T&GWU (Unite) Parliamentary Staff Branch 

brief on Motion on Members’ Expenses for Debate 3 July 2008

2 July 2008

To signatories of EDM 1057, 
 

 

Thank you for signing EDM 1057, which calls on the House Authorities to look at ways in which the T&G (Unite) Parliamentary Staff Branch could gain consultation rights. 

 

This briefing sets out the views of the branch on the motion on Members’ Expenses to be discussed on Thursday. We ask that members of Parliament use this briefing to consider making contributions to the debate on 3 July in order that the opinions of staff may be heard. 

 

Our branch has over 400 members of Parliamentary and constituency staff. We believe that it is in the interests of MPs and constituents as well as staff that our members should be better rewarded for the work they do. 

 

Contents of this briefing:

 

i)                    What the motion says

ii)                   The branch’s submission to the MEC

iii)                 Points our branch would like raised in the debate

iv)                 Contact details for our branch. 

 

i) What the motion says

 

 

The Motion on MEMBERS' EXPENSES as tabled by members of the MEC is:

 
That this House welcomes the Third Report from the Members Estimate Committee: Review of Members Allowances (House of Commons Paper 578); endorses in particular the recognition of the need for a robust system of scrutiny for parliamentary allowances and the accompanying emphasis in the Report on improved audit; and is of the opinion that-
 
(1)  Recommendations 1-5 (audit and assurance), Recommendations 6 and 7 (scope of overnight expenses), Recommendations 9 and 10 (Communications Allowance), Recommendations 11 and 12 (travel), Recommendations 13 and 14 (overnight expenses), Recommendation 15 (resettlement), and Recommendations 16-18 (other SSRB recommendations) should be implemented, subject to decisions of the Members Estimate Committee with respect to their introduction and application;
 
(2)  the principle of central funding of constituency office costs, as set out in Recommendation 8, should be approved and asks the Members Estimate Committee to prepare a detailed proposal accordingly;
 
(3)  the timetable for implementation of the Recommendations set out in paragraph 257 of the Report be endorsed; and instructs the Members Estimate Committee to report from time to time on the implementation of this Resolution.
 
ii) The Unite Parliamentary Staff branch submission to the MEC

 
Dear Mr Kennon, 

  
Review of Members’ Allowances 

  

Our trade union branch represents staff who work for Members of Parliament, both in Westminster and constituency offices, and includes staff who work for MPs of all the major parties and most of the smaller ones. 

  

We appreciate being offered the opportunity to comment on the Review of Members’ Allowances, and will restrict our comments to the sections on Employment of Staff (27-31) and Office Costs (32-38). 

  

Employment of Staff   

 

* Our branch made both written and oral submissions to the SSRB in 2007, based on a survey form sent to all MPs’ staff in 2006. We welcome the recommendations outlined in Paragraph 27, which were in line with our own submission. We would welcome the early implementation of Recommendation 22, and its backdating to the start of the financial year; it is clearly difficult for MPs to effectively plan their employment strategy and staff salaries if they do not know how much the staffing allowance is for the year. 

* We would welcome a closer examination of the suggestion of central employment of staff. For instance, if it is envisaged the House Authorities would be the employer, would the assumption be that each MP retained the right to nominate, manage and dismiss their staff? If such changes took place, we would welcome the opportunity to work with the House Authorities to establish effective systems, as at present staff are excluded from seeking advice from the Personnel Advice Service.

 

As Members will know, the majority of MPs come to Parliament with no experience of employing staff, and are given no formal training on this. This leads, as one would expect, to a small minority who have difficulties reaching the standards one would expect of employers and an increased ‘personnel department’ role for the House Authorities would alleviate some of the problems that arise. This has the potential to benefit both MPs and staff. 

As far as our branch is concerned, a role for the House Authorities in employment issues would be the most important change being discussed in the review document, and we would welcome the chance to discuss this with the committee once it has had a chance to consider the possibilities in more detail. 

 

* Our branch welcomes an increase in transparency and the implementation of checks and balances that reduce the possibility of abuse of the system. We welcome the publishing of the pay bands that staff are paid within but would object to the publication of any staff addresses on grounds of security. Members will recall the murder of one of Nigel Jones MP’s members of staff by a constituent, and the safety of our members has to be paramount. 

 

* We very much welcome the Committee’s decision to investigate the systems used by other Parliaments, and would suggest the inclusion of the Welsh Assembly and European Parliament in these comparisons. Our branch was involved in providing proposals for the establishment of the system in Wales and there may well be lessons to be learnt now that it can be examined after several years of operation. We would welcome sight of the information on systems adopted by other Parliaments that is supplied to the committee. 

 

* With regard to Paragraph 30, we completely oppose any ban on the employment of family members. However, we support the installation of a system that ensures such employment is genuine.

 

  

Office Costs   

 

* We oppose any measures that interfere with an MP’s right to base his or her staff at Westminster. Many staff have employment contracts that specifically state their place of work is Westminster, and if there were attempts to relocate such staff to constituency offices, within or outside London, MPs could be in breach of contract. 

Committee members will understand that attempting to relocate staff currently based at Westminster to a constituency office beyond commuting distance could effectively force redundancy on that person. of staff, with the added costs to the staffing allowance or the House Authorities that that would entail. 

  

Yours sincerely, 

  

  

KEVIN FLACK Secretary TGWU (Unite) 1/427

 
iii) Points The Unite Parliamentary Staff branch would like raised by MPs in the debate

 
Consisting of 
a) Matters in which the branch agrees with the Third Report Review of Allowances.

b) Matters which the branch believes the Report/motion do not address fully. 
c) Matters which the branch believes should have been addressed.

iii a) Matters in which the branch agrees with the Report 

The branch welcomes much of the report, which reflects many of the arguments put forward as part of our evidence to the MEC.

The branch welcomes that the report agrees that MPs come to Parliament with varied experience of employing staff, and are given limited guidance on this. The branch welcomes the recommendation that MPs are given more training to be better employers (paragraph 101). 

On paragraph 98 which endorses the disclosure of the employment of relatives as staff: We believe what is more pertinent for public confidence would be the installation of a system that ensures such employment is genuine, and therefore welcome the emphasis in the report on improved audit.

iii b) Matters which the branch believes the report/motion do not address fully. 

We support the recommendation in paragraph 103 that Members should have to deposit staff contracts. MPs must be made fully aware that a failure to provide a member of staff with a contract within two months of starting their employment is a serious breach of employment law, and leaves the MP open to prosecution.

However, we have been concerned that the DFA have been in the past been unfriendly towards MPs who have deposited contracts which give their staff better terms and conditions than the standard contract, particularly as the branch is currently opposing moves by the DFA to impose a new flexible contract that increases maximum staff hours from 37.5 to 42. The branch would like to see MPs given the option of depositing contracts with more favourable terms and conditions than in the standard contract. 

In the branch’s submission to the MEC on central employment of MPs’ staff by the House, we suggested the inclusion of the Welsh Assembly and European Parliament in comparisons – this did not happen. The branch agrees with the points made in paragraph 91 that members would wish to retain responsibility for selecting, appointing and directing their staff. However, the MEC considered a very narrow range of comparisons and did not find any alternative models to fit this criteria. The branch points out the need for further research and suggests the House direct the MEC to bring forward detailed proposals of alternative models in which such responsibility can be combined with the House acting as employer. This work could be done in conjunction with the DFA or using outside advice. 

Regarding paragraphs 101 and 102 we agree that publishing information about staff salaries and a change of name to staffing expenditure will help public confidence. But also important is that the House promotes the good work that staff of MPs do as dedicated public servants, so the public will understand our justification. 

We welcome the endorsement of the SSRB recommendation to budget for an extra half member of staff but believe this does not meet the demands of rising caseload and constituent expectations. The effect of this needs to be reviewed frequently and further resources granted if it is found casework has continued to increase. 

We disagree with recommendation 110 which rejects the SSRB recommendation that a London weighting should be provided to MPs to pay their staff. The MEC rejects a London weighting for staff on the basis that it also rejects the SSRB recommendation to take money from the IEP of London based MPs. In Paragraph 108 the MEC concludes: 

“By proposing further finance for London staff on the one hand, but reduced constituency office resources in respect of Westminster-based staff on the other, the SSRB could be said-in a sense-to be proposing giving with one hand but taking away with the other. We believe that these recommendations-one increasing Members’ resources and the other reducing them-should be balanced out and not implemented.”

The branch rejects this analysis because staff pay cannot be equated with office costs. The London-weighting would have gone directly to staff and would have gone some way to improving the ‘below market pay’ the report draws attention to. 

As one of our members said: “This is a continuation of regarding staff as part of the office furniture which the rest of the report wholeheartedly rejects”. 

 
iii c) Matters which the branch believes should have been addressed and which have not been.

In paragraph 90 the report says: “MPs’ staff are-almost without exception-very able, committed and professional employees, who work long hours at salaries which are sometimes below their market worth.”

Though our branch supports the raising of the fact that staff are paid under market value, and that overtime is usually not paid, we are saddened that no attempt is made in the report to bring forward proposals to remedy this. 

In paragraph 90 the report says “MPs, however, are sometimes less than model employers…they rely heavily on the personal loyalty and dedication of their staff. We recognise there is scope for improvement in standards of employment practice and return to this later.” On staff pay and conditions, which are identified by the report as a problem in some cases we set out below two remedies which should be considered:

 
 
a) Automatic Uprating of Staff Pay
 
Linda Gilroy MP said in the debate on Members Allowance on the 24th Jan:
If we support the proposal to increase the staffing allowance immediately, will the MEC still be able to consider automatic uprating of the salaries of members of our staff? I want to draw particular attention to chart 3 on page 33 of volume 2 of the review, which shows that 19 per cent.—almost one in five—of MPs passed on less than 80 per cent. of their staffing allowance to their staff, and less than half of staff received bonuses. The ceiling on staffing allowances is uprated in April each year by the increase in the average earnings index, but staff pay is not automatically increased. The report notes the evidence given by staff representatives that many MPs do not pass on the annual uprating. The SSRB report concludes that the House authorities should consider issuing a notice to MPs in March to remind them of the opportunity for uprating. I think that a rather weak way of addressing the issue, especially at a time when, as my right hon. Friend the Member for Warley so ably set out, we are looking for an automatic uprating for ourselves; what is sauce for us is sauce for our members of staff as well.

The Branch believes the MEC should have considered the automatic uprating of staff salaries as part of its review. 

b) Recognition 
 
For “improvement in standards of employment practice” the branch asks the House to support its campaign for recognition.

We argue for recognition in the context of this report on the basis that for any of the changes set out in the report to be successful staff need to have confidence, and a role in their implementation. 

As the body that represents staff the Unite Parliamentary staff branch needs be involved throughout the process to represent the views of staff. 

The branch believes official union recognition by the House Authorities by voluntary agreement should therefore be a priority. 

The general support for this is shown by the over one hundred signatories to EDM 1057.

c) Transfer of staff pay into the IEP. 

45% of members transfer money into the IEP from their staffing budget. The branch believes the staff budget should be ring-fenced to decrease the complexity and so increase public confidence in how money is being spent, and encourage MPs to pay their staff at their market worth.  
 

 

We ask MPs to accept the motion on the report but to ask the Members Estimate Committee to act on the points raised above with due urgency. 
 

Thank you very much for your continued support of Parliamentary Staff. 
 

For more information please contact Chair, Dan Whittle (07747026406) or Secretary Kevin Flack  (07769 657291)
