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Ambulance crews urge employers to talk on safety worries

The union that represents ambulance crews in Avon, Gloucestershire and Wiltshire has said that it remains cautiously hopeful that industrial action can be avoided despite 96% of UNISON members saying they would take industrial action due to safety and welfare concerns about sweeping changes being implemented by Great Western Ambulance Service NHS Trust.

The results of UNISON's consultative ballot was shared with the trust on 12th November, but talks have only just been scheduled for tomorrow, 22nd November.

UNISON steward and paramedic Dan Tucker said:

"One of the most important aspects of this dispute is the way that managers have failed to respond to ambulance crews raising the alarm over safety and welfare issues that affect our patients and colleagues. As a result, it is extremely disappointing that managers didn't arrange to meet us last week.  However they did find time to schedule twenty meetings intended to terminate the employment of frontline staff. With so much at stake, we remain cautiously hopeful that talks this week will be successful.”

More details of the changes have been emerging, including the "slimming down" of ambulance cover at non-peak times in Weston-super-Mare, Bristol, Soundwell, Keynsham, Gloucester and Bath, Midsomer Norton and Trowbridge.

It has also been revealed that dozens of ambulance workers in Bath, Keynsham and Stroud face pay cuts of between £850 and £1200 per annum, which had previously been denied in the press by GWAS spokesmen.

UNISON branch chairman and paramedic Ian Whittern said:

"Our ballot shows that 97% of our members have lost confidence in the management of GWAS. GWAS should be working to decrease the pressure on ambulance crews in order to reduce the risks of making mistakes, especially in adverse environments, and therefore improve patient care.

This is a critical situation. Ambulance crews are flagging up serious safety concerns but we are being ignored by managers more interested in steam rolling unproven and dangerous changes to shift times and rest breaks.  Meanwhile, the training of our Emergency Care Assistants, a vital part of our ambulance crews, is the shortest and lowest level since the 1980s and the trust is unwilling to upskill them.

Our community will be asking what's happening to the ambulance service, and wondering if the loss of another chief executive shows that the future of GWAS is in jeopardy."

The changes affect shift patterns and shift times, and remove ambulance crews’ right to two unpaid rest breaks in shifts that last a minimum of 12-hours.  UNISON, the public service union that represents ambulance crews in GWAS, sent a consultative questionnaire to all affected members.  The questionnaire is not a formal ballot for strike action, but it indicates what the results would be if an industrial action ballot was issued.  97% of responses said they had no confidence in GWAS management and 96% said that they would be prepared to take some form of industrial action short of strike action.  94% said that, if necessary, they would vote to support strike action.

UNISON steward Shane Clark, who works for GWAS in Gloucestershire said:

“GWAS managers have been saying that these changes are a good thing for patients but how can that be when ambulance crews have been raising the alarm over unsafe working practices?  We want our patients to get the best possible care from ambulance crews.  It is not acceptable for crews to be forced to report for duty without adequate rest before shifts, nor for crews to be driving on blue lights for long shifts without rest breaks.  The employers must listen to our members’ concerns.”

Notes for editors:

Great Western Ambulance Service NHS Trust provides the emergency ambulance service for the 2.2 million people of Avon, Gloucestershire and Wiltshire.  GWAS also provides the majority of non-emergency patient transport services in the region and operates the out-of-hours doctor service in Gloucestershire.

UNISON, the public sector union, represents over 800 staff working for Great Western Ambulance Service NHS Trust.  Please visit
www.unison-greatwestern.co.uk for more information.

The trade dispute affects UNISON members working in the GWAS Accident and Emergency operation.  It does not affect 999 control room or call centre staff, nor any other branch of GWAS service provision.

In December 2006, ambulance staff came within days of two four-hour walk outs over an estimated £5,000,000 of salary entitlements that were being withheld by GWAS.  The dispute was settled amicably after negotiations.

Since its creation on 1st April 2006, GWAS has been run by four Chief Executives: John Parkinson (acting), Tim Lynch (resigned September 2008), Anthony Marsh (interim) and David Whiting (resigned November 2010).  The vacancy is currently being advertised.

For more information, please contact

Chris Hewett

Steward and paramedic

UNISON Great Western Ambulance Branch

chris.hewett@unison-greatwestern.co.uk
07917 246394

Due to the operational commitments of ambulance staff, it is unlikely that we will be able to offer interviews.

<ends>
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