
The 13th,14th and 17th August saw 
defiant UNISON members head back to 
socially distanced picket lines for a third 
round of industrial action over the reviled 
‘Tower Rewards’ contract.  

The latest walkout built on successful 
earlier strikes called in July. Nine days of 
industrial action has seriously disrupted 
some council services, placed others under 
pressure and caused a torrent of negative 
publicity to rain down on Mayor Biggs and 
CEO Will Tuckley.  

A virtual mass branch meeting on day 6 
of the walkout saw members vote 
overwhelmingly to ramp the pressure up by 
striking again before the current ballot 
expired on the 20 August – and to then look 
at re-balloting for further action. Despite the 
obvious difficulties posed by striking in a 
pandemic and during the peak holiday 
leave season, UNISON members turned 
out in force again with raucous picket lines 
supplemented by well-attended virtual 
rallies so home-based strikers could take 
part.

TowerPower
The News Sheet of Tower Hamlets Strike special #2 – August 2020
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Three days 
of striking 
defiance

l For photos and videos of the strike, as well as case studies which show 
the impact of ‘Tower Rewards’ on different workers see the Tower Hamlets 
UNISON Branch website: https://towerhamlets.unison.site/ 
l Follow our Twitter and Facebook pages

https://towerhamlets.unison.site/
https://twitter.com/UNISON_TwrHmlts
https://www.facebook.com/TowerHamletsUnison


Van fans
A UNISON-sponsored ‘AdVan’ with some 
not-so-subtle messaging circled the 
borough over the three-day strike as we 
took our message and reasonable 
demands into the heart of the community.  

Picket lines erupted with cheers each time 
the van cruised by, while Twitter exploded. 
Our message could not be clearer: Mayor 
Biggs, Will Tuckley and Head of HR, Amanda 
Harcus – shame on you! Don’t slap key 
workers with imposed ‘Tower Rewards’ 
contracts in the middle of a pandemic. It’s 
time to talk! 

TowerPower Strike special #2 – August 2020

Day 9 of the strike saw hundreds of 
whistle blowing and chanting strikers 
march through the streets of Tower 
Hamlets to the site of the new 
Whitechapel Town Hall, with picket lines 
converging along the way.  

Traffic was stopped as banner-waving 
strikers from Albert Jacobs and John Onslow 
House marched down the middle of 
Cambridge Heath Road, followed by a 

spontaneous high energy protest which saw 
the road in front of the old Royal London 
Hospital occupied and traffic again halted. 
The air crackled with defiance as strikers, 
fists in the air, erupted with the now well-
known chant: ‘Tower Hamlets council… 
shame on you!’  

The day of action concluded with a massive 
socially distanced picket line which stretched 
all the way down Whitechapel High Street.

Strikers’ 
massive 
show of 
resistance 

The socially 
distanced picket line 
on Whitechapel 
Road stretching from 
Cambridge Heath  
all the way down to 
Vallance Road.



Mayor Biggs and the Council are under 
pressure as news of our strike spreads, 
gathering more and more publicity along 
the way.  

It has shocked many in the Labour and 
Trade Union movement that a 
Labour council would sack and 
rehire key workers to impose a 
new contract in the middle of a 
pandemic. While the Mayor and 
some of his Cabinet continue to 
pump out the sort of banal 
rhetoric (more commonly used 
by Tories) to justify their anti-
worker/union conduct, this has 
fallen flat. 

This can be seen vividly in an open letter 
to the Mayor signed by 57 Labour 
Councillors from across Greater London 
Councils. The Councillors say: ‘The actions 
of Tower Hamlets Council risk damaging a 

party that seeks to represent 
ordinary working people.’ They 
have called on the Mayor to re-
engage and negotiate with 
UNISON and to meet our request 
for the information required to do 
an independent equality impact 
assessment. https://morning 
staronline.co.uk/article/open- 
letter-tower-hamlets-council-
labour-councillors 

UNISON’s General 
Secretary, Dave Prentis, has 
also penned an open letter to 
Mayor Biggs reiterating his 
full support for the branch 
and refuting council bosses’ 

(false) claims that UNISON officials had 
refused to negotiate: ‘I am confident that our 
branch and regional officials have operated 
in good faith and fully engaged at every 
stage of the negotiations… I am calling on 
you to direct your managers to reopen 
meaningful talks’. 
https://towerhamlets.unison.site/2020/08/ 
07/read-share-dave-prentis-letter-to-john- 
biggs-regarding-tower-rewards/

Council under pressure 
to cooperate with union
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East End history? It’s our history

7th floor, Mulberry Place, 
5 Clove Crescent, London E14 2BG

Contact us

During the Coronavirus situation the 
Branch Office continues to be available.  
n In the first instance please email 
jacqueline.durand@towerhamlets.gov.uk 
or bernadette.hall@towerhamlets.gov.uk 
with your query. 
n To ring please use the Branch Office 
number 020 7364 5302 or one of these 
office mobile numbers: 07940 382 299 or 
07943 996 646. 
Facebook: Tower Hamlets Unison

Disgracefully, the council continues to 
withhold information that unions need to 
undertake an independent Equality 
Assessment on ‘Tower Rewards’.  

Council managers strangely keep 
referring to the long and proud history of 
east end anti-racist activism as some kind 
of defence for their poor quality and 
obviously faulty equalities document.  

But that rich and righteous history is not 
the property of high-paid council bosses to 
claim as their own and deploy because it 
suits them. The same can be said for local 
politicians who engage in anti-worker 
behaviour which increases inequality.  

But that is the legacy we stand on – east 
end trade unionists, community activists 
and residents standing together, as we have 
going back over a 100 years, to protest and 

confront injustice and inequality when those 
in positions of power have sought to dish it 
out. It is in that great tradition that 
UNISON’s campaign against Tower 
Rewards and our nine days of strike action 
stand.

TowerPower Strike special #2 – August 2020

Our history – an original illustration 
drawn live by Tim Saunders at the 
Whitechapel picket-protest.
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