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UNISON Office, Building 4, North London Business Park, Oakleigh Road South, London, N11 1NP Telephone 020 8359 2088 Fax 0208368 5985

Email - contactus@barnetunison.org.uk
24 September 2008
Dear Minister 

RE: Future Shape of Barnet Council 

I am the UNISON branch secretary representing employees of the London Borough of Barnet. It is rare indeed for me to write to a Minister directly, however the dangers facing the London borough of Barnet are so serious it would be negligent of me not to seek your view. 

I see the difficulties around which I write falling into two distinct areas. I am concerned about the implication for my members, as you would expect. Of equal concern is the potentially damaging impact this will have on the borough and the services it provides to the residents. Barnet is a Four Star Council. Despite this it has embarked on a consultation entitled ‘Future Shape of Barnet Council’.  This is more to do with the way in which services are provided and less to do with the nature and extent of service provision. It is also about securing savings in delivery costs at the expense of the services my members provide. UNISON is not objecting to the consultation on the Future Shape of the Council, it is the threat to 4,000 council workers livelihoods and the implication for the services we provide. This will have negative implications for public sector workers across the UK. This is of concern to me, and, I suggest will be to you.

The Council rather than reviewing in house services are actively promoting the objective that Councils should no longer provide services. Citing the changes in Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) which judge the Council on its Strategic Leadership role as distinct from its Service Provision role , Barnet intend abrogating any direct role. In other words, rather than actually doing the work, it will restrict itself to commissioning the work from alternate providers. 

As a Trade Union, UNISON is familiar with the challenges of the private sector. Indeed, UNISON has published a number of reports clearly demonstrating the poor performance of the private sector within the public services. The recently published UNISON report  'The rise of the “public services industry”  by Paul Gosling provides more evidence that the dogma ‘Public bad, Private good’ is not delivering savings or quality services. I attach a copy for your benefit.

In the last few weeks of the consultation and following the arrival of PricewaterhouseCoopers it has become clear that instead of looking at developing transformational models of our excellent low cost high quality in house teams and comparing them with other service delivery models the Council is looking to transfer staff to other procurement vehicles/providers. 

This policy becomes harder to explain to members when they read feedback from the Labour party national policy forum in Warwick . In July this year our general secretary reporting on the outcome of the forum stated on the national web site:
“Importantly for us, it affirms the central role of the public sector in delivering public services. It makes clear that direct provision should be the preferred option - and that privatisation is not the way ahead. It supports public service workers in the essential jobs they do in our communities - workers who I am proud to represent."

On public services, the agreement states: "Excellent public services lie at the heart of any civilised society, essential to delivering fairness and opportunity for all. Investment in public services also supports our future economic development and can also play an essential role in regenerating local economies and maintaining stable growth and high levels of employments."
In complete disregard of this our Council is looking to shrink the size of the workforce and we believe this would ‘potentially have drastic effects on services’ and our members’ livelihoods.’ Government policy is being used as the means by which council workers in Barnet will face attacks on their livelihoods We have direct evidence of external providers, in one case involving not for profit organisations, where staff terms and conditions were savaged- I mean a 33% cut in actual earnings with a pay freeze of several years. That was the impact on my members who in the main elected three local Labour MP’s. I could give chapter and verse of the service reductions and the problems for direct service users created by these measures.

How can this make sense? As a trade union activist in local government I am familiar with lobbying elected politicians. It goes something like this. Councils traditionally blame the government and the government will blame the council. But the electorate are 'turned off' by these responses and, more worryingly, are less likely to vote in future. 

It is clear in Barnet we need to address the policy ‘Council provision bad, private provision good.’ based upon actual experience. For the benefit of my members and public sector workers in the UK is this the Labour party policy you are going to take into the next general election? I would invite you or any of your colleagues to come to Barnet to discover for yourself what is actually going on here. Alternatively I would be happy to meet with you to discuss this further. I have copied this to the local MP’s for their information and action.

I look forward to hearing back from you soon

Best wishes 
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John Burgess  

UNISON Branch Secretary
Cc: Andrew Dismore, Rudi Vis
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