Commission on Vulnerable Employment

PCS has contributed information and evidence to this organisation by phone interview and by providing documents, as an overview and more specifically in detail on the BCMS case study, and a specific agency worker case in Scotland.
We have explained our position on agency workers and the work we are doing to campaign for their rights and for union recognition.

The PCS policy, agreed by the National Executive Committee in July 2005, is:

1. Campaign for permanent posts

2. Campaign for agency staff and permanent staff to have comparable pay, terms and conditions

3. Organise agency staff and help them win recognition. 
This means, in the context of job cuts and job insecurity: 

· if there's work to do be done we would prefer to see permanent contracts

· if the work need is short-term, our choice is for fixed term contracts with fair and open recruitment, with agency workers used by agreement as a last resort

· agency workers should have a fair chance to apply for the jobs

· agency workers should get comparable pay and terms and conditions with permanent staff.

Before agreeing this policy we conducted research, gathering information from throughout PCS, to get an idea of the scale and nature of agency working in the civil service and in other areas in which we organise, and to respond to government consultations on the issue. It was clear during this research that the issue was not straightforward, particularly as job cuts were beginning to be a big issue, could be contentious. As jobs were cut and the work still needed to be done, agency workers were brought in, paid for under a different budget but doing the same work as permanent or fixed term colleagues. And the pressure was there for agency workers to go first to make budget cuts. In some areas permanent staff and agency workers were campaigning together on these issues and gained some successes in improving terms and conditions.

So the policy was designed to balance these potentially conflicting pressures.

In December 2007 we published an agency workers activists guide and a recruitment leaflet targeted specifically at agency workers, and circulated this to all our branches, with stocks available for regional organisers to use in targeted organising and recruitment campaigns. The material is also available and promoted on the website, in our members magazine and activists magazine and website pages, and in young members materials and website pages. This material had been developing for a year or so, with various consultations to ensure that it met the need.
The aim of the booklet and leaflet is to promote organising, campaigning and negotiating, and to gather information to help in further activities.
Together they explain why it is important to organise agency workers, and to campaign and negotiate, particularly at a time when permanent jobs are being cut under the government's so-called efficiency programme. Guidance explains how to plan organising campaigns carefully, gives examples and case studies of successful campaigns, and outlines the unequal or pay, conditions and status which add up to exploitation of this group of workers.

The hope is that activists will understand the importance of all permanent and agency workers and members working together to campaign for permanent or fixed term jobs and a real chance to apply for them, for better pay and terms and conditions, for recognition rights and for legal rights. And we hope that activists will provide information about agency workers conditions, numbers and why they are used, to help future campaigning (and they can use the handy questionnaire on the back page of the booklet).
We know that agency workers are used in large numbers and make up a high proportion of some government departments and private sector bodies in which we organise, with 10% or 20% not being uncommon. And we know that many agency workers continue in the same job, which is almost always identical to permanent and fixed term colleagues, often for many years, but can then be discarded when budget cuts bite. Colleagues with examples of cases, including examples where agency workers who have given loyal service for 11 years face losing their jobs, have contributed information directly to CoVE.
PCS has had a very important recruitment and recognition success in the British Cattle Movement Service, part of DEFRA, and the organisers there have contributed evidence to CoVE directly.

