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Mr N Smith

Commission on Vulnerable Employment,

c/o Economic and Social Affairs Department,

Trades Union Congress,

Great Russell St,

London,

WC1B 3LS

Dear Mr Smith

ACAS RESPONSE TO TUC COMMISSION ON VULNERABLE EMPLOYMENT
I am responding on behalf of Acas to your recent consultation document seeking comments on a range of issues surrounding vulnerable employment.  I should make clear at the start that this is a response from officials and that the views contained in it have not been cleared with and do not represent the views of the Acas Council.

Acas’ mission is to improve organisations and working life through better employment relations and as part of this mission we aim to help vulnerable workers both directly and indirectly.  Our most direct contact with vulnerable workers probably comes through our national telephone helpline service.  Last year this service dealt with around 840,000 calls some 470,000 of which came from employees.  Of course not all of these calls will be from what might be termed vulnerable employees but there is no doubt that the information and advice our helpline advisers are able to provide on employment questions and employment rights can be of significant benefit to those individuals who are in a vulnerable situation in the workplace.

We are always looking for ways of making our helpline service more accessible to both individuals and organisations and last year we introduced a translation facility to help those callers whose first language is not English.  Since its inception in November 2006 our translation facility has dealt with just 540 translations nearly 60 per cent of which involved translation into Polish. 

Other direct forms of assistance come in the shape of our website and publications.  We produce a wide range of leaflets explaining employee’s rights in the workplace and we are currently in the process of examining how these might be brought to the attention of a wider audience through for instance translating them into foreign languages.

Apart from these direct forms of assistance Acas can also help vulnerable workers indirectly through the work it does in helping employers understand their responsibilities under UK employment legislation and generally improving employment relations in workplaces.  Last year we ran nearly 1,000 training events, attended by over 7,000 delegates, specifically designed to help employers improve their employment practices.
To focus our attention on vulnerable workers about six months ago we set up a working group made up of a cross section of Acas staff to monitor key developments relevant to vulnerable workers and their employment in Britain and to consider the implications of these developments for Acas. This group has now met a couple of times and it is beginning to formulate a coordinated approach to helping vulnerable workers.  You will be interested to know that Sarah Veale head of the TUC’s Equality and Employment Rights Department is also a member of the working group in her capacity as an Acas Council member.

The group has also developed a definition of a vulnerable worker which we will be using from now own to focus our efforts in this field. The definition which you will see is slightly different from yours is as follows:
“… someone working in an environment where the risk of being denied their employment rights is high and there is little or no support or opportunity for redress. This might be because of a highly dependent relationship with the employer, a lack of representation or a lack of social language skills.”

Migrant workers are a group of potentially vulnerable workers that Acas often comes into contact with and last year we commissioned a research exercise to look at the experience of ethnic minority workers in the Hotel and Catering industry: routes to support and advice on workplace problems.

Not surprisingly the research found that workers felt poorly informed about their employment rights in the UK and had little idea of where to get information if they needed it. Trade unions were a valuable source of support for a small number of interviewees in the survey but for most workers, unions simply did not feature in their experience of work.

Overall the findings from this research exercise suggest that migrant and ethnic minority workers in the hotel and catering sector are particularly vulnerable to exploitation, either because they are prepared to put up with much because their work here is a means to another end , or because conditions are still better than those they have left behind if they are migrants or because wider discrimination and/or segregation in the labour market gives them few alternatives to working in the sector.  The researchers set out a number of suggestions in their report as to how migrant workers in hotel and catering might be assisted and I attach a copy of the report which you will be interested to read.
On the issue of ethnic minorities you might also be interested in some research work we commissioned in 2004 on ethnic minority small businesses.  Although this does not deal directly with vulnerable workers some of the ethnic minority businesses covered by the research are in sectors such as catering and garment production which have a reputation for employing vulnerable workers and the research does highlight some of the difficulties in approaching employers in theses sectors to help them raise employment standards and ensure that workers are not exploited.
You will know that BERR are funding two pilots, one in Birmingham and one in London, to test out different ways of providing advice and support to vulnerable workers and their employers.  Acas is involved in both pilots and we are leading on the strand in Birmingham which is focussing on working with employers to support the delivering of employment rights and raising HR and training standards.  We have already found that the best way of engaging employers in this agenda is to speak to them directly and to emphasise the dangers of failing to deliver employment rights as well as the positive benefits to be gained by employing vulnerable workers such as migrants.

I hope that you find this response helpful.  If you would like to discuss anything I have said in the response or to talk in more detail about how Acas is helping vulnerable workers please do not hesitate to let me know.
Yours sincerely

KIMBERLEY BINGHAM

Acas Head Of Strategy
