Question 1

Any worker who does not know their rights at work, and does not have a Trade Union to advise, and represent them is a vulnerable worker. Unionised staffs that are knowledgeable of employment law can still be vulnerable, but the vast majority of people in work in Britain don’t have a union to assist them. If a worker is young, black, gay, a   migrant, disabled, or has an alcohol or drug problem, is  homeless, or has a criminal record it is more difficult. Low paid, low skilled workers are regarded as the least valued and respected workers by more senior staff and management alike. Disciplinary and grievance hearings and the right to be represented by a work colleague or a Trade Union official as outlined in the 1997 Employment Act, is a good law. The down side of this representation, is that in none unionised workplaces, work colleagues are afraid to be out- spoken, and unions will not assist a new member if their dispute with their employer commenced prior to them joining the union.

Question 2

Workers who do not have a union to advise and represent them, and who work for small and private employers often miss out on learning opportunities, health and safety protection, and pension rights, and their pay and general working condition are often below the standard of other more fortunate workers. Care workers, cleaning staff, security guards, and bar staff, have a difficult time at work in most cases. Factory workers have problems with health and safety, time of for learning, shop workers have problems with hours of work, (or not enough of them!) Office staff complain of enforced and unpaid overtime. An office worker was recently on a weekend training course to Scotland from Tyneside and was not paid by her company  nor given any time off in lieu, even though the Scottish staff were paid. She was told she would receive no pay because the course was of benefit to her!

Care assistants accused of irregularities by nurses have to face months of investigations to clear their name, this is because they are poorly paid and are regarded as low skilled and lowly valued. Older female office staffs with younger male bosses are refused extended renewable employment contracts, their bosses preferring younger junior female staff. Combined mechanical and sales staff that are given middle management roles but forced into working long hours with a lot of responsibility and very little training or support from senior management. Western European office workers who do not speak perfect English are isolated at work by senior staff and management, and become top of the list for future redundancies. African workers in security guards jobs who face racism, and are accused of being illegal immigrants, employers can with hold pay and give them worse treatment at work.

Question 3

Most workers who do not have a union are vulnerable but an area of high unemployment like Tyneside has more employment agencies and more tempory employment contracts. On Tyneside 93% of people interviewed said they wanted a full time and permanent job, but 25% regularly took short term and part time work. A lack of jobs in an area often means wages are low; conditions at work are not good. Short term contract at work in Britain are only 6% compared to Spain s 33% but I think agency, casual, freelance, workers will dramatically increase at some stage.

Question 4

People in vulnerable jobs feel insecure, not valued, and do not feel their employer deserves any loyalty or cooperation, because their employer views them as two a penny hire and fire underlings. In areas with high unemployment and low pay, families of vulnerable workers and the communities they live in feel under valued and economically and politically excluded. Low pay, high unemployment, casual work, low levels of unionisation can drag down wages, job security, working condition in the whole area, and beyond.

Question 5

The Government should establish a National Minimum decency employment standard, to be signed by the Government, TUC, and CBI and be policed by TUC staff in the regions, and funded by the government to a level that guarantees success. The unions must find a way to attract the vast majority of working people in Britain into their ranks. Maybe a good way would be to expand the representation at disciplinary and grievance hearings to vulnerable workers to try and encourage them to join a union. Employers who sign up to the National Minimum decency employment standard could refuse to give any sub-contract work to other employers who refuse to sign up to the standard. Welfare benefit payment levels are so low, some claimants are tempted to take “fiddle” jobs, and some employers know this and are prepared to break the law. In the so called “black economy” there are no rights at work for any worker.

Question 6

Whatever happens please do not raise workers expectations that injustices will be put right and then do nothing about it. It would be better to say the Government only protects entrepreneurs and is not interested in workers rights!

I am the co-ordinator of the Newcastle and Gateshead TUC Centre Against Unemployment and in conjunction with the Northern TUC Secretary I have represented dozens of none unionised workers at disciplinary and grievance hearings in workplaces that do not have union recognition agreements. The larger and general unions have received members via this enterprise. Kevin Flynn 14-9-07.

