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17 December 2010
To all Great Western Ambulance Branch members

Dear member
Merry Christmas to you all.
We are writing to all our members update you on the Trade Dispute the branch has with the Great Western Ambulance Trust.  We are also pleased to enclose your free diary for 2011 along with a card from the Branch with our seasonal greetings.

GWAS Trade Dispute

Further to the consultative ballot process undertaken by the GWAS branch of UNISON, formal notice of an official industrial action ballot was issued to Mr Whiting, GWAS Chief Executive on 6 December 2010.  The ballot for industrial action is in relation to a trade dispute with Great Western Ambulance Service over the redesign of accident and emergency services and other issues. The full terms of this dispute were laid out in the union’s letter to the Trust from Ian Whittern, Branch Chair, dated 26 October 2010 and details 36 specific concerns under 6 different headings. This is available to view on the branch website www.unison-greatwestern.co.uk.
The formal notice gave the Trust notice of UNISON’s intention to conduct an industrial action ballot of all of our members employed by GWAS in the job categories of: ambulance practitioner (AP), care tech; clinical team leader (CTL); emergency care assistant (ECA); emergency care practitioner (ECP); hazardous area response team (HART); high dependency technician (HDU), paramedic; and technician, at all workplaces. 

If you are in one of these groups of staff but have not yet received your ballot paper this may be for one of the following reasons.

· Your substantive post in non A&E

· We have received returned mail from the address we have for you on our membership record system 

· Your membership is in arrears 

· Your Direct Debit payments have not been made recently (not applicable to members paying via payroll (DOCAS))

· You have told us you are currently a full time student (if you are but are still contracted to work regular hours on A&E you may still be entitled to vote)

The ballot timetable started with the notice sent on 6th December and opened on 13 December with the distribution of ballot papers. If you, or you know of any UNISON members who appear to be covered by the above job categories but who have not received a ballot paper by 17 December, they should contact the Regional Office before 23 December 2010 on 0117 968 9479 or by email to s.newell@unison.co.uk 

The ballot closes on 6 January. We will write to all members who are balloted with the result. In addition it will be posted on the branch website www.unison-greatwestern.co.uk and be available from the branch helpline:  07590 22 94 39.

Depending on the outcome of the ballot, seven days notice can then be issued to the Trust of the start of any industrial action members decide to take.  
The questions asked in the consultative ballot were:-
· Would you support a ‘vote of no confidence’ in Great Western Ambulance executive management and senior management over the appalling way it has dealt with its staff?

· Would you support a full ‘ballot for industrial action’ short of strike action based on the following outstanding grievances with GWAS executive management?

· Non-agreed changes to meal break practices?

(i.e. removal of your right to a second rest / meal break)

· Non-agreed and unreasonable start and finish times / working practices /

change of base or team? 

· Outstanding ECA grievance concerning inadequate level of training and unsafe use?

(i.e. refusal of UNISON’s recommendations for increased training and continued use of solo or double-crewed ECA’s) 
· Failure to carry out and share the equality impact assessment and a comprehensive risk assessment before imposing large scale organisational change? 

· Failure to implement an adequate Incident reporting system that is not reliant on the GWAS intranet for operational staff? 

· Removal of ‘Predictive Relief’ working practices and / or imposition of short

notice divisional / sector relief? 

· Failure of the trust to provide the promised training for HDU and CareTech

staff to technician and beyond? 

· Failure of the trust to pay training mileage rates in accordance with

Agenda for Change terms and conditions? 
and

· Would you support a full ‘ballot for strike action’ on the above issues?

The total number of consultative ballot forms issued was 594 with 437 of these being completed and returned giving an unprecedented return rate of 73.6% 

The response was overwhelming with 97% in favour of a vote of no confidence; 96% in favour of a ballot for industrial action on all the issues; and 94.3% in favour of a ballot for a full ballot for strike action on these issues.
These results were shared with the Trust several weeks ago but so far only one meeting has taken place, with just one of the Trust’s executive directors attending. However they did find time to schedule twenty meetings intended to terminate the employment of frontline staff. We are taking legal advice in respect of making both unfair dismal and discrimination claims on behalf of those members who have been dismissed, including those who have signed new contracts under duress and for those who are still under such threats. So far, despite several requests from us to meet with him the Chief Executive has been too busy. You will no doubt have heard that he has submitted his resignation since the dispute was lodged and is soon to take up the top job in Yorkshire Ambulance Trust.

We have sought a few minor concessions from the Trust such as the withdrawal of the small number of dismissals which have taken place due to members being unable to comply with the imposed changes and to guarantee our facility time to deal with even the regular union business.  In response the Director of HR  says, and we quote:

“I can reconfirm that we do not intend to reverse all of the already implemented changes. Our view remains that we have carried out a legal and extensive consultation process over a 5 month period, and changes that were implemented were those where mutual agreement had been reached or the consultation process exhausted and a decision made with notice to change being issued. Undoing a legitimate legal process and unravelling the changes is inappropriate, notwithstanding the impact on patient services at the busiest time of year”.
The Trust have pressed ahead with the changes in breach of established grievance procedures and continue to refuse to hear the individual and collective grievances submitted by members, in breach of Trust policy and the ACAS code, despite us having ACAS confirm that this is unlawful at a meeting hosted by them. We are due to meet again on Friday 17 December and will post a report of this meeting on the branch website as soon as possible.
Advice to members adversely affected by these changes can be found on the branch website but for those members with severe difficulties please note the following:

If you have been dismissed due to being unable to agree to sign a new contract, or have signed under duress due to the threat of dismissal, you may have a case of Unfair Dismissal.  Similarly, if you have been forced to accept new working arrangements that have compromised your health/disability, your child care arrangements or other caring responsibilities or your religious/cultural practice etc, you may have a case of discrimination.
 If you believe you may have a case relating to one or more of these issues but have not already submitted a CASE form a downloadable CASE form is available on the branch and or National UNISON website and this should be completed & returned to the branch direct or via your steward.

If you have already submitted a completed CASE form but have not received any acknowledgement from the Regional Office by 23 December, please contact the Regional Office on 0117 968 9479.

The industrial action ballot paper asks just two questions but are in relation to all the issues raised in the original trade dispute registration letter and the consultative ballot form mentioned above.  
These questions are:-

Are you prepared to take part in industrial action in the form of action short of a strike? YES/NO
Are you prepared to take part in industrial action in the form of strike action? YES/NO
The Industrial Action ballot does not deal with the vote of no confidence issue nor any issues which are not purely A&E staff related. We are keen however to point out that we remain in dispute with the trust in relation to the AfC banding of PTS staff and the apparent imposition of reduced pay and travel protection arrangements. The Trust wanted us to agree to a reduction in protection as a part of “harmonising” terms and conditions related HR Policies some time ago. We did not agree any new policy and no such policy has been introduced as far as we were aware. There is no published policy on the Trust website that covers these issues but nevertheless we have learned that both PTS & A&E members who have had to move base station have been told they are only entitled to 2 years excess mileage protection when we believe the entitlement is actually 4 years.  If this applies to you, or you have any other similar concerns, please contact us.
Vote of no confidence

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 (resignation submitted November 2010).  The impending vacancy is currently being advertised.

Members had been emailing the branch website demanding a Vote of no confidence for some time and this is why it was included in the Consultative Ballot form mentioned above. However, this only gave our A&E members within the Trust the chance to express themselves on this matter. We feel all GWAS employed members should have their say in this and have therefore included a voting with this letter to all GWAS employed members, which you can complete and return to the UNISON branch office at Bristol Station in the internal mail or by freepost to:- 

GWAS VONC

UNISON

FREEPOST NATW624

Vintry House

Wine Street

Bristol  BS1 2BR

FT Status

We have also had a number of comments from members regarding the Trusts application for Foundation Trust (FT) status and whether UNISON should be supporting this or some alternative.  UNISON nationally remains opposed to Foundation Trusts as a matter of policy and principle but it is clear that the government are giving NHS Trusts little option than to seek FT status.  That said there is widespread concern that GWAS are unlikely to meet either the performance or financial standards in time to succeed and that another Trust may be asked to take it over. This could be another Ambulance Trust or an Acute Trust but could also be taken over by a team sent in by the DoH or even “any willing provider”!  

We would like to hear your views on this issue and have set up the following email address for this purpose ft@unison-greatwestern.co.uk
 
 If you have any queries or thoughts on any other issues, GWAS, NHSD or any other, please contact us via the usual address.
Yours faithfully
Dan Tucker & Shane Clark

Acting GWAS branch secretaries
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