Council workers walk out in support of 'victimised' colleague 
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Staff at Tower Hamlets council today began two days of strike action after a housing campaigner lost her job after 14 years at the local authority. 

Members of Unison and the National Union of Journalists plan to picket the council's offices over the next two days in support of Eileen Short, who lost her job as a press officer following a town hall reorganisation. 

Ms Short was told she was redundant as part of a review, despite there being four suitable vacancies she could be transferred to, her union claims. 

Ms Short, also a council tenant in the borough, is a key figure locally and nationally in opposing housing stock transfers. 

Union members in Tower Hamlets are convinced that is why she is being victimised. The strike is the second to hit the council in as many weeks over the affair. 

The NUJ general secretary, Jeremy Dear, called on the council to reconsider Ms Short's case. "It is absurd and unfair that an experienced member of staff is facing redundancy at a council that badly needs such talented people," he said. 

"We refuse to allow Eileen to be victimised like this. There is a large and growing body of people who will not rest until justice is done." 

The council denied Ms Short had been victimized for her campaigning activities. 

"Eileen Short is on the council's redeployment register following a reorganisation of the communications department, which meant that the job she filled no longer exists," a spokesman said. 

"The council hopes to find Eileen a job in the council that matches her skills and experience. The reorganisation was aimed at improving the service, and was not specific to any individual members of staff. No one is being targeted because of trade union or any other activity." 

Tower Hamlets has been on the defensive over its council housing policy following accusations last week that it was abusing democracy by postponing a proposed referendum on the transfer of one of its estates out of local authority control after several stormy local meetings on the subject. 

The council had proposed to start a three-week ballot over whether its homes on the Ocean estate should be transferred to Sanctuary housing association. 

The vote had been due to coincide with ballots on three other estates in the area. 

But the Ocean estate vote has been delayed until "next summer", because of the current mood on the estate. Such transfers cannot take place unless tenants back the idea in a vote. The postponement of the ballot comes after tenants expressed their concerns at the proposals at a series of meetings. Local Respect MP George Galloway has voiced his opposition to the transfer at some of those meetings. 

Tenant campaigners claim Tower Hamlets is attempting to manipulate the democratic process - a charge the authority denies. 

The campaigners are demanding that the vote take place now or be scrapped altogether. 

Opposition to stock transfer is not confined to the London borough, however. 

Tenants in West Lancashire have become the latest to veto a proposed transfer of their homes to a housing association. 

Some 57% voted against switching the council's 7,000 homes to Liverpool-based Arena housing. The vote comes after tenants in Waverley, Surrey voted for a second time against switching the ownership of their homes.

