Answers to questions put to candidates by Merseyside and Cheshire Health Sector Branch

Q: 1] How would the union under your leadership use its influence within the Labour Party and a future Labour Government?

Answer 1: The simple and stark fact is that whatever we have been doing up to now has been hopelessly flawed. 3 terms, 13 years, of a Labour government have come to an end with our members angry and vulnerable. 

I believe that our relationships with Labour can only suit us best if we adopt a wholly different approach, one that is of a far more formal setting, one of negotiation not subordination, nods and winks, promises of ‘jam tomorrow’. Not a penny of our member’s money should go to Labour locally or nationally unless it directly and tangibly advances our union’s policies e.g. repealing anti trade union legislation. A measure of this would be their voting record.

. 

Q: 2] Are you prepared to ensure Unite conference policies opposing PFI and privatisation are put into practice, and what sort of action would you support?

Answer 2: I think one of the major failures of our current leadership collectively, not just Derek Simpson and Tony Woodley, is that they have not delivered on our policies. They have failed to implement successfully opposition to privatisation in the Health Service (and others). A big part of that is to state as a priority the fight against privatisation and for the return to public ownership (In house) of the already privatised services. We need to demonstrate that we mean what we say, then and only then will we be taken seriously by both employers and more importantly the members. We are the biggest union in the country lest we forget, and potentially the most powerful. Instead of being a fighting union we have opted for, or hidden behind, campaigns and lobbies, which are fine and of course have their place. But we fall short of convincing members about the need to take industrial action in support of our public services and with them our terms, conditions, jobs, pay and pensions. It is the role of the union and its General Secretary to lead whilst ensuring members feel, and are in control of their lives.

They have failed be to come up with an alternative to nuclear energy. My view is to make the UK the Saudi Arabia of renewable energy. Harnessing sea, solar and wind power, creating up to a million green jobs recruiting hundreds of thousands of those workers into Unite. The issue of Trident is fudged again and again, the colossal sums of taxpayers (our!) money spent on weapons of mass destruction no more a deterrent than they make us any safer. Should be redirected into Hospitals, Schools, Council houses and State pensions. With a strategy of commensurate employment for all and any displaced jobs.  

Q: 3] Will you pay more than lip service to equality and support ‘proportionality’ for LGBT and members with disabilities? 

Answer 3: I argued during the last election now over 14 months ago the need to end ‘Lip service’ policies regarding LGBT and members with disabilities, in my view little has changed. 

Proportionality? My view is all members should be properly represented whether we have one member or thousands. I also believe that there is a strong case for permanent seats, elected from their sector/structure) on the NEC to fully ensure maximum representation.

Q: 4] Would you be prepared to accept the average wage of the members you represent?

Answer 4: Absolutely, there is a huge disconnect between our members and the leadership this is one big way to bridge the gap and reconnect. Besides, to represent members is a privilege and almost always at every level means commitment and often sacrifice. Indeed, for years as the elected leading rep (convener) at Rolls Royce in Bristol where I worked, I was the lowest paid member on the section as I did not do the recognised shift pattern. I hear the argument that we have to pay big bucks to : a) Get the right person: B) Because we would be sat opposite highly paid people when at meetings with employers. 

What rubbish! Firstly if you would be put off from standing as General Secretary because the wages were too low you are definitely not the right person for the job and secondly, to have the respect of members rather than the salary of a company director is of the utmost importance. If you want a director’s wage become a director. 

Q: 5] Would you go on holiday while your members are on a national strike?

Answer 5: Definitely not, the propaganda war in times of struggle is as vital as the detail of the dispute. Employers watch everything we do and listen to everything we say, but more than that our members need to know that the union at all levels especially at the top has its focus firmly on the strike. 

Of course we are all entitled to time to relax and recharge the batteries but it needs to be done with thought. In the British Airways dispute for example the strike days are known in advance so these days take priority over everything, time to take a holiday comes after or between. 

Q: 6] How would you help to organise members in the Health Sector?

Answer 6: I am aware of issues within the Health Sector, notably the complexities and problems associated with ‘Agenda for Change’. Support to reps becomes vital for these to be tackled, training that the union provides, facility time that reps need and the union can negotiate for them to carry out their duties. However, my view is very clear, the members in the Health Sector know both the issues of concern and the solutions to their specific problems. Consequently ‘you’ decide the union provides. You say what it is you need and tell us when you want it. This is not a cop out, anyone who professes to know what is best for everyone else is a fool. I could have asked a supporter who works in the health service to write an answer for me, but actually that is my view - you know what, tell us when. 

There is though an important role for the union as an organisation. That is to make sure that we organise ourselves in co-ordination with all the others unions, show a lead, take the lead, but never be behind either in the argument but especially in time of industrial ballots/action. I might be sticking my neck out here but I bet people reading this will be able to recall an instant when Unite or Amicus before it, was pretty ropey on members’ addresses and getting the ballot run well and in good time. That is something that MUST be corrected.

Finally I would add (and it applies to the other questions) that training of reps could be much better and must be based on the premise of what we ‘can do’ not what we ‘can’t do’. 

Q: 7] How would you empower Unite branches and what steps would you take to support branches communicating with members?

Answer 7: We could start with giving branch secretaries the contact details of the branch members! And I would do just that, I am not scoring a cheap point but making a statement. Why do we have to wait for an election of a certain General Secretary to correct this ridiculous situation? So let’s not wait. 

I call upon those other candidates who are all very senior officials with the power, to do it right now. All that needs to be done to remove the current excuse of ‘data protection’ is to ask the members if they have any objection to the branch secretary having their address.

I believe that our branches and the branch structure can be the spine of the union and the link with the community. Branches need to be given far more authority over decisions it takes without asking permission from the union. Well financed and well resourced to enable the decisions to be put into practice. Lastly, elected officials at all levels of the union who attend the branch at the request of the branch adds a dimension of communication and accountability of officials to the members. 

