
Discussion Paper:
The Jobs & Staffing Campaign
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Introduction

The PCS Revenue & Customs Group Executive Committee has launched a ‘Jobs
and Staffing Campaign’ with the express aim of tying together all of the issues facing
members into one unified strategy.

There have been criticisms from various quarters about how the GEC has dealt with
these issues so far. There have also been strong criticisms of failures by the GEC to
carry out instructions from members and of its democratic accountability in general.
In this discussion document I’m going to look at what the issues are facing members
and where valid criticisms of the approach taken need to be raised.

However, it is no good to simply say what is wrong and propose no remedy. So I’m
also going to examine what is positive about the current approach. From this arise
three questions that I will  also attempt an answer to: how can we support what is
happening? What action can we take at a grassroots level to go beyond any current
limitations  in  the  campaign?  What  demands  should  we  be  making of  the  Group
Executive Committee?

This document is, as written, the opinion of a small group of PCS members in HM
Revenue & Customs. It  is intended to provoke debate and discussion among our
fellow workers, and ideally to help spur on the kind of effective action needed to force
concessions  from  the  employer.  Responses,  including  critical  ones,  are  both
welcome and encouraged.

Please share this in your branches and discuss the contents at branch meetings. If
you agree with the approach set out, then please endorse it and put it into practice.

HMRC staff under attack

Terms and conditions
Following  instructions  from  the  Cabinet  Office,  HMRC  reviewed  the  terms  and
conditions  of  employment  for  staff  in  order  to  bring  them  in  line  with  what  the
government considered reasonable for ‘a good, modern employer.’ In practice, this
meant  an  attack  on  and  watering  down  of  the  terms  won  by  members  through
successive struggles.

Initially, HMRC wanted to apply the changes to all staff. This included getting rid of
privilege  leave,  slashing  sick  pay,  reviewing  flexi  and  forcing  a  national  mobility
clause upon all A grade staff. After the issue provoked rank-and-file walkouts across
the Civil Service, led by Revenue staff, the department decided to play it safe and
only apply the terms to new starters and those on promotion.

Though a retreat from the initial position, this was still a threat to all members. Not
only would members face losing out if they earned a promotion, but the department
would in effect get a two-tier workforce – which in all cases results in the workers
being divided so that the employer can force a race to the bottom. Members rightly
saw through  this,  and  via  their  delegates  at  Conference  instructed  the  GEC  to
conduct a ballot on the new terms, urging that members reject them and moving to
industrial action if necessary.

Almost a year, the only thing that can be said is that this hasn’t happened. The GEC
has ignored a direct instruction from members and the new terms and conditions
imposed by the department have become established without resistance.
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Enquiry Centres and the NES pilot
HMRC announced the decision on 12 February to close all 281 Enquiry Centres. This
meant  that  1,300 staff  were  suddenly  faced with  the end of  their  careers  in  the
department.  While  EC  staff  would  get  priority  applying  for  jobs  in  the  Needs
Enhanced  Support  (NES)  service,  and  they  could  also  choose  to  go  into  the
Redeployment  Pool in order to look for  new jobs,  most  are expected to take the
Voluntary Exit schemes being offered to them.

This decision is purely ideological, linked to the desire to get rid of frontline, face-to-
face services in favour of a telephone and internet based service. Such a move, in
turn, enables the department to ‘streamline’ by further cutting jobs. It flies in the face
of all of the feedback from the consultation that preceded the decision, while the NES
pilot only proved what critics had been saying. Take up of the new scheme was far
lower than EC use, and those who did use it were presented with a series of hurdles
in  order  to  make seeing an advisor  face-to-face highly  unlikely.  Despite  this,  the
department chose to spin and propagandise the trial rather than evaluate it honestly,
implying as many suspected that the decision was made before the pilot began.

PCS members were wise to this over a year ago, as evidenced by organising efforts
in  branches  and  motions  submitted  to  Conference.  Initial  campaigning  efforts
received strong support from the GEC early on in 2013, and very quickly a lot  of
momentum  was  built  which  saw  increased  activity  from  EC  members  and  the
prospect of determined resistance.

Unfortunately, this trend would not hold. To quote one AGS, the EC campaign ‘died
on its arse’ after this initial flurry of activity. Members and reps in the effected areas
reported a lack of communication and a feeling of abandonment, while later attempts
to revive the campaign – first a week of protest activity and later a fortnight of e-
action and political  lobbying – were piecemeal  and treated as one-off  set  pieces
rather than being followed up on with more sustained campaigning.

Voluntary Exit schemes
The announcement of an offer of 2,000 Voluntary Exit schemes in sites that HMRC
did not see any future for in the medium to long term was a cynical and calculated
move to shed jobs.

Of course, as they were keen to stress, it was not a move to close offices. However,
they had to know that there was a possibility that enough people would jump at the
offer  as  to  effectively  make  the  case  for  the  department  when  such  moves  do
happen. There should be no doubt that the intent here is to run down offices in order
to make staffing levels low enough that closures can be justified.

This move was also foreseen to a degree at Conference, since a motion was passed
instructing the GEC to support and coordinate local office closure campaigns with the
aim of building towards a Group-wide campaign. The GEC have acknowledged this
in their papers on the Jobs & Staffing Campaign, though with the exit offers still very
recent there has not yet been sufficient time to get this properly rolling.

With the further announcement of VE offers for the bulk of remaining AA grade staff,
however, a fight on this front becomes even more of an imperative. It should also be
linked explicitly to the EC closures, as both the GEC and members no doubt already
agree.
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Fixed Term Appointments
The fate of the department’s 3,900 FTA staff is perhaps the issue PCS members
have been most updated on. The GEC has been in intensive negotiations during the
now-ended  90-day consultation  period,  resulting  in  extensions  for  a  considerable
majority and even some permanent jobs.

This is rightly being trumpeted as a success on PCS’s part, although it can be argued
that the real victory is to all of the members who have maintained strong support for
the Overtime Ban. This action, ongoing for multiple years across multiple disputes,
has put the staffing shortages in sharp focus and made the inarguable case that
HMRC is understaffed and that this will only get worse as the cuts continue.

Of course, for most of the extended FTA staff, a level of uncertainty still hangs over
their heads until the next time their jobs are up for the chop. Since negotiations have
been so effective when accompanied by solid action, this raises the question of why
the Overtime Ban was ever downgraded from a continuous to a discontinuous effort,
and where we go not only to secure permanent jobs for all FTA staff but also to force
the department to make sure future employment opportunities are permanent instead
of casual.

Privatisation and outsourcing
The threat of privatisation is a Civil Service wide one, precipitated in particular by the
present  government’s  ideological  commitment  to  shrinking  the  public  sector.
However, in HMRC in particular there have been several efforts at outsourcing work
to private providers.

The Contact Centre ‘building capacity’ trial was the most high profile effort on this
front. However there was since a similar move in Benefits & Credits. Most recently,
Prior Information Notices have been issued both for Error & Fraud work in B&C and
for debt collection work both in Debt Management & Banking and Tax Credits.

The  stated  aim  of  these  trials  is  about  ‘adding  capacity’  and  the  department
continually stresses that it is not replacing existing HMRC jobs. However, it remains
the case that every job outsourced is a person who could be employed directly by the
department of HMRC terms and conditions either by the extra staff we know that we
need or by the existing staff being pushed out of the door through various means.
Nor is this about value for money or efficiency, as the Contact Centre trial evaluation
showed that staff are no better at the job for being employed by a contractor rather
than directly. Instead, all we are doing is funnelling taxpayers’ money towards the
profit of private companies.

The GEC’s record in this area, worryingly for the staff threatened by privatisation, is
quite shocking. They have more than once claimed ‘successes’ against privatisation,
but this simply isn’t true.

An end to privatisation was one of the demands of the Tax Justice For All campaign,
which saw brilliantly  supported action delivered by members. This resulted in the
Enabling Agreement, which included a “long term and fundamental commitment is to
public services being provided by our own people.” However, this immediately turned
out to be a paper commitment when the B&C privatisation trial was announced not
long after. The trial that was the source of the dispute, in Contact Centres, from that
point continued unimpeded to its natural end.

The GEC’s claimed victory came from the evaluation of the CC trial, which showed
that privatisation wasn’t more efficient or cost effective. But we knew that anyway,
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and it is no good winning the argument if you do not win the fight because the thing
that you’re opposed to carries on regardless.

Performance Management
The new stack ranking performance system that has been introduced by HMRC is
unfair,  unfit  for  purpose  and  exacerbates  inequality  and  discrimination  within  the
department. 10% of us will  be marked as ‘must improve’ to meet a quota and not
necessarily on our ability, which opens more of us to the risk of MPPA procedures
that in theory could see us out of the door within a timeframe of mere months.

PCS members’ opposition to this new system has been clear and vocal from the
start.  They  don’t  want  it,  and  this  was  reflected  in  the  overwhelming  votes  of
delegates at Conference to refuse to cooperate with the system and to fight for a new
system that is fully equality proofed and not linked to pay.

The GEC does not share the opinion of members. Since the new PMR system came
in, it has been wedded to a ‘strategy’ of full cooperation. So much so that, faced with
a membership instruction for non-cooperation, it delayed acting for months. When it
finally  did,  non-cooperation  was immediately  watered down to deferring  meetings
while talks went ahead, and finally scrapped altogether.

The justification for this has been a call to ‘wait and see’ on the mid year data. Such
an approach might be compared to waiting to see if an axe shears your head off
before getting too hasty about ducking. However, with the mid year data now in and
confirming the inequalities we already knew about,  full  cooperation has somehow
become the strategy of choice again.

Full cooperation falls down on the simple fact that it  is exactly what the employer
wants and is a tacit acceptance of the new system. Far from making it collapse under
its own weight, it simply allows PMR to be embedded and members’ anger to give
way to apathy.

At the same time, arguments that non-cooperation would lead to disciplinary action
do not stand up to scrutiny. PCS’s own advice on all action short of strike is to “push
non co-operation and the withdrawal  of goodwill  as far as possible.  But if  directly
instructed by a line manager to do a task, you should do it rather than be suspended
or disciplined.” Since the motions passed on PMR included industrial  action up to
strike  action  alongside  non-cooperation,  then  the  point  at  which  members  were
threatened with such action would be the point at which to escalate to strikes.

Digitalisation
There  has  been  precious  little  said  publicly  about  HMRC’s  digitalisation  efforts,
despite the clear threat  this poses to jobs.  HMRC claim that  their digital  strategy
could result in 18,000 job losses over the next decade, particularly focused on those
of  us  who  work  in  post  rooms,  processing  offices  and  contact  centres  at  the  A
grades. Those of us who survive the cull  will  have more demanding jobs, flipping
between different work at a moment’s notice to meet demands and commitments.

This is clearly a grave threat to members’ jobs and working conditions. But what is
our response to it? How do we effectively organise against it? What demands do we
place on the employer? These are all questions on which the GEC has yet to even
attempt and answer.
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Cleaning staff and contractors
Recently,  the threat of redundancies to ISS contract cleaners has drawn attention
from the union.  Branches have made renewed efforts at  recruiting cleaning staff,
while the GEC has worked closely alongside the Commercial Sector of the union in
order to push negotiations to defend jobs.

These are positive efforts that need to be built upon in the near future, and they also
highlight a key point that many of us have perhaps overlooked in the past: the need
to organise industrially,  with all  workers in a given workplace standing up for our
interests together instead of being divided by sectoral interests. This is a concept that
should be built upon and could make all of our future actions more effective.

The big picture
All of the above attacks are part of an overall assault on the staff in HMRC, in order
to  conform  to  a  certain  ideological  view  of  the  Civil  Service.  In  general,  the
government  wants  a  small,  specialised  core  of  permanent  staff,  while  additional
needs and peaks in demand are fulfilled by casual, outsourced, non-union staff with
awful pay and conditions. This will see the bargaining power of the permanent core
reduced in turn,  so that  we are easier  to sack,  easier  to control  and cheaper  to
employ.

In HMRC specifically, the aim is to strip away as much interaction between staff and
the public as possible. With most tax affairs dealt with online, with tax avoidance,
evasion and non-payment dealt with by small, mobile teams. The service we provide
to taxpayers will be run down, the tax gap will continue to expand and the cuts will
continue apace.

So the question becomes: how do we effectively resist this? Some of what the union
is doing currently can be built upon and expanded, while other things need to change
entirely.

How we fight back

The GEC response
The  GEC’s  response  to  these  attacks,  previous  actions  notwithstanding,  is  to
announce  a  new  Jobs  &  Staffing  Campaign.  This  new  initiative  is  focused  on
securing a new agreement with HMRC, with the following points as a minimum:

1. An agreement on staffing to ensure that there are enough staff to do the work.
2. Permanent jobs for all FTA staff.
3. A  guarantee  of  no  compulsory  redundancies  and  no  compulsory  moves

beyond reasonable daily travel. 
4. An  end  to  office  closures,  and  for  HMRC to  retain  a  visible  face  to  face

presence in our communities.
5. An agreement on workload – reducing stress, over-stretch and demands on

workers.
6. An immediate scrapping of the discredited performance management system.
7. A reduction in line managers' spans of command, to reduce pressure and to

allow managers to focus more on staff support and development.
8. A fully funded HMRC tackling avoidance and evasion – but also putting public

service delivery at the heart of everything it does.

In pursuit  of  this,  the GEC have written to the department requesting meaningful
negotiation  at  the appropriate level.  However,  while  this  approach will  be wearily
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familiar  to  members – since the only  response to any situation in  the past  year,
including  the  breakdown  of  talks,  has  been  requesting  talks  –  there  is  an
acknowledgement that this is unlikely to yield results and that campaigning will be
necessary. To which end, among other considerations, the GEC in January agreed:

 Preparations  should  be  made  for  the  eventuality  of  talks  reaching  a
conclusion without agreement being achieved or, HMRC refusing to enter into
substantive discussions on a Jobs & Staffing Agreement.

 That  the  Group  Secretary  along  with  the  Negotiations  Strategy  Sub-
committee are tasked with drawing up a comprehensive plan of activity which,
following consultation with the Transformation Programme Negotiating Team,
will  be submitted to the GEC meeting scheduled for the 18th/19th February.
The plan will  include preparations for a ballot  of  members which will  seek
endorsement on: obtaining a Jobs & Staffing Agreement & a campaign of
industrial action to achieve this if talks should fail.  A bid for campaign funds
will be included in the plan.

 That the National Disputes Committee (NDC) will be regularly appraised on
negotiations & the preparations being made for the eventuality of talks failing.
The  responsibility  for  this  &  the  preparation  of  a  submission  on  potential
industrial action is placed primarily with the National Officer who will consult
as appropriate.

 That the development of branch campaign co-ordinators will play an important
role in ensuring the success of the campaign.  A briefing for the campaign co-
ordinators will be organised in advance of the next GEC meeting.

All of which, at least on paper, is more proactive than the GEC have been previously
in  the  year.  However,  this  doesn’t  mean  that  there  aren’t  still  pitfalls  that  need
addressing and a need to organise at a grassroots level to go beyond the GEC’s
limitations.

Pitfalls
The most obvious potential downside to the new campaign is the risk that comes
from putting all of our eggs in the same basket. Demands over pretty much every
major issue in HMRC are now bound together under a single banner, which gives the
employer scope to give concessions in less vital areas in order to placate the union
while still continuing with the bulk of attacks. This is, in fact, exactly what happened
when the Enabling Agreement suspended the Tax Justice For All campaign.

The  counter  argument  to  this  is  that  we  should  be  standing  together  as  one
workforce  rather  than  having  different  sections  fight  different  battles.  This  is
absolutely  true,  and  doing  otherwise  has  only  led  to  a  disparity  of  rights  and
conditions  across  different  directorates.  But  this  doesn’t  mean  that,  all  standing
together, we can’t still pick off each separate issue as it arises rather than waiting for
them to pile up on us as they have. For example, decisive action on PMR could have
killed the system off early and given members a victory over something that caused
universal ire, rather than letting it embed itself and the dispute fester.

- 7 -



While this is a lesson to be learned for the future (and urgently, as we have made the
same mistake twice now), we can’t change the fact of where we are now. So I want
to focus on how we intervene in the existing campaign effectively, since the goal here
isn’t navel gazing and finger pointing but winning.

‘Negotiations alone’
The GEC has considered a plan for campaign activities to be taken up “in case we
cannot secure the commitments that we are seeking through negotiation alone.” The
problem with this position is that we cannot secure concessions through negotiations
alone. As already touched upon, extensions for the FTAs would not have happened
without action through the Overtime Ban highlighting the extent of the staffing crisis.
Where talks have been the only game in town, or where campaigning has been an
afterthought, the GEC has gained nothing from the employer.

That  being  the  case,  campaigning  should  not  be  something  that  we  do  after
negotiations fail, but what we do to add weight to negotiations. As well as the basic
fact that we only get anywhere through organisation and action, everything going
quiet  while  negotiators  disappear  behind  closed  doors  with  management  does
nothing for members’ confidence.

Moreover, campaign activities shouldn’t simply be an afterthought to make members
feel involved. They should be based on what is effective, either at increasing visibility
and  support  for  the  issue,  or  at  piling  pressure  on  those  we  wish  to  meet  our
demands. In the latter case, this will involved stepping out of our comfort zone and
doing things that we might not be used to.

Examples of such activities include: communication blockades, physical blockades
(e.g. of roads), sit-ins, on-the-job action ranging from more traditional overtime bans
and work-to-rule to selective disruption, and so on. These should be decided based
on what is effective and what workers are willing to do.

Mass meetings and horizontal coordination
In order to do this effectively, there needs to be a culture change. This begins with
the realisation that members and reps are not simply pieces on a chess board to be
moved by the GEC, but the real strength of the union. Its ultimate goal should be
organic campaigns, led from below by the membership.

In branches, we need to make mass meetings a standard and regular part of any
campaign.  These  meetings  should  be  open  to  the  entire  workforce  –  except
management and those who cross picket lines – and should dictate local activity as
well as feed suggestions back to the GEC.

Establishing strike committees should also be standard practice during a dispute.
These committees should be elected by mass meetings, with the individuals on the
committee accountable to and recallable by said meetings. This committee should be
responsible  for  coordinating  the  work  generated  by  decisions  taken  at  mass
meetings,  including  raising  funds  and  coordinating  activities  such  as  leafleting,
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protests and picket  lines.  All  funds raised need to be controlled directly by those
taking strike action and not the GEC or full time officials.

Across the Group, we need to develop horizontal means of communication.  If  an
initiative from one workplace proves effective, we should be able to spread it across
other workplaces without running the risk of it being blocked or sat upon by a senior
official.  This could include anything from coordinating protests on specific days to
sharing work-to-rule tactics.

By engaging in this kind of organisation,  we not only place ourselves in the best
position  to challenge mismanagement  of  the dispute  by the GEC,  but  make any
action  that  does  happen  more  effective  and  give  members  more  confidence  by
bringing control of the dispute into the workplace.

Positive demands
All of the demands put forward by the GEC are reactive ones, aimed at stopping the
current tranche of attacks. This is understandable, given that the austerity agenda
has put unions in general and PCS in particular on the defensive.

However,  the  stated aim of  the  Jobs & Staffing  Campaign  is  a  fully  funded and
properly resourced HMRC. This involves not only stopping the attacks but actually
rolling  them  back,  and  therefore  our  demands  need  to  be  more  positive  and
proactive.

This  is  particularly  important  given  the  digitalisation  agenda.  Under  capitalism,
advances in technology mean a chance to increase profits and cut costs – meaning
workers – and we should be fighting not against those advances altogether but for
them to have a social benefit. If we have less work to do, then great, but this should
mean reducing stress and the hours we have to work – not our wage.

An example of such positive demands might be:

Workload
1. All staff to be on pay band maxima within three years
2. Full time week reduced to 30 hours
3. Paid sabbaticals
4. Scrap the Performance Management System

Tax Justice
5. Extension of customer service into communities

a. reopen and fully staff Enquiry Centres
b. an end to office closures and compulsory moves

6. No privatisation
Jobs and staffing

7. No further job losses, no compulsory redundancies and recruitment to replace
all natural wastage

8. A  jobs  audit  to  establish  what  work  is  not  being  done  and  a  recruitment
campaign to fill the gap

9. Permanent jobs for all FTA staff
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Summary

PCS members in HMRC face attacks on a whole range of issues, based around an
ideology  of  cuts,  casualisation  and  privatisation.  The  GEC has  mismanaged  the
response to these issues, failing to deliver effective action or to heed instructions
from members. This has to change if we are to make any gains.

The new Jobs & Staffing Campaign gives us the opportunity to do that, but only if we
are proactive, organised, and take the initiative rather than simply waiting for GEC
instructions. The ideas set out above offer my thoughts on how we go about this,
based on direct democracy and mass involvement.

As already mentioned, this paper is intended to provoke discussion. It is clear that
our current approach to the employer’s attacks is not working, so we need to push for
a more effective strategy in order to be able to start racking up wins.
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