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on decades long economic, social 
and racial discrimination, with 
BAME communities hit the hardest. 

 
Workers’  
Memorial Day 
As the death toll of health and 
essential workers climbed, 
International Workers Memorial 
Day in April, (observed to 
remember all workers killed by their 
work and to rededicate to fight for safe 
conditions for the living) felt particularly 
poignant, especially in the context of the 
national scandal over inadequate PPE. In 
Tower Hamlets UNISON members marked 
the day by joining with local health and 

teaching unions to hold a solemn 
socially distanced event outside the 
Royal London Hospital and laying a 
wreath at Altab Ali Park, followed by 
a virtual May Day rally attended by 

over 300 people.  
 
Tower Rewards 

In April the corporate 
leadership team balked 
from imposing ‘Tower 
Rewards’. It can 

reasonably be assumed 
that pushing ahead in the 

middle of lockdown would 
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As we gear up for the Christmas season 
one thing we can all agree on is that 2020 
has been a seriously weird and challenging 
year – and heart-breaking for those who 
have lost loved ones to Covid 19.  

It all began rather uneventfully, apart from 
the news in February that Tower Hamlets 
was the first branch in the union to have 
smashed through the anti-union strike 
thresholds in an all branch legal ballot for 
industrial action about the now notorious 
‘Tower Rewards’ contract.  

 
The new abnormal 
But by March we found ourselves living the 
‘new abnormal’, panic buying loo rolls and 
embracing a new vocabulary which 
contained words like ‘lockdown’, ‘social 
distancing’ and ‘PPE’. We paused 
scheduled strike dates to focus on 
supporting the community with the 
health emergency.  

As a densely populated and 
multicultural borough the risk of 
catching and/or dying from 
Covid 19 in Tower Hamlets 
was exacerbated, creating 
additional risks for 
residents and workers. The 
virus served to highlight the 
impact of entrenched 
inequalities and threw a spotlight 

have been so reputationally damaging that 
even they had to back down from the 
insidious plan to detrimentally change our 
contracts – for a few months at least. Senior 
management had refused to speak to the 
branch about the contract since late 2019, 
but they finally agreed to our good faith 
invitation to attend ACAS talks in June. 
Although the term ‘talks’ is used loosely and 
perhaps ‘insincere charade’ is a more apt 
description, with the Head of HR 
announcing at the end of the day that they 
were pushing ahead with imposing Tower 
Rewards no matter what. Council supremo 
Will Tuckley, didn’t even bother to show up.  

 
Fighting for equality 
June also brought the cruel murder of 
George Floyd caught on camera and 
beamed across the world via social media. 
It ignited an international movement to 

demand racial justice while 
millions across the globe took 
to protests to declare that 
‘black lives matter’. As the lockdown 
rumbled on, residents and workers 
gathered in Tower Hamlets parks to ‘take a 
knee’ in solidarity. 

Perhaps the unexpected silver lining of 
2020 was that the virus caused many to 
have an epiphany about just who society’s 
essential workers really were – not bankers, 
hedge fund bosses, high paid executives, 
and managers who sat out the lockdowns 
in their large houses with landscaped 
gardens doing zoom business meetings. 
Rather it was those working in the NHS, 
public services and social care, refuse 
collectors, cleaners, transport workers, 
school and shop workers. It became clear 
that it was poorly/modesty paid and often 
low status workers that when crisis hit were 
the ones we truly couldn’t do without. While 

others sheltered at 
home, these were the 
people who went out 

to serve their communities, keep the 
necessities of life available and to support 
those in need. 

 
Organising 
Throughout the pandemic UNISON 
advocated for essential workers locally and 
nationally and held employers’ feet to the 
fire about safe working conditions and pay. 
In Tower Hamlets members organised to 
challenge their employers when necessary 
(see pages 8 and 10). Stewards across the 
council and in schools worked tirelessly to 
support members and over 660 new joiners 
signed up to branch membership. 

 
Striking defiance 
In July Tower Hamlets council, while lauding 
staff for their hard work during the 

pandemic, turned national ‘clapping’ into 
local ‘slapping’ when it fired and rehired the 
majority of the workforce on the ‘Tower 
Rewards’ contract, sparking the first local 
strikes in nearly 15 years over July and 
August. After a year of spin and corporate 
bullying in the end it could only manage to 
get one third of the workforce to ‘voluntarily’ 
sign the contract. UNISON members rose 
magnificently to the challenge of striking 
under the most unusual of circumstances, 
with energetic socially distanced picket 
lines and a series of massive virtual strike 
rallies which drew big name speakers from 
across the labour and trade union 
movement. The virtual crowd went wild 
when Baroness Shami Chakrabarti and 
John McDonnell MP ‘gate-crashed’ one to 
stand alongside us. 

 
National spotlight 
The strikes threw a national spotlight on the 
treatment of critical workers right here in 
Tower Hamlets, while messages of 
solidarity and donations flooded in from 
around the country. Few will forget Will 
Tuckley grimacing on BBC news as he was 
grilled about the strikes, while the Mayor 
went on a virtual PR tour around the 
borough to try and convince people that the 
cut to severance was not a pre-curser to 
large scale redundancies, all the while 
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Our strike special 
number one 
came out in July. 
It’s available to 
download here: 
bit.ly/STRIKE-1 

Our strike special 
number two 
followed in 
August. You can 
still read it here: 
bit.ly/STRIKE-2
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Grimacing under 
pressure – Will Tuckley 
on BBC news.

Above: Black Lives Matter protest at Altab Ali Park. 
Below: Workers’ Memorial Day at Royal London Hospital.

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

picket line 
– Albert 
Jacobs 
House.

Strange days



The council is again threating to 
change its sickness policy to make it 
easier and quicker to sack staff.  

In a ‘classy’ move, Human Resources 
(HR) introduced the key planks of a 
potential new policy (rebranding it as the 
‘Attendance Management Policy’) to a 
working party of managers and trade 
unions in the middle of lockdown 2.  

With a sense of timing that would make 
anyone feel a bit sick, HR once again 
peddled the cliché rationale that it was all 
about ‘modernising’ and ‘streamlining’ 
and because the sickness absence rates 
in 2020 had be ‘extremely high’. Perhaps 
to be expected in the middle of a once-in-
a-100-years global pandemic?  

It seems the council has its eye on 
‘flattening the (staff sickness) curve’ by 
wanting to make it quicker and easier to 
get rid of poorly 
staff. Proposed 
changes from HR 
at this stage 
include the 
slashing of the 
number of stages 
in the sickness 
absence 
procedure from 
eight down to four, binning the informal 
stage, getting rid of formal follow up 
meetings, enabling managers to move to 
the next formal stage quickly and 
reducing monitoring periods.  

Ironically the managers at the working 
party briefing appeared as underwhelmed 
as trade unions. Members should be 
under no illusion that this is a continuation 
of the current council leadership’s 
attempt to strip back workers’ rights 
under the guise of ‘modernisation’.  

UNISON has given HR feedback and is 

waiting for a response. If there is any 
attempt to introduce a new sickness 
policy with these features unilaterally the 
branch will move to set up a series of 
virtual emergency rolling meetings across 
the borough to agree with members the 

next steps to resist and challenge its 
implementation.  

Just because we have a Tory 
government that for over a decade has 
led a relentless attack on employment 
rights and working people, it doesn’t 
mean that Tower Hamlets council has to 
join in with them.  

UNISON will continue to fight to see 
this off on behalf of all its members. 
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Sackers’ Charter

by JOHN McLOUGHLIN 
 
UNISON intervention has helped to 
prevent significant detrimental 
changes to two important policies – 
the Handling Organisation Change 
Policy in the council and the Sickness 
Absence Policy for school staff. 

Following straight on from Tower 
Rewards management brought forward 
proposals in the council to limit direct 
assimilation and redeployment rights 
and pay protection, if you are 
assimilated or redeployed into a lower 
paid role to just one grade up or down 
instead of the current two. This would 
have made it even harder to avoid 
redundancies. UNISON’s strong 

representations were backed by the 
prospect of taking the matter through our 
disputes process and adding it to our 
existing Trade Dispute. The proposal was 
promptly withdrawn. 

Schools members will be relieved that 
proposals to change the trigger level for 
the sickness absence procedure to the 
same as in the Council – just five days in 
a year – were also dropped. This 
followed a strong reaction from 
education unions. We believe the policy 
change would be bad in any 
circumstances but to propose it just as 
staff are struggling to maintain education 
through the pandemic was astonishing.  

Two more examples of how the 
union protects your rights. 

Two staff policy victories

Many workers have reacted with fury at 
Chancellor Rishi Sunak’s proposed pay 
freeze for most public sector 
workers.  

Throughout the pandemic we 
have worked to support our 
communities. Meanwhile friends 
of the Tory government have 
shamelessly profiteered on a 
shambolic track and trace 

system, preferential contracts for often 
defective PPE, and much more. Yet again 

they want to make working people 
pay for crises not of our making.  

UNISON rejects any attempts 
to divide workers between the 
public and private sector or 
within public services. We intend 
to fight for decent pay for all and 

full funding of public services.

Reject pay freeze insult

The 6th of July 2020 will be a 
date which will live in infamy 
in Tower Hamlets.  

It will forever be 
remembered as the day a 
Labour mayor sacked and 
rehired the majority of the 
council workforce on an 
inferior contract rejected by 
staff and all unions.  

It would have made 
Margaret Thatcher proud and 
it gave Tower Hamlets the 
dubious ‘honour’ of being the 
first major employer to deploy 
the aggressive anti-worker 

tactic during the pandemic. 
But it seems that Mayor 
Biggs’s very laid-back 
position on ‘fire and rehire’ is 
drastically at odds with his 
own party leader’s, leaving a 
stark value disconnect on full 
display.  

During his address to the 
annual TUC congress in 
September Labour leader 
Keir Starmer branded the 
legal practice ‘wrong’ and 
called for the ‘fire-and-rehire 
tactics’ used by some 
employers during the 

pandemic to be outlawed. Sir 
Keir even got a bit dramatic 
declaring it ‘against British 
values’. No argument here – 

what took place in Tower 
Hamlets was ‘wrong’ and 
‘against British values’.  

Although it would have 
been nice if Sir Keir had 
spoken out when the first 
round of Tower Rewards 
strikes were taking place only 
two short miles from his 
Camden constituency. But 
he might have another 
chance to break his silence if 
further strikes are called in 
2021.  

UNISON members will be 
watching. 

‘Labour values’? 

waxing lyrical about how 
‘disappointed’ he was with UNISON. (yawn)  

And how is that turning out? The slapping 
then morphed into sacking when in 
October and November the council 
announced it was embarking on a series of 
restructurings across multiple service areas 
which will likely see staff out the door by the 
end of the financial year with reduced 
severance payments thanks to Tower 
‘Rewards’. Clapped, slapped and then 
sacked. Thank you very much.  

 
Tory rule 
Ten years of Tory rule, which had cut health 
and public services to the bone, made the 
task faced by UNISON members even 
grimmer as they went about their important 
work. Boris Johnson’s shoddy handling of 
the pandemic, which included the 
outsourcing of test, track and trace to profit 
making companies like Serco, led to the UK 
having one of the highest death rates in 
Europe. And in November the 
Tories continued their assault on 
working people by announcing a 
morally obscene pay freeze for 
most of the public sector, and 
then finally introduced the 95k exit 
cap. As the cap includes the cost of 
any pension strain it means that even 
modestly paid public sector workers 

aged 55-plus will be hit hard if made 
redundant. Although apparently there is 
enough money to increase military 
spending by billions.  

November also brought the welcome 
news that Boris’s mate, Trump, had finally 
been dumped. Although there can be no 
complacency about the bigoted far-right 
and anti- immigrant movements that had 
helped to sweep him into power in the first 
place and which must continue to be met 
with relentless opposition. 

 
Public service champions 
But perhaps the most significant 
observation of this year in review needs to 
be about the commitment and spirit of 
Tower Hamlets UNISON members. While 
some of the population has been able to 
spend the pandemic at home, baking 
banana bread, doing Jo Wicks workouts 
and watching Netflix, UNISON members 

have worked tirelessly through both 
lockdowns and in between 
(sometimes at a risk to their own 
health) to support our community, 
keep services and schools running, 
and help vulnerable residents . Not 
for claps – but out of a commitment 
to public service. On top of that 

members 
working in the 

council found the energy and creative 
means to fight for their terms and 
conditions under the weirdest of 
circumstances. 

 
What next? 
2020 has certainly been a strange year that 
we will never forget. With a vaccine around 
the corner hopefully things will turn, but 
there can be no doubt that 2021 is sure to 
bring many challenges for working people, 
Covid-related and otherwise. The dispute 
over Tower Rewards remains very much 
alive and as we go to press the branch was 
waiting for a second meeting with the 
Mayor as well as the outcome of its 
application to re-ballot members. No doubt 
Senior HR will continue to try and 
‘modernise’ council and schools polices to 
strip back workers’ rights (see page 
opposite). Our collective fighting and 
organising spirit goes on. 
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‘They seem to 
want to make 
it quicker and 
easier to get 
rid of poorly 
staff’

Solidarity and Merry Christmas 
Members who have provided an email 
address will be sent an e-version of this 
edition of Tower Power. Hardcopies will 
be sent to schools and will be available 
at main council worksites. If you would 
like a hard copy, please contact the 
branch office.

Tower 
Rewards 
Strike – 
Mile End 
Hospital.

Strikers outside the 
Royal London Hospital.

2020: the year in review



by WILL EVERETT –  
Day Centres Officer 
 
Adult Day Centres are under threat 
of closure. They were shut 
because of the pandemic but now 
the council wants to bolt the doors 
for good. 

The council is consulting on 
proposals that effect all day centres. Of 
real concern is the plan to close three-
day centres from March 2021: 
Riverside, Day Opportunities and 
Pritchard’s Road. These centres work 
with some of the borough’s most 
vulnerable residents. They prevent 
social isolation, provided meaningful 
structured day time activities, promote 
independence, recovery and 
rehabilitation, and work collaboratively 
with other essential services. They also 
give family members welcome respite 
from their caring responsibilities  

The council says it wants to save 
money and for current users to access 
other centres or mainstream activities. 
Its proposal talks about replacing the 
centres with ‘community hubs’ but 
there is little detail about this.  

The threatened day centres all have 
unique features that could be lost 
forever. Pritchard’s Road is the only 
local centre that provides long term 
support to people with severe mental 
health needs. As well as the activities it 
runs, it has a social drop-in that 
attendees really value. 
Riverside provides a non-
traditional approach to day 
care. Their assessments 
allow service users and 
carers to define their needs. 

This is empowering as care is then 
implemented according to their 
strengths. Day Opportunities is the 
only centre in Tower Hamlets that 
caters for people with a physical or 
sensory disability. It provides support 
to those who have an acquired brain 
injury and cognitive impairments and 
focuses on improving independence 
and self-development.  

Service users of Pritchard’s Road 
Centre prefer to be amongst people 
who are in a similar situation so they 
can talk freely about their problems 
without fear of being stigmatised. 
Users of Riverside like their centre 
because it implements the values of 
personalisation that enables them to 
be in control of their lives. Residents 
who use the Day Opportunities Centre 
value the support they receive and 
enjoy the opportunity to socialise with 
others who have a shared experience. 
As one resident said; “being able to 
meet others who have gone through 
what I have makes me feel that I am not 
alone I feel like I belong”. 

As well as the impact on vulnerable 
adults if the centres were to close, 24 
dedicated and skilled staff would be at 
risk of losing their jobs.  

UNISON is working with residents to 
oppose the closures and will be 
holding a virtual public meeting on the 
9th December.  

See our website to sign the 
petition and for more details 
about the campaign. 
https://towerhamlets. 
unison.site/2020/11/17/ 
keep-tower-hamlets-day-
centres-open/ 

Libraries under threat

The Youth Service, which has long been 
the subject of political football in Tower 
Hamlets, is again under attack.  

A public consultation is getting underway 
on a plan to outsource most of the service 
including the prized A Team Arts Youth Hub. 
Even though the consultation has barely 
started the council has already got 
tendering negotiations well underway. How 
is that possible? Good question – which 
UNISON is yet to get a straight answer to. 
The chicken-before-the-egg timing raises 

red flags that the 
consultation is a sham 
going-through-the-
motions exercise and decisions have 
already been made.  

Some staff have already been told by 
management (and shockingly from outside 
organisations) that their jobs are going no 
matter what and they will not be given TUPE 
transfer rights into jobs in the new 
outsourced youth service. The council’s 
project manager was surprisingly upfront 

with unions that staff transferring from the 
council to new providers was a ‘problem’ for 
the tender bidders they were talking to 
because of the cost of the local government 
pension scheme and other rights that would 
also transfer. In other words, they want 
cheaper staff – and unfortunately it appears 
that the council is happy to oblige rather than 
take steps before any outsourcing takes place 
to ensure staff can transfer and keep their 
jobs. If the council pushes ahead with its 
current approach scores of youth workers 
could face compulsory redundancy. 

To add salt to the wound, it was barely two 
years ago that the Youth Service was last 
restructured and many part time staff gave up 
other jobs to make it their main employment, as 
they were given an ultimatum to accept either a 
half or full time work pattern or leave altogether.  

As one youth worker told Tower Power 
anonymously: ‘I feel insulted by the lack of 
communication from decision makers. I feel we 
should be allowed to access redeployment 
options early and TUPE options instead of being 
kept in the dark constantly hearing only rumours 
and information through organisations who are 
not our employers but who are told more about 
what is happening to our jobs and services than 
we are… Relationships, experiences, history 
and community are part of the current youth 
service and to throw it away to try and save 
money is undoing trust-building and outreach 
work which often takes a long time.’ 

UNISON is advocating to get Youth 
Service members early access to 
redeployment support and will closely 
scrutinise any denial of TUPE transfer 
rights.

Transferred to 
the dole queue

by AMINA PATEL 
 
It has been a stressful year for members  
in Adult Social Care (ASC).  

On top of skilfully providing critical services 
over the pandemic, they have had to deal 
with the restarting of a major reorganisation 
which begun in late 2019, was paused due to 
lockdown, then restarted. UNISON has 
worked hard to get answers to members 

queries about the reorganisation. This 
restructure included some unwelcome 
changes to job descriptions, moving 
members from the Hospital Social Work 
Team to Initial Assessment, confirmed a 
plan to outsource some First Response 
Officer roles and introduced changes to 
duty functions, to name but a few. Members 
voiced strong concerns about elements of 
the reorganisation. The pandemic saw 

immense pressures put on members in ASC 
– who are tasked with ensuring vulnerable 
service users are safe, have the right level of 
care packages in place, while dealing with 
pressure from senior management to keep 
the costs of care packages low. Despite 
UNISON and other unions declaring a failure 
to agree, the restructuring was implemented 
in September. This led to a JCAG dispute 
resolution meeting with the Mayor and trade 
unions. At the meeting unions put forward 
member concerns, including the 
outsourcing of First Response Officers as 
well as the very vague new job description 
for Longer Term Support Officers. At the 
time of writing the formal outcome of the 
meeting was still outstanding.  

Many members in ASC tell UNISON that 
they feel burnt out and overworked due to the 
pressure caused by high volumes of complex 
case work, meeting timescales and dealing 
with endless budget panels. The current 
pandemic has put a spotlight on the vital work 
members in Adult Social Care do. Senior 
Management always talk about overspend in 
Adult Social Care and the pandemic will likely 
increase this. There is concern that further 
pressures will be placed on front line staff 
now there is also recruitment freeze.  

UNISON will continue to support 
members in ASC to address concerns 
raised about the reorganisation and it will 
monitor any work pressures arising from 
the recruitment freeze. 

Stress in adult 
social care

Closed forever?
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Cubitt Town 
Library.

by KRIDOS PAVLOU 
 
Staff working in the council’s 
Idea Stores and libraries fear 
they are about to be are hit by 
another major restructuring 
even though the last one (which 
cut 35 jobs) has barely finished. 

At October’s Cabinet meeting 
a plan to start consulting on cuts 
to library and Idea Stores 
services was waved through. The 
plan involves:  
l Closure of Cubitt Town library;  
l Reduced services at Bethnal 
Green library and Watney Market 
Idea Store; and  
l Evening staff reductions and 
reduced Sunday opening hours. 

If the council goes ahead with 
the plan it will have drastic 
implications for jobs and for 
residents who want to access a 
library service. The consultation 
started on 30th November and, 
according to some, good luck 

finding it on the council’s 
website site.  

The closure of historic Cubitt 
Town library would leave south 
of the South Dock without a 
library altogether. As the Cabinet 
paper concedes, older people, 
people with disabilities and 
children will be adversely 
affected as the nearest Idea 
Store will be at Canary Wharf : 
“Children would be less likely to 
travel further unsupervised” and 
people with disabilities “would 
need to travel further and may 
not have the support needed to 
do so.” 

UNISON members working in 
Ideas Stores and libraries are 
concerned that reduced hours 
at Bethnal Green Library and 
Watney Market Ideas Store are a 
precursor to their eventual 
closure and even more job 
losses. The reduced hours will 
make it less convenient for 

some residents and there is 
worry this will lead to a reduction 
in the number of users, which in 
turn could be used to justify 
closures. The library is central to 
a huge chunk of the 
overcrowded north west of the 
borough while Watney Market 
Idea Store serves an even 
bigger area.  

Ideas Store worker Mary (not 
her real name) told Tower Power: 
“Tower Hamlets has for the last 
twenty years held up the Idea 
Stores as a fantastic success and 
shown council leaders and 
librarians across the country how 
to run a successful library service. 
Cutting hours and limiting 
services is the first nail in the 
coffin of ruining that legacy”. 

In an overcrowded borough 
like Tower Hamlets we cannot 
afford to lose our libraries/ 
Ideas Stores, or the dedicated 
library workers that staff them.
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UNISON has received complaints from 
children’s social workers who believe they 
are being underpaid.  

Stewards Daniel Blanchard and Rory 
McCullum have accumulated a growing pile 
of complaints from disgruntled social work 
members who believe they are not being 
paid the correct salary. Members report that 
when they have contacted HR to try and 
explore suspected pay anomalies their 
questions are often met with 
silence or evasiveness. 
Stewards looking into the 
issue have found examples of 
social workers employed in 
the council for between two 
to three years who are still on 
SCP 31, as opposed to higher pay points.  

 
Tower Rewards 
Connected to the discontent is the 
awareness that newly qualified social 
workers who join the council after the 
imposition of Tower Rewards are also paid 
SCP 31. While the starting salary for new 
recruits has gone up by over 2k, it seems pay 
has not increased by the same amount for 
many of those already employed. As the pay 

for a new starter with no experience has 
risen, so it seems has the pay of newly 
recruited experienced workers as compared 
to someone already in the council with 
commensurate experience.  

 
Adults Social Care 
Social workers in Adults with two to three 
years post qualifying experience are now 
also spotting that new starters straight out of 

university are being recruited on 
the same salary as them, so 
they too have been raising pay 
complaints with UNISON. 

While the Tower Rewards 
starting pay for those coming into 
the council has increased to aid 

recruitment, it appears that pay for social 
workers already here has not been shuffled up 
by the same amount, leaving many feelings left 
behind and aggrieved.  

 
Market Intelligence? 
Another perplexing situation caused by 
Tower Rewards is that it has moved up 
children’s Advanced Practitioners into the 
same grade band as the Team Managers 
who supervise them.  

HR argued this approach to grading was 
necessary as a result of ‘market 
intelligence’. Perhaps not so intelligent 
though as anyone conversant with the two 
roles has been left scratching their heads 
and wondering why. UNISON has assisted 
CSC Team Managers to submit an 
Individual Right of Review in the hope it will 
result in a move to the next grade above 
their supervisees and into the same grade 
band as their team manager peers in Adults.  

UNISON is in no way criticising new 
social work joiners to the council or 
Advanced Practitioners, rather it is raising 
reasonable questions voiced by members 
about the council’s approach to pay and 
grading for certain groups, as this is fuelling 
a sense of pay injustice and has the 
potential to impact on retention and morale.  

According to steward Daniel Blanchard: 
‘During the strike Will Tuckley told BBC News 
that Tower Rewards was necessary to retain 
and recruit social workers. But what has 
happened is that it seems new recruits have 
been placed onto higher grades than those 
with the same experience. Unfortunately, 
this, and the inability to get a straight answer 
from HR about individual pay queries, has 
directly contributed to a number of social 
workers leaving over the last few months.’ 

Stewards have raised member 
concerns directly with CSC senior 
management (who appeared as baffled 
by the situation as UNISON) and they 
intend to do the same in ASC. Watch this 
space for updates.

Keeping 
schools 
safe

by AMANDA BENTHAM,  
SEND teacher 
 
NEU members in the council’s Support 
for Learning Service (SLS) are striking 
to oppose drastic cuts to services for 
children with special educational needs 
and disabilities (SEND). 

The first day of escalating action is due 
to take place on 9th December, with 
further walk outs planned for mid-January. 
The action involves 25 specialist teachers 
based at the PDC, who are facing a 49% 
staffing cut at the end of March 2021. 

The SLS is a central service which 
provides valuable support to children and 
young people from birth to age 25 with a 
wide range of needs including deafness, 
visual impairment, physical disabilities, 
medical needs, literacy, language and 
communication difficulties and those who 
need specialist assistive technologies.  

Proposals would result in a smaller 

service (a cut of 13.5 FTE staff) which 
would offer only ‘advisory’ work and 
would be bolted on to the SEND Service 
at Mulberry Place.  

The SLS has worked through both 
lockdowns and earned praise in a 
borough survey. Now staff face 
compulsory redundancies, deskilling and 
worse contracts, but more importantly the 
current proposals threaten the life 
chances of thousands of young people. 

This would decimate the important early 
intervention work we do as well as our 
direct teaching. assessment and training 
in nurseries and schools to ensure all 

children can be fully included in their local 
school, 

A vibrant public campaign is growing 
and a virtual public meeting in October 
attracted 120 participants, with powerful 
contributions from parents, professionals, 
ex-pupils, some local councillors and 
Apsana Begum MP. An online petition has 
attracted over 1,400 signatures. 

Tower Hamlets faces a £12m deficit, 
part of a Tory driven national SEND 
funding crisis with a £1.6 billion shortfall.  

Of course these cuts will be a false 
economy. Schools are already struggling 
to fund adequate TA support and 
resources for vulnerable children. The 
council is likely to see a spike in requests 
for Education Health and Care Plans and 
expensive out of borough school 
placements as a result of cutting central 
specialist support. 

Tower Hamlets must ditch these 
damaging proposals if the council is 
serious in its commitment to supporting 
vulnerable children and young people. 
l Sign and share the petition: 
https://bit.ly/SEND-petition  
l Follow us on Twitter: @Save_theSLS  
l Like our Facebook page: 
https://bit.ly/THSEND-FB 
l Link to the consultation: https://talk. 
towerhamlets.gov.uk/sls-send

Save our 
SEND 
services
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by TOM KAY –  
schools steward 
 
School support staff have 
been right on the frontline 
throughout the pandemic. 

From providing care for vulnerable and 
key workers children, to fighting for working 
conditions, our members have been at the 
heart of the community’s pandemic 
response. 

The past few months have been tough. 
Exhausted staff have risked their health to 
ensure ongoing care. Years of cuts to school 
budgets have made responding to 
increased staffing demands impossible. 
Food poverty has deepened due to the 
economic impact of the virus. We see the 
impact of this crisis on children and young 
people every day. 

 
Organising 
Despite these difficulties, UNISON 
members and stewards have played a key 
organising role. In May, hundreds of our 
members signed an open letters to their 
headteachers insisting on the right to safe 
working conditions. Alongside the NEU, we 
organised a 500-strong rally to say ‘no to an 
unsafe wider reopening of schools’. 
Stewards scrutinised and challenged risk 
assessments if they fell short.  

In late November, 20 per cent of students 
are self-isolating across the country. Locally, 
we face the fourth highest rate of infection in 

London. The first wave of the pandemic hit 
our borough hard because of poor housing 
and the disproportionate impact of Covid-
19 on Black and Asian people. 

 
National union 
Our national union alongside teaching 
unions called for schools to be included in 
lockdown 2. This was because schools 
have been shown to be a key site of viral 
transmission. Closing 
schools would have meant 
a more effective circuit 
break and a safer 
community. The 
government insisted that 
schools stay open even 
though the UK has the biggest class sizes in 
Europe, with often poorly ventilated 
buildings and a shambolic privatised track-
and-trace system. 

Whilst schools remain open we believe 
every school can take urgent steps to 
ensure safety. UNISON, NEU, GMB and 
Unite have released a new joint unions’ 
checklist. The guidance includes proper 
use of PPE, reducing class sizes, allowing 
vulnerable staff members to work from 
home, and ensuring payment for self-
isolation. We want our members to see the 
guidance as their basic health and safety 
rights at work – don’t settle for less. 

Health and safety 
Under Section 44 of the Employment Rights 
Act 1996, workers have a right to refuse to 
work in “circumstances of danger” where there 
is a “serious and imminent threat” to their 
health. For example, members at Culloden 
primary school organised and invoked this 
section when they reasonably believed their 
school had not made necessary changes to 
ensure health and safety. Where schools don’t 

take the action needed to keep 
members safe, we will continue to 
insist on our members rights to take 
part in collective action to keep the 
community safe. 

We are proud of the way that 
members have risen to the task of 

fighting Covid-19 and fighting for school 
safety and we want this to continue.  

 
What can you do?  
l Read the new guidelines, speak to your 
UNISON steward (or consider becoming 
one), call a meeting for members via Zoom 
(ask for help from the branch office if you 
need it), and talk to your Headteacher about 
taking urgent steps to defend the community. 
l Tower Hamlets UNISON has a new 
Schools Hub on its website. It’s where we’ll 
put our latest advice and guidance for 
members. You can find it at: 
http://towerhamlets.unison.site/schools

n FILSAN, Culloden Primary 
School (Paradigm Trust): 
Back in May, I contacted the 
branch to get advice about 
wider school reopening. They 
organised several meetings and 
the support we received was 
PERFECT so I decided to 
become a rep. Myself and 30 
members evoked our rights 
under Section 44 (see above). 

This was a great success – we 
exercised our right to a safe 
working environment. I’m so 
grateful for UNISON’s support 
during this unprecedented 
time. Proud to be a member 
and a rep! 
 

n JO, St Luke’s RC  
Primary School:  
Over the past 11 months I have 

worked alongside my 
headteacher to put a Risk 
Assessment in place and 
ensure everything was as safe 
as possible for members to 
return in September. To date, 
despite a few positive cases 
(including myself), I can 
honestly say we’ve worked 
hard to keep everyone safe. 
Being a UNISON rep has been 
hard but it’s strangely 
rewarding to know you’ve 
contributed to keeping the 
community safe. 
 

n DIONNE, St Paul’s Way 
School: 
In my school the NEU and 

UNISON meet with SLT on a 
regular basis and there are 
some instances where we 
have been listened to. We 
have called staff meetings to 
ensure our voices are heard. 
From securing hand 
sanitisers and PPE to 
protecting pregnant staff in 
their third trimester, building 

the union 
has been 
amazing. 
The support 
from the 
branch and 
other reps 
has been 
amazing.

SCHOOLS POWER

Over the past few months UNISON school stewards have 
played a brilliant role in representing our members and 
organising at work in Tower Hamlets. Are you interested in 
becoming a steward? There is training and regular 
meetings so you can feel supported.

School stewards say...

No rewards for 
social workers

‘The council’s 
approach is 
fuelling a sense 
of pay injustice’

https://talk.towerhamlets.gov.uk/sls-send
https://talk.towerhamlets.gov.uk/sls-send
https://talk.towerhamlets.gov.uk/sls-send


Week of 
action for 
Palestine

annex much of the West Bank. This is 
continuing at pace with a record number 
of demolitions of Palestinian homes to 
make way for Israeli settlements on 
stolen land, which are illegal under 
international law.  

From March to October over 400 
Palestinians were left homeless. PSC 
have been calling for international 
sanctions in response.  

Members of the Local Government 
Pensions Scheme (contributors and 
pensioners) might like to join the 
campaign to divest their investments 
from companies complicit in the 
occupation. The campaign is supported 
by all NJC Unions. You can find out more 
at https://lgpsdivest.org/.  
l If you would like to find out more 
about the Palestine Solidarity 
Campaign in East London, please 
email us on eastlondonpsc@gmail.com 
and follow us on Facebook.

by SYBIL COCK – Chair, 
East London Palestine  
Solidarity Campaign 

 
In 1977 the UN declared a Day of 
Solidarity with the Palestinian people 
for late November.  

This year the East London Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign (PSC) mounted two 
well-attended socially-distanced events 
to observe the day in Whitechapel and in 
Stratford.  

We were delighted to be joined by 
representatives of Jewish Voice for 
Labour. The events took place in the 
context of the Trump-supported plan to 

In November around 100 people across 
East London took part in an online 
summit calling for urgent action from 
politicians and big business over the 
climate emergency.  

The event, called Climate Justice Now, 
was called by the Tower Hamlets Climate 
Network and supported by TH UNISON, 
East London Mosque, Campaign against 
Climate Change and TH Extinction 
Rebellion.  

Virginia Rodino joined the meeting from 
Maryland in America. She celebrated the 
defeat of Donald Trump whilst cautioning 
against complacency. Incoming President 
Joe Biden has pledged support for 
continued fossil fuel extraction. Cameron 
Joshi from ‘Global Justice Now’ highlighted 
the disproportionate impact that the climate 
emergency has on countries in the Global 
South. Bangladesh is facing a devastating 
migration problem as hundreds of 
thousands seek refuge from flooding 
caused by rising sea levels. 

Throughout the day workshops took 
place on education, jobs and workplaces, 
roads and transport and climate justice. 

These focused on discussing how to 
rebuild pressure on local politicians and 
employers to take the urgent steps 
required.  

Attendees agreed to: create videos to 
help explain the climate crisis and the need 
for action; hold Tower Hamlets Council and 
Barts’ Health to account on their climate 
pledges; call a day of action in workplaces 
across East London; to support/ build the 
campaign against the Silvertown Tunnel, 
and hold regular meetings in Mosques 
about the importance of defending the 
planet in Islam. 

The summit had initially been planned to 
take place in March but had been 
postponed in response to the pandemic. 
The success of the online event is another 
example of the trade union movement 
finding ways to organise during the 
pandemic. 

The need for urgent action to prevent 
climate catastrophe is clear. Scientists have 
predicted that we only have 10 years left to 
take the action needed to prevent “runaway 
climate change”. There is no Planet B!

Climate justice now!

Michael 
retires after 
30 years 
Farewell to UNISON’s 
Convenor for ASC, 
Michael Clark (pictured on 
the left). Michael, a well-
known face in the Adults 
Directory for over 30 
years, has represented scores of members 
over his decades long service. A passionate 
advocate for Homecare, Michael was a 
major force in leading UNISON’s local 
campaign to keep domiciliary care in house 
– a campaign which staved off outsourcing 
for about five years. We wish Michael well 
with his well-earned retirement. 

Welcome to Amina Patel, the 
new UNISON Convenor for 
Adults. A former steward, 
Amina became a bit of a 
celebrity in the trade union 
movement due to the high-
profile role she played in the 
Tower Rewards strikes. Of 
her new role, she told Tower 
Power: ‘I have been given 
this opportunity during the 
pandemic, at a time where 
we were thanked for our 
efforts as essential workers 
and following that Tower 
Rewards was imposed. We 
need to organise and work 
even harder than we did 
before to protect our rights.  
I have been working for 
Adult Social Care for nearly 
three years and I understand 
the immense pressures 

New Convenor
members are under and how 
we all do our very best for 
service users and the 
community. To me, this role 
is about representation, 
listening to members, 
encouraging change, 
providing a voice and 
empowering others. I am a 
Muslim BAME women and  
I have seen the inequality 
within this council first hand.  

The fight for equality for all 
is very close to my heart and 
I will continue to fight for this. 
I have never been so proud 
to be in a union. 2020 has 
shown us what we can 
achieve when we work 
together and act collectively. 
I would like to thank 
members for trusting me 
with this role’.

Cruising off 
into the 
sunset 
Bye-bye to Mick Smith, 
Black Members’ Officer 
and steward. Mick 
(pictured on the right), 
the former CLC 
Convenor, has been a 

stalwart on the Branch Committee for 
many years and is famed for skilfully 
helping an untold number of UNISON 
members with workplace problems. Also 
famous for his love of cruise ship holidays, 
he plans to spend his retirement endlessly 
cruising and sipping on Merlot. Enjoy 
yourself Mick! 
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In the West Bank – 
home demolitions 
taking place with 
the ‘apartheid wall’ 
in the background.

Hellos and goodbyes

UNISON members working 
in the Ideas Stores were 
forced to take matters into 
their own hands to protect 
their health and safety. 

Back in March with 
coronavirus spreading fast, 
government had directed many 
closures including leisure 
centres – but the borough’s Idea 
Stores remained open. 
Customers were interacting with 
staff and each other without 
social distancing being ensured, 
hand sanitizer had run out and 
public access computers were 
not being disinfected between 
users. And with schools closed 
staff feared that families would 
visit the stores in increased 
numbers. Staff were rightly 

concerned that the Ideas Stores 
were in danger of turning into a 
Covid 19 petrie dish. 

After frantic conversations 
between worried staff about the 
situation and the lack of 
movement by management to 
their requests to enhance safety 
measures – as well as a record 
number of books being issued 
the previous week – UNISON 
members decided enough was 
enough. They penned a 
collective letter to their 
Corporate Director, Neville 
Murton, informing him they 
were invoking Section 44 of the 
Employment Rights Act 1996. 
They told Neville: “…..we have 
done this for one reason only: to 
protect the health and lives of 

our community” and that “by 
staying open we can only 
encourage visitors to 
congregate in our stores”. 

Section 44 is a legal provision 
which allows workers, if they 
believe they are in serious and 

imminent danger at work, to 
leave their workplace and not 
be subject to detriment by their 
employer for doing so. The 
letter was sent late afternoon on 
23 March – with senior 
management pushing against it 

and predictably firing off emails 
to UNISON. But a couple of 
hours later Boris Johnson 
ordered all libraries be closed 
for the foreseeable future and 
put the country into lockdown – 
vindicating UNISON members 

for the sensible action they had 
taken to protect their own and 
residents health. 

Their collective action 
serves to demonstrate what 
can be achieved when 
workers stand together.

Standing 
up for 
health 
and 
safety

UNISON members on strike 
during the Tower Rewards 
action at the Whitechapel 
Ideas Store.



Labouring the point 
Mayor John Biggs has suddenly switched 
tack to support a referendum on the future 
of the Mayoral system. Many people saw 
the pressure building for a referendum as a 
sign of discontent at Mayor Bigg’s rule, not 
least his controversial 
decision as a Labour 
Mayor to sack and re-
engage the whole 
workforce. A case of 
jumping before you’re 
pushed? The Mayor has 
now moved to promote 
democracy by introducing voting at 
cabinet meetings. We’re not sure they 
have the hang of it yet though as all votes 
seem to be unanimous. 
 
Back room deals 
One feature of the dramatic and sudden 
introduction of the £95k exit cap on 4th 
November was whether management 
would facilitate a rush for the door to beat 
the cap. Fair enough you might say, as 
long as people get treated equally. At least 
two senior managers were on the secret 
short list of those who made it on time.  

Benefits staff were shocked to get an 
email on 3rd November telling them that 
Service Head Steve Hill was leaving 
immediately, even though there had been 
no proposal to delete his role. Lower 
graded staff didn’t beat the deadline, and 
others have been told their redundancy is 
too expensive to be agreed. When 
challenged management and senior HR 

cloak any discussion of these matters as 
subject to “private and confidential” 
discussions.  

But you can’t tell the workforce you’re 
cutting conditions to “reward those who 
want to stay rather than those who want 
to go” and continue to make private 
arrangements to suit higher paid senior 
managers whose exits cost the most. 

 

Desperate measures 
It seems Senior HR managers are still 
trying to get council staff to sign up to 
Tower Rewards even though the contract 
has been imposed and no one needs to 
sign anything.  

Staff going through restructurings are 
finding that at the conclusion they are now 
being sent formal letters from HR directing 
them to sign and return to confirm, amongst 
other things – you guessed it – their 
agreement to Tower Rewards. (Cue eyeroll).  

Could this be interpreted as Corporate 
leadership refusing to swallow the bitter 
pill of failure because they couldn’t get the 
majority of the workforce on board? Does 
it represent a desperate strategy to trick – 
opps, sorry – get more staff to sign in 
order to get the low number of takers up, 
albeit retrospectively?  

So many questions… 
but in any event, if you 
get one of these letters 
send it to where it 
belongs – the shredder. 
Alternatively use it to line 
your cat’s litter tray.

CORRIDORS OF POWER
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Not like Croydon… 
‘We don’t want to end up like Croydon or 
Bexley’ seems to be the new mantra of 
many senior managers. The sharper-eyed 
among you may have spotted the Tower 
Hamlets connection to the struggling South 
London Boroughs – they were both led in 
the recent past by none other than Chief 
Executive Will Tuckley. 

Anti-social distancing 
Resources supremo Neville Murton seems 
to be keeping his distance. In fact he’s gone 
missing all together. Corridors is sure 
readers will want to send Neville best 
wishes for a speedy recovery. His absence 
is doubly unfortunate as his Resources 
Directorate is proposed to be merged with 
Governance and there 
may be room for only 
one Corporate Director. 
Neville knows only too 
well how stressful that 
can be as he had to 
oversee the recent 
finance restructure that 
saw many long serving 
staff forced out of Tower Hamlets without 
mercy even though there were very similar 
vacant roles in the new structure.  

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

Solidarity is always important, 
especially at Christmas. Every bit of 
resistance to job losses, pay cuts and 
privatisation takes on even greater 
significance in the context of the 
struggle for what kind of society that 
emerges after the pandemic.  

One that recognises just who is essential 
and tackles the underlying inequalities that 
have proved so devastating. Or one where 
the rich and privileged view profit at the 
cost of the many. Support these disputes. 
l UNISON We Are With drug and alcohol 
rehabilitation members at the Wigan 
charity (pictured, right) are taking extended 
action over broken promises to retain NHS 
terms. Donate to the strike fund—account 
number 20244354. Sort code 60 83 01. 
l Unite Workers at the Rolls Royce plant 
in Barnoldswick, Lancashire, fighting 
against plans to slash 350 jobs. Messages 
of support to ross.quinn@unitetheunion.org 

l Optare bus workers demanding more 
than a derisory 1% pay offer, who have 
successfully resisted attempts to stop 
them socially distanced picketing: Donate 
to the strike fund. Unite NE/200/1 Optare 
Branch. Account number: 20327132. Sort 
code: 60 83 01. 
l NEU at Little Ilford School striking for 
more Teaching Assistants to adequately 
staff the proposed forcibly expanded 
school. Message to 
protectlittleilford@gmail.com

Solidarity at Xmas

Mayor Biggs: fire 
and rehire fan

Neville Murton: 
extreme social 
distancer
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