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CLEANERS revealed some of the dirtier secrets of Parliament yesterday as they staged a 24-hour strike for higher pay and better working conditions. 

Contract cleaners manning picket lines outside entrances to the Palace of Westminster were unanimous when asked by The Times to name the most disagreeable of their duties. 

A collective shudder passed along the picket line. Their least favourite task, they agreed, was cleaning the lavatories in the House of Lords. 

“Some days they are really nasty,” said Evrard Ouala, 27, from North London, who works a 60-hour week to earn £470. “Especially with the older people who are there in the Lords,” chimed in Nestor Barona, 23, from South London. 

The pair were among 170 cleaners who stopped work to protest at their pay of £5 an hour, with 12 days’ paid holiday a year and no pension or sick pay. 

The men also complained that the room in which they took their meals, nicknamed “the dungeon” by cleaners, was a rat-infested basement with no ventilation. 

The cleaners are employed by two contract companies, Mitie Cleaning and Emprise Services, but they blame the Commons authorities that let the contracts. Their pay is due to rise to £5.25 an hour in September, but they are demanding an hourly rate of £6.70. 

Contract cleaners vacuum and polish the Commons chamber but do not clean MPs’ offices, which are the responsibility of Commons staff, who earn between £7 and £8 an hour with full employee rights, which is another source of anger. 

Harriet Harman, Minister of State for Constitutional Affairs, was the most senior MP to visit the strikers and offer support; her husband, Jack Dromey, deputy general secretary of the Transport and General Workers’ Union, was leading the campaign. 

Another who joined them was Jon Cruddas, who was Downing Street’s union fixer before becoming a Labour MP in 2001. A total of 134 MPs have signed a motion backing the contract cleaners’ demands, including Vince Cable, the Liberal Democrat economics spokesman, and the Tory MP Peter Bottomley. 

When challenged during Prime Minister’s Questions to take up the cleaners’ cause, Tony Blair refused to intervene, saying: “Ultimately, this is a matter for the House authorities. The dispute is a commercial matter but I understand that the House authorities are continuing to work with the contractors to seek a satisfactory outcome for everybody concerned.” 

The cleaners’ union balloted its members to approve further action short of a strike, such as a sit-in protest or work-to-rule.




