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l Camden Council was given more than £200m to improve education 
and one of their first achievements is to force the closure of Frank Barnes 
— Kevin Courtney, Branch Secretary Camden NUT 

On 8 November, more 
than 150 mental health-
workers in Manchester 
began indefinite strike 
action – virtually unprec-
edented in NHS history. 

On 5 November psy-
chiatric nurse Karen 
Reissman, chair of the 
Manchester Community 
& Mental Health Trust 
UNISON branch, was 
sacked after a six-day 
disciplinary hearing. 

In an interview in late 
2006, Karen had criti-
cised Trust manage-
ment’s proposals to cut 
staffing levels and trans-
fer some provision to 
the voluntary sector. She 
was then suspended for 
gross misconduct.

Four strikers visited 
Camden UNISON office 
in November to explain 
that Karen’s dismissal 
was ‘nothing related to 
her nursing skills’ but for 
speaking out and organ-
ising against healthcare 
cuts and outsourcing.

Healthworkers are de-
termined to stay out until 
Karen’s reinstatement 
and will continue to fight 
for free speech, union 
organisation and patient 
care within the NHS.

For more information: 
www.reinstate-karen.org 

Mark Steel article in 
the Independent on the 
absurd charges against 
Karen: http://comment.
independent.co.uk/com-
mentators/mark_steel/
article3157767.ece

George Binette, co-con-
venor Central Services

n
Hundreds of staff, par-
ents and school students 

marched on the Town Hall on 21 
November, with young students 
signing ‘Save Frank Barnes’ in 
British Sign Language (BSL) at 
the front. They joined trade un-
ionists and other campaigners 
against the Council’s plan to 
build a secondary Academy on 
the site of the school. The coun-
cil is clearly planning the cheap-
est way to build a new secondary 
school and the cheapest option 
for deaf children.

Frank Barnes School for Deaf 
Children will be closed by the 
council even though it is highly 
successful and described by 
OFTSTED as ‘good with out-
standing features’. The council 
plan to transfer the children to a 
Haringey school for deaf children, 
which doesn’t directly teach 
them in the language they un-
derstand unlike at Frank Barnes. 
The council’s plans do not guar-
antee the jobs of all the highly 

skilled and experienced staff all 
of whom are fluent BSL users.

 They agreed to start their con-
sultation on closure without tak-
ing any notice of the voice of the 
parents or the staff, or without a 
credible plan for their option for 
the future.

The Academy would be the 
most socially divisive scheme in 
the borough. The Academy spon-
sors want a selective school and 
councillors want to attract stu-
dents away from private schools 
to make it a success. The cam-
paign by parents in most need 
of a new school (south of Euston 
Road) is being ignored.

The campaigns aren’t going 
away. UNISON and the NUT are 
jointly fighting both proposals 
and alongside the parents we 
can stop these plans.

More information go to: 
l www.thumbsup.org.uk and 
l www.fbarnes.camden.sch.uk

Hugo Pierre Co–Convenor 
Children, Schools & Families

Camden
UNISON 
Christmas 
Party
Friday 14 
December
6pm onwards
upstairs at the 
Victoria
2 Mornington 
Terrace
London 
NW1 7RR
5 minutes from 
Mornington 
Crescent tube
Snacks and 
a pay bar

All welcome
http://fancyapint.com/
pubs/pub1593.htm

Manchester
healthworkers 
all out for 
colleague

ACADEMY NO
FRANK BARNES YES

51.6% voted in favour of 
strike action and 48.4% 
against on a 25% turn-
out. The national commit-
tee voted against strike 
action on the basis that 
the majority was too nar-
row.  The employer’s offer 
of a 2.475% increase for 
nearly all staff backdated 
to 1 April 2007 has been 
accepted. The new salary 
and backdating should 
be in council pay packets 
in December.  The cam-
paign for pay in 2008 is 
now being considered. 

Pay strike 
ballot result
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n
Camden’s partnership 
administration has start-

ed to show its true colours by 
embarking on a privatisation 
agenda that threatens direct 
service provision for some of 
the borough’s most vulnerable 
and isolated service users.

Members in the Community 
Meals service faced reorgani-
sation earlier in the year, cost-
ing several jobs. The service 
is currently ‘managed’ through 
the Primary Care Trust (PCT), 
using Camden staff.  The re-
organisation was reluctantly 
agreed to.

The Council’s Executive on 
31 October rubber-stamped a 
proposal to privatise the serv-
ice even though no consulta-

tion meetings had taken place 
with the staff.  Councillors 
could not even be bothered to 
address some real questions 
put by UNISON. Our represent-
atives put a good case for 
keeping this essential service 
in-house and cutting out the 
PCT’s involvement, so reduc-
ing management costs. 

So we now face the prospect 
of a service run by either:
l Apetito, which currently sup-
plies the service’s van fleet
l Sodexho, which last year 
lost the Town Hall catering 
contract and currently sup-
plies food to the inmates of 
Guantanamo Bay 
l WRVS 
l Fresh CM whose sole 

London connections appear 
to be in the outer boroughs 
of Barking & Dagenham and 
Waltham Forest.

Both UNISON and GMB 
members are prepared to 
fight this proposal all the way, 
and are considering strike ac-
tion to highlight the folly.  

The Council has taken no 
account of the caring side of 
the service, loyally provided 
by an already low-paid, largely 
female workforce. 

Many of these workers have 
spent decades delivering this 
service and do not want to 
spend the final years of their 
working lives employed by a 
cut-throat private company out 
for profit and itself alone.

n
Camden Housing care-
takers take their title 

literally. We do take care of 
the communities that we work 
and often live in. Over the 
years, we have seen some of 
our residents grow from buggy 
to school uniform, and far be-
yond. We have seen the once 
strong and healthy become 
old and frail. We care for our 
residents ensuring that they 
all live in a clean, healthy and 
safe environment. 

Recently, one of my col-
leagues was given an award 
for his contribution to the 
safety of the community. 
Ironically, this honour was 

given by the same body that 
would gladly see the end of 
Camden in-house caretaking.

Caretakers take pride in car-
ing for their residents. Maybe 
in a modest way, opening 
a door for a mother with a 
pram. Or perhaps checking 
up on an elderly tenant whom 
we haven’t seen carrying out 
their usual daily routine.

Two weeks ago, I contacted 
social services to arrange for 
a temporary carer for a tenant 
who had fractured her arm 
after a fall. Following hospi-
tal treatment she was alone 
in her flat, unable to manage 
even basic daily functions. As 

with most caretakers I con-
sider this caring duty as part 
of my job.

We are the first point of 
council contact for many of 
our tenants. Sadly, on oc-
casions, we are subject to 
abuse from stressed and 
frustrated residents. At such 
times we have to be profes-
sional and diplomatic, while 
at the same time perhaps still 
holding a broom, having just 
swept a floor!

Quite often, our work may go 
unnoticed until we take an-
nual leave. The cover may be 
as good, but somehow it’s not 
quite the same.

n
On 31 October we 
had a fantastic lob-

by of the Executive com-
mittee which was consid-
ering all sorts of privati-
sations of our services: 
the HMIP review creating 
a call centre for rent col-
lection and job cuts in 
the district housing offic-
es as well as the closure 
of a school for deaf chil-
dren. The democracy of 
our council was depress-
ing to watch. We had 
great deputations from 
tenants, trade unions 
and community organisa-
tions all of which were 
clearly dismissed without 
even a question from the 
councillors. 

Later that evening the 
Executive agreed all 
the proposals on the 
nod. Chief Officers and 
councillors are happy to 
refuse to consult with 
the tenants even when 
it means going against 
their own “customer care 
strategy”.  And straight 
after the Executive meet-
ing they announced that 
they are now “conclud-
ing the consultation with 
trade unions over HMIP”.

In response we are now 
campaigning once again 
with Camden Defend 
Council Housing and are 
working with them to de-
liver 30,000 broadsheets 
opposing the Council’s 
proposals to Council ten-
ants. As the accompa-
nying articles show the 
changes proposed will 
worsen services not im-
prove them.  This is a 
crucial battle that has to 
be won.  Everyone has to 
get stuck in.

Mandy Berger 
Co – Convenor HASC 
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This 
battle 
has to 
be won

Caretakers – we care
The council thinks that all estate caretakers do is cleaning. Dave Gingold, Caretaker 
steward Kentish Town, begs to differ

Camden UNISON and the GMB are prepared to fight the privatisation of the 
Community Meals service all the way. Tina Clark CMS Shop Steward, and Phoebe 
Watkins Co -Convenor HASC, explain why

Threat to community meals
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Eye View  

Campaign and 
fight together to win

The council has launched 
a major attack on services 
in Camden. In Housing 
they plan to replace estate 
officers with a centralised 
call centre and caretakers 
with a privatised cleaning 
service.  At the same time 
they aim to sell off empty 
homes and privatise some 
estates. 
In Education they plan to 
build an Academy in one 
of the richest parts of the 
borough and force the 
closure of Frank Barnes, the 
only bi-lingual school for the 
deaf in London. 
In adult social care they have 
introduced a charging policy 
and a re-categorisation of 
need that will worsen the 
lives of many elderly and 
vulnerable residents.  They 
will also be affected by the 
privatisation of the home 
care and meals – on - wheels 
services.
Internally in the Council they 
continue to want to cut and 
re-organise.  Having mangled 
Human Resources and 
invoice payments they now 
want to proceed to Finance 
and Administration.
At a local level there is a 
need to connect up the 
campaigns against the 
Academy, for Frank Barnes, 
against the attack on 
housing and the thrust to 
privatisation and cutbacks. 
We need to support one 
another.  We need to expose 
the depth of the attack 
to help rally and broaden 
opposition.
Housing is likely to be the 
main battle arena.  If the 
Council tries to force its 
proposals through then we 
will all need to give housing 
workers our full support.

n
The Council is embarking on the total sell-off of the specialised home care 
service which covers the higher needs of personal care for vulnerable service 

users. Despite the service achieving the highest 4-star award during a recent in-
spection, Camden is proposing to split it and divide it up between various bidders. 

Members in Home Care will be lobbying the Council Executive on 12 December to 
keep the current excellent service in-house. Please support them. Phoebe Watkins

n
Estate Officers are 
the first port of call 

in a crisis. We offer ten-
ants help and advice on 
many issues.  The coun-
cil wants tenants to ring 
one number for repairs, 
another for rent, another 
for a neighbour dispute, 
still another for a transfer 
enquiry. But we all know 
this is a recipe for disas-
ter. Tenants will spend 
more and more time 
on the phone getting 
nowhere. Just try ring-
ing the repairs centre to 
find out what the future 
holds! 

If you have ever been 
in rent arrears you will 

understand how awful 
it can be. Arrears may 
stem from benefits being 
stopped, but for some 
tenants arrears may sig-
nal mental health or sub-
stance abuse problems. 
In the new structure a 
tenant will be phoning a 
call centre and speaking 
to someone who will not 
know the caller. Another 
call centre will strip out 
an important part of the 
human relationship be-
tween the tenant and the 
Council. 

Estate Officers offer a 
service that once gone 
will never return. The 
wealth of experience and 

local knowledge held 
collectively by Estate 
Officers is irreplaceable.  
Often the problems can 
be very complex but it 
is precisely because 
we work with our ten-
ants on a broad range 
of issues that we are 
often the best people to 
help.  Without the Estate 
Officer there is no doubt 
that elderly and more 
vulnerable tenants will 
get a worse service. The 
tenant without a voice 
will suffer the most, but 
crucially all tenants will 
lose access to a named 
person.

Maddy Cooper

Home Care – up for sale!

Camden Council plans to get rid of all Estate Officers, replacing us with 
a rent arrears call centre by March 2008. This is a serious attack on a 
service that many tenants rely on.

Camden needs its 
Estate Officers
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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 branch administrator 
gwen.jones@camden.gov.uk
More information at: 
www.unison.org.uk

Camden 
Eye team
Editor: Pete Ainsley,
Children, Schools & 
Families
Assistant Editor: 
Sadie Dann,
Culture & Environment  
Newsletter Team: 
Pete Ainsley, Sadie 
Dann, George Binette, 
Phil Lewis, John 
Shepherd
Want to get involved? 
We need writers, 
cartoonists, 
photographers. 
Email: peter.ainsley@
camden.gov.uk
and sadie.dann@
camden.gov.uk

Copy date: February 
issue 15 January.
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.

n
On 8 December 
demonstrations will 

take place on every con-
tinent demanding our 
leaders take action on 
climate change.

Last year 20,000 peo-
ple joined the London 
demonstration. The 
march needs to be 
even bigger this year to 
stress the urgency of the 
situation. 

It is now generally ac-
cepted that climate 
change is human-made: 
the burning of fossil fu-
els has added massively 
to the amount of carbon 
dioxide already present 
in the atmosphere caus-
ing global warming, which 
manifests itself in excep-
tional floods, droughts 
and other disasters. 

The planet is warming 
faster now than at any 
time in the last 10,000 

years. The World Health 
Organisation estimates 
that 150,000 people are 
already dying annually as 
the result.

Why should trade un-
ionists get involved? 
We have the strength to 
bring about the changes 
necessary. Global warm-
ing affects us all, but 
its most dramatic and 
immediate impact will 
hit the poorest, both in 
the rich world (as seen 
in New Orleans) and in 
the so-called developing 
world (as seen in this 
summer’s exceptional 
floods in India).

The Camden UNISON 
banner will be at the 
march on 8 December: 
come and join us at 
Millbank, Westminster at 
12 noon! A protest cycle 
ride assembles at 10 am 
at Lincoln’s Inn Fields.

Of course, the issue 
poses real challenges 
for trade unionists. What 
about the position of 
workers in the car or 
aviation industries who 
might find their jobs un-
der threat? How can jobs 
and living standards be 
protected while taking 
action to reduce carbon 
emissions? 

These sorts of issues 
will be up for debate at 
the Campaign against 
Climate Change Trade 
Union Conference taking 
place at the University 
of London Union on 9 

February 2008.
For information about 

the 8 December march 
and the TU conference 
go to www.campaigncc.
org or contact jeremy.
hill@camden.gov.uk

Jeremy Hill 
Legal services steward

Against Climate Change

n
The Council’s ability 
to make the same 

mistakes over and over 
seems endless, with new 
initiatives being started 
before previous changes 
have been evaluated. 

The two major “money-
saving” reorganisations 
of the past couple of 
years – the centralisation 
of Invoice Payments and 
the Human Resources 
function – are good ex-
amples. Although they 
have not yet been prop-
erly assessed it is safe 
to say that most people 
view both as absolute 
disasters.

Overstretched staff 
in central invoicing are 
struggling to cope with 
the pressure of work, 
which is itself made 
worse by the impact of 
the e-buy system (there’s 

another bright idea I 
should have mentioned). 
Payments are being 
made late or missed al-
together, with staff in 
the service departments 
having to pick up extra 
work to sort out com-
plaints from suppliers. 
In HR a dramatically re-
duced workforce is still 
in the process of reloca-
tion whilst managers in 
service departments are 
taking on more and more 
personnel functions.

Whilst such large sec-
tions of its support serv-

ices are in turmoil, you 
would have thought that 
the Council would avoid 
any further major chang-
es for the time being. 
But not Camden. The 
next areas for centrali-
sation are Finance and 
Administration, with the 
mouth-watering prospect 
of still further job cuts 
and major disruption to 
services. What will they 
come up with next? The 
only certainty is that it 
won’t be to cut the Chief 
Officers’ performance 
bonuses.

Why does the council charge ahead with new initiatives before evaluating 
the ones that they have already made? John Mann Co-Convenor Culture 
& Environment, speaks his mind

When will they ever learn?

Saturday 8 
December

National 
Climate 
March

12 noon 
Assemble 
Millbank 
for main 

march
2.30 pm 

Rally at US 
embassy.

Speakers 
include:

Chris Huhne 
MP

Michael 
Meacher MP

Caroline Lucas 
MEP

George 
Monbiot

TALKING
POINT

The Camden UNISON banner was among several 
on the Fremantle workers’ protest march through 
Barnet on 10 November.  Fremantle are attacking 
workers’ terms and conditions.  Phoebe Watkins Co-
Convenor HASC, spoke at the rally which featured 
a host of regional, national and local speakers. For 
more information go to: barnetunison.blogspot.com


