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The Transport and General Workers' Union has said that it will defend as many members as possible from job losses at English Churches Housing Group, after the announcement this week that it is proposing merger with the Riverside Group, with the loss of 160 jobs and closure of its headquarters in Leicester. The T&G says government funding cuts and management failures are to blame for the job losses and closure of the headquarters, which ECHG spent an estimated £12m on just three years ago, with all operations moving to the Riverside HQ in Liverpool.

At a meeting of T&G shop stewards in London today, a unanimous vote of no confidence in the ECHG management was carried. The stewards also criticised ECHG management for taking a 12% pay rise for directors at the last pay round, in the midst of their known financial difficulties, whilst staff were offered just 2.5%. A new computer system was installed within the last two years, at a cost of £3m, which will probably have to be jettisoned for the merger. The financial problems at ECHG were compounded by serious cuts in the government's £23m "Supporting People" funding, which makes up over a third of ECHG's income, making long-term operations unsustainable.  

T&G national secretary Roz Foyer said today: "We are deeply disappointed with the proposals that ECHG has brought forward. It seems to us that ECHG has over a long period of time allowed itself to get into financial difficulties, which has made merger the only option and ensured that they are bound to be the weaker party in any merger talks. This is borne out by the fact that Riverside only anticipates losing 20 jobs in the merger process.

"In our view the culprits behind this sorry story at ECHG are the government and the ECHG management team. We believe that if quality supported housing services have any chance of being delivered in a sustainable way then the government needs to look at putting more money into its "Supporting People" funding. There is also much more ECHG could have done at an earlier stage to involve and consult the unions on how to sustain services and protect people's jobs. Instead we have been excluded from meaningful consultation at every stage of the merger proposals being drawn up." 

The T&G understands from ECHG that the formal consultation period for the proposed redundancies will take place at the end of July when the merger is given formal go ahead by the Housing Corporation. Roz Foyer continued:

"At today's emergency meeting of our national shop stewards committee to discuss our next steps, there was a real sense of anger over management failures and their refusal to consult meaningfully up until now. However our position will be to constructively explore all possible means of defending as many of our members jobs as possible at ECHG." 

