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Outsourced cleaning,
catering, and security
workers at the Uni-
versity of London
won the Living Wage
in summer 2012.

Since then, they’ve
been running an inpsir-
ing campaign to win
sick pay, pensions, and
holiday entitlement
equality with their di-
rectly-employed col-

leagues. Their campaign is called “3 Cosas”, meaning “Three
Things”.

The workers are entirely self-organised, with weekly campaign
meetings where all workers can have a democratic voice in plan-
ning actions. They’ve made links with students, running joint
campaigns with the University of London Union (ULU), which
have seen student activists set up a mock “holiday camp” outside
Vice Chancellor Adrian Smith’s office to highlight the lack of
equal holiday entitlement for outsourced workers.

The campaign brings together workers from Latin American,
Eastern European, and other immigrant backgrounds as well as
British-born workers. They’re part of a movement of cleaning
and other ancillary staff across University of London colleges
who are demanding living wages and equal rights.

Until recently, the “3 Cosas” workers were members of our
union. Some of them might have been delegates to this week’s
NDC. But, in April 2013 , they left Unison en masse because of
how they were treated in the union.

Why? What happened to make a group of active, campaigning
members feel so unwelcome in the union that they felt they had
no choice but to leave?

The workers, some of whom were members of the Unison
branch committee, attempted time and time again to get the
whole branch actively involved in backing the 3 Cosas campaign.
Although the branch committee formally supported the de-
mands, it blocked proposals for to dedicate more resources to the
campaign. The workers felt abandoned by their union.

They stood in branch committee elections to try and reform the
branch. Although votes are normally taken at AGMs, some on
the branch committee insisted on a postal ballot overseen by re-
gion. Region delayed announcing the election results several
times. When workers demonstrated outside Unison HQ to de-
mand their release, Unison officials called the police on them!

Eventually, the election was annulled because of errors in the
balloting proces (which the 3 Cosas workers themselves had tried
to rectify, and been blocked in doing so!), and because Unison
decide an article written about the election in the London Student
newspaper constituted third-party interference (which would
logically mean that any article in the press about any election in-
validates the result!).

After a series of discussions and votes in their meetings, the 3
Cosas workers decided to leave Unison en masse and join the
small Independent Workers of Great Britain (IWGB) union.

Whatever one thinks of their decision, the facts are stark: a
group of active, campaigning, self-organised members have been
forced out of our union by a branch and regional leadership
threatened by their self-organisation and unwilling to respond to
members’ actual struggles.

Our union should be led by people like the 3 Cosas work-
ers, not forcing them out. Unison activists, particularly those
in HE, should support the 3 Cosas campaign and make sure
that, if your branch has outsourced, migrant-worker mem-
bers, the branch is just as accessible, hospitable, and re-
sponsive to their needs as it is to the needs of
directly-employed members.

• Support the LabourStart appeal for the campaign at bit.ly/ls-3 c
• More info at: facebook.com/3 coca 
• @3CosasCampaign on Twitter

Support the “3 Cosas” campaign!
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Where’s the fight on NHS? 

Support Amendment 18.1
The National Health Service, the biggest single gain the work-
ing class in Britain has made in decades, is being destroyed
around us. 

So where are the mass protests? The strikes? The civil dis-
obedience? Why isn’t our union, the main health union in the
country, leading the charge?

Inspiring strikes like the Mid Yorks battle against down-
banding are the exception, but they should be the rule. Unison
should be fighting every cut and closure with a campaign of
strikes and other industrial action, combined with a political
campaign for the NHS at a national level. That would involve
making sure the Labour Party, to which we’re affiliated, not
only commits to reversing Tory privatisation if elected in 2015
but scrapping the destructive PFI schemes it pioneered when
in government.

Many of the most inspiring fights, like the mass community
campaign against A&E and maternity closure in Lewisham,
south London, have happened in spite of Unison, not because
of it.

Delegates at this year’s NDC can take some small steps to-
wards turning that around. Amendment 18.1 would commit
the union to building a national demonstration in defence of
the NHS, alongside other unions.

That’s the least we should be doing. We need to be creating
a state of political emergency around the destruction of the
NHS. Unison could lead the way in mobilising not just its
members but others in working-class communities too.


