Letter to Branches
	No.  582/2009
	Ref  IC/LEL  AS.2.6.1
	Date:  6 JULY 2009


TO BRANCHES WITH MEMBERS IN BT 
Dear Colleague,
Openreach – Service Delivery Transformation
In the negotiations with Openreach, the CWU Executive team has focused on trying to remove the immediate threat of Project Beck and the resultant threat to members in the Complex teams specifically and also, more widely, all members in Openreach.
Branches will be aware that Openreach has issued Invitations to Tender to a number of companies for both civils and non-civils work.  The desire to have one company doing all civils work currently outsourced does not pose any major problems for the Union.  However, should the company decide to outsource all Complex work as well as NGA build, this would be a direct threat to around 9000 members in Openreach.
The CWU recognises that future Government funding for Digital Britain will not automatically flow to Openreach.  There will undoubtedly be a tendering process within which Openreach will have to compete with bids from other companies.  Only those companies that make competitive bids on cost and quality will win the work.

That is why there is an obligation on the CWU to try to work with Openreach to find a mutually acceptable method of both raising efficiency and reducing unit costs.  Whilst there are obvious short term threats to jobs from Project Beck, the failure by Openreach to win at the very least a significant amount of NGA work could mean permanent exclusion.

I attach, for your information, a copy of a letter sent to Openreach setting out the Union’s priorities.  We have been clear that the previous SDT package no longer exists.  We have, however, sought and gained agreement that the Code of Practice on GPS technology is an agreed document between the CWU and Openreach.  Further work on this document is being done to improve clarity on a number of aspects.

Similarly, the CWU and Openreach continue to review and develop management style issues.  In recent weeks there have been meetings on the Critical Defect process and on the disciplines arising from safety issues.  Progress is being made on both fronts.

In terms of the earlier grading proposals, the Union has formally indicated that they were unacceptable and divisive.  Given the immediate threat to jobs, the Union does not believe that this is the time to progress such talks.  Inevitably we will return to this issue but we have been clear that this will be based on the NewGRID job evaluation process.

The immediate and most pressing issue surrounds Openreach’s insistence that it needs the attendance pattern changes to preserve existing jobs and to compete effectively not just for NGA build but, as importantly, the products and services that will be in demand in Digital Britain.

In response to challenges from the CWU that there did not appear to be tangible or short term rationale for the scale of change, Openreach has shared some very comprehensive and detailed information on current overtime use; failures due to Out of Time and call-outs.  This data will be shared with Branches in each Region in the coming weeks.
Whilst accepting that some of the data presents a compelling argument, the CWU is cognisant that many members cannot, for personal reasons, work evenings or Saturdays.  One area of focus is to try to ensure that members’ work/life balance is preserved as much as possible.

The Invitation to Tender process means that there will be a few short weeks before Openreach has to make a decision on the responses.  The negotiations on Attendance Patterns will be a critical factor in any decision by the company.  That is why the Union is putting much time and effort into finding a mutually acceptable solution that can be placed before members in a ballot.  In the coming weeks the decisions made by both the CWU and Openreach will inevitably change the outlook forever.

Yours sincerely,
Ian Cuthbert




Assistant Secretary
Encs:

Attachment 1:
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From the office of Ian Cuthbert | Assistant Secretary 
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VIA E-MAIL

 

Clive Gunby


Employee Relations Director


Openreach


File:  AS.2.6.1


26th June 2009


Dear Mr. Gunby

Openreach - Service Delivery Transformation


I write following your letter of the 23rd June and our meeting on the 25th.  I firstly want to restate and reaffirm the CWU’s continued and preferred wish to reach agreement with Openreach on measures that protect jobs and remove any possibility of outsourcing Complex work. Indeed our aim is to see work in-sourced and new revenue streams gained.

We do recognize that this presents huge challenges and that the negotiating process cannot be over lengthy. However, I think we all need to recognize that, if the future of Openreach and our members is to be secured, then we have a responsibility to get  the change agenda right and mutually acceptable.


Reviewing the decisions taken by the CWU’s Annual Conference, we believe that the original package of measures agreed between negotiators no longer exists in that form. Key to the Union’s agreement to recommend the package was the assurances given by Openreach around Project Beck. As your letter of the 12th June sets out those assurances – that Project Beck would be abandoned – no longer exist.

You will be aware that the CWU’s over-riding priority was, and is, employment security within Openreach for all of our members who wish to stay. We are aware of the timescales around the ITT process.  It is the CWU’s belief therefore that jointly we need to concentrate on those areas of negotiations that may directly influence decisions regarding possible outsourcing of work. 


I set out below the CWU’s preferred way forward. This involves disassociating the strands of the former package.


GPS  Technology


We note your roll out plans set out in your letter of 23rd June as well as your commitment to honour the Code of Practice agreed between us.  We welcome this latter point and the commitments given by Openreach to working with the CWU to improve that document.  For the avoidance of doubt, we seek your formal acceptance that the document is an agreement between the CWU and Openreach and that any changes will be the result of future agreement through the negotiating process.

We continue to have concerns that the pace of roll-out will not give sufficient time to test the Code of Practice in a practical way. As you are aware, the first four weeks of the roll out process in any Region is an acclimatization period. In that respect the CoP would not be tested nor will any lessons be learned that could further improve the document. 


This is a key issue for us since our continued co-operation is based on strict adherence of the agreed CoP by Openreach management. We would like therefore to ensure that is the case before expanding beyond the six initial patches.

Management Style


The CWU welcomes the continued commitment to address any management style issues. The overwhelming feeling expressed to the Union both nationally and locally, is that there is a general mistrust of management and that there is little faith Openreach  will use the new technology in a mature and sensitive manner. The introduction of this technology presents Openreach with an opportunity to show in a demonstrable and tangible way that our current perception of management style has changed.


Similarly we need to speedily conclude the work we have jointly commenced on the Defect Process, Disciplines arising from safety issues and the application of the Managing Changing Capability process.

Grading


As the CWU stated at our meeting, the formulation of the grading proposals in the former package is not acceptable to our members and has created division between members in differing work-streams. We do not believe that it is necessary or timely to devote any of the immediate future on such discussions.


The CWU remains committed to our policy of seeking higher grading for our multiskilled members be they in Volume, Complex or Service. However, as previously stated, the Union’s over-riding priority at this time is the preservation of jobs.

Our Annual Conference instructed the CWU executive that any future grading discussions, whether initiated by the CWU or Openreach, will be conducted under the agreed Newgrid job evaluation process using job dimensions and descriptors.


As you will be aware, there is an outstanding commitment by Openreach to resolve the existing anomalies in Service.  The CWU needs to see to significant progress on this front if we are to convince our members in that unit that speedy change is necessary.


Equally, there are pockets of members in Operations who have been held back from substantive promotion because of the on-going Grading review. In some cases this has been for as long as two years. Openreach really needs to resolve these cases in line with agreed Newgrid processes.


There was public acceptance that the Academy Coaches and On Site Designers should be substantively C3.  I would ask that, as the beginning of the process to rectify anomalies, to resolve these long-standing cases.

Attendance Patterns


The feedback from our members and your employees universally was that the scale of change was too much.  This is especially so, when there is little or no visibility for the need for such change.  It is accepted that Openreach seeks some future proofing on span times but we need to reassure people that their hours of attendance will not be changed just because Openreach can. There is for instance widespread disbelief that a contractual finish time of 9pm is either desirable or necessary.


There are several problems with the flex element of the original proposals.  I detailed some of these when we met on the 25th. Whilst there is a recognition that some limited amount of flex may be desirable to complete a job or task, there is an equally widespread belief that the proposals in the package were less to do with that and more to do with a continuous daily change of hours.


The CWU will continue to discuss with Openreach a framework for attendance that both fulfils and protects our member’s work life balance and meets the genuine needs of the business.  I restate the CWU’s position that any outcome will have to be ratified by our membership in a consultative ballot. 

In Conclusion


The CWU Executive looks forward to a successful if challenging set of negotiations aimed at finding a mutually acceptable solution. We recognize the tremendous challenges facing Openreach on a number of fronts.  We are also cognisant of the need for the business to win new revenue streams particularly in light of the current projection of 4000 surplus people by the end of this financial year. In return Openreach needs to recognize the scale and pace of change is daunting for our membership. They need to be convinced that this is not change for change sake.


I must also reconfirm that any CWU agreement on that change in the coming weeks will entirely dependant on assurances from Openreach and/or the BT Group that any plans to outsource work or people from the business will finally be scrapped.  The CWU welcomes the public statements by senior managers that an in-house solution is the preferred way forward in reshaping the business and we are committed to working with Openreach to bring about that desired outcome in a way that is acceptable to our members in Openreach. 

Finally, may I, on behalf of the CWU, extend our thanks to Steve Robertson, John Small and their entire team who made time to address our Branches on 24th June. I believe this was productive and well received.  I also believe that if we had the time and space to do this five or six weeks ago, there would at least have been a better understanding by our Branch Officers of Openreach’s need to for change.


Yours sincerely


Ian Cuthbert


CWU Assistance Secretary


General Secretary: Billy Hayes | Weblog: www.billyhayes.co.uk




