
 Informal notes of a discussion at the May 2013 Federation meeting on working with Unite 
and campaigning against the bedroom tax

Ellie O’Hagan, manager of the Unite Community Centre in the basement of St George’s 
Town Hall, said that the Centre was now open. There are three main activities:
1.  education (courses) – mainl ESOL and IT which will start in earnest from September, 
after some pilots over the summer;
2.  advice – workshops run by people from Toynbee Hall on money matters/debt and 
Praxis (soon) on immigration;
3.  events- coffee mornings, film clubs, etc.
The Centre also provides space for organising campaign, as you would expect from a 
trade union centre.
As well as the Federation’s space, the Centre is also home to Tower Hamlets Renters 
(campaign of tenants in the private sector) which has run advice workshops and an 
activists workshop led by campaigners from Germany and Spain.

Ellie explained that there were different estimates of how many people were affected in 
Tower Hamlets: this varied between 2,000 and 4,000 people.
Unite offers:
-help and space to campaigners to get organised, help be put in touch with others in the 
borough who are affected (found through outreach programme);
-general advice and support on campaigning;
-practical support from the biggest trade union in the country (leaflets, banners, meetings 
and the assistance of their research dept).
Unite offers members legal advice. Unite doesn’t tell you not to pay the bedroom tax as 
that could result in your eviction; but if you decide  you don’t want to pay the tax, Unite will 
support you in practice. Unite can advise on the eviction process, can organise workshops 
with lawyers to advise on your rights etc. if/when you are arrested or charged.  Unite 
cannot offer legal representation in court as it does not enough resources for this.
Unite is affiliated to the Labour Party and this Centre is run in partnership with the local 
Council.  Unite therefore has connections with MPs and other activists and can support 
campaigns people may like to run through these connections.

The first Community Branch meeting would be at the Centre on Thursday evening, 7pm 
and Fed activists are all welcome. Fed activists are also welcome to become a Community
Members: the Branch can look at running a campaign on the bedroom tax with the 
Federation (and campaigning on any other issues you think we should campaign on).

Pilgrim Tucker introduced herself as the co-ordinator for community membership in 
London and East England.  Community branches are campaigning across the country on 
the bedroom tax and other welfare benefit cuts.  The aim of these campaigns is to stop 
people being evicted. Activities include taking a strategic view of the campaign: trying to 
influence local politicians, local councils, etc.; keeping a master list of what is happening; 
trying to get the Labour Party nationally to commit to repealing the bedroom tax; putting 
pressure on the government and representatives of parties in the Coalition to get change

Belle Harris
Referred to the woman who committed suicide recently.  Tax only affects those on benefits,
except pensioners.  This tax will not achieve anything - it is not based on common sense.  
It is not viable, as people can’t move: even the cost of moving is £500 to £600.  People are
talking about the bedroom tax being this government’s poll tax, but it should not be 
separated from other welfare benefit cuts.  Unite should put a resolution to Annual 



Conference, both in terms of submitting a resolution itself as a national affiliate but also in 
terms of circulating a model to its branches to pass and send on to the General 
Committees of Constituency Labour Parties they were affiliated to locally.

Ellie: Unite is guided by its members.  We can press for this but it will help if Unite 
members show that they agree by passing resolutions in their union branches.
Pilgrim:  Unite is running campaigns in the media (working in particular with the Daily 
Mirror) and Parliament and in the Labour Party – because our members, particularly in the 
housing and advice branches, have asked for this to be done.

Terry McGrenera
It is not just the financial side, important though that is. The other side of being moved is 
the psychological effect, particularly among the elderly. There are media examples of 
people being moved to avoid the bedroom tax but ending up in accommodation which 
costs more.

Jean Taylor
When is the Centre open and is it accessible?  Campaigns used to advise you that if you 
were on rent strike you should pay your rent into a special account to make sure you had 
the money to pay when necessary. This is not really possible in a campaign based on 
tenants not being able to afford the rent, so they end up potentially very vulnerable.

Ellie: Centre is open Monday to Friday 10am to 6pm and evenings by arrangement.
The Centre is a welcoming place and we hope that some of those traumatised by the 
welfare benefit cuts will find some peace and respite there.
Pilgrim:  We were told the Centre could be adapted to make it accessible, but at the last 
minute it transpired the adaptations could not be done in a simple way because of the 
building’s listed status.  We are now obtaining further funding to make changes in a more 
difficult way to get the access we want to have there.  However, we have opened the 
centre in the meantime, even though the access work has not been done yet.

Cyril Farby
I read in the Morning Star how disabled people have a second bedroom which is nothing 
but a box-room but now have to pay for it (having lost housing benefit), though they need 
it.  Hackney is it is already taking people to court.
Ellie:  I know there are people being taken to Court in Nottingham, but had not heard of 
this in Hackney.
One Notts Housing Association has said that if you have a room you don’t sleep in, it is not
a bedroom - so no one is paying the bedroom tax there.  The landlord’s income will be 
reduced by this re-definition, so not all landlords will be keen to redesignate.

Eileen Short
It is good Unite can bring resources to the campaign. There have been 5 meetings (of the 
Benefits Justice Campaign) in the borough so far.  It is the way to start building a local 
network. There is a real opportunity to link up with disabled organisations. There are lots of
disabled people affected, especially in Tower Hamlets, which has a high proportion of 
disabled residents.  Can the Centre help people who are appealing against ATOS reviews 
of disability benefits?
The Benefits Justice Campaign is lobbying the Council AGM on Wednesday, asking it to 
make a commitment not to evict anyone and has organised a day of action on 1st June.

Pilgrim:  Unite Community Branch Sector is training community members to support those 



going to appeals. 

Fabian Thompsett
I am involved in Island Advice centre and thus the THA Network.  Advice work has been 
cut across the Borough.  The Advice Network also runs a volunteer training project which 
leads to qualifications and we should keep in touch about this.

Jan Anstey-Hayes
Support for ATOS reviews: the main body giving support is REAL, which operates from 
Jack Dash House.  There is an advice line and website.  An Information and Advocacy 
consortium is being set up and REAL are the co-ordinators.
Should the Fed ask the Housing Forum to take a position on the bedroom tax?

Phil:  Most RPs in the Housing Forum have signed our Residents Charter which commits 
them not to evict on the fast track. However, some members of the HF are national bodies 
which will decide a national policy to cover all their stock. Very few members only have 
stock in the borough and could take a local decision on it.  However, overall the HF is a 
secretive organisation, which is consultative but without power to require members to 
conform to any decision of that body.

Jenny Fisher
I am circulating a leaflet which takes up several points which I don’t have time to go in to 
here.  I am concerned that there are people in the borough who call themselves 
campaigners but are going round telling people it doesn’t matter whether they pay the 
housing benefit shortfall in their rent, as the campaigners will stop them being evicted. The
campaigners can’t stop them being evicted and this is dishonest advice, which should be 
seen as such. The campaign should not focus on promising to stop evictions as that is 
difficult and cannot be guaranteed. There are also problems with focussing on asking 
landlords to absorb the cost of the bedroom tax as they are not natural allies and it will be 
hard to get RPs to act illegally and set a deficit budget rather than pass on the “tax”.

Glyn Beagley:
I am confused.  It is hard to absorb this leaflet immediately.  Targetting political parties: it is 
right to campaign responsibly.  In my experience I am not aware of many people saying 
these things though perhaps some have.  My daughter and granddaughter are affected by 
cuts in their benefits. They don’t have much money in the first place. She will probably try 
to pay the bedroom tax but if she can’t she may get a notice of eviction.  If push came to 
shove, would Jenny and/or the Fed support evictions?  Our Council should be protecting 
tenants.  The argument about setting a deficit budget is spurious.  The LGA has said it will 
cost councils more to evict tenants than to keep them.  I demand to know whether Jenny 
supports evictions.

Ian Martin
I used to live in Tower Hamlets but I am now a Labour Councillor in Exeter, where our 
discussions are very different.  I am the Cabinet Member for business transformation, 
which includes welfare.  Exeter is pretty much Labour, except for a couple of years it was 
Lib-Dem.  Exeter is not full of poor people, but it is a Labour council surrounded by Tory 
councils.  As a small district council we cannot pay the bedroom tax for our tenants, 
though we are putting money in to supporting the transition.  The population is 120,000 
and the shortfall on Bedroom Tax is £1m. We are campaigning politically against it.  The 
first protest was organised by Labour councillors.  We have 5,500 tenants in our own 
housing.  Our tenants are getting into debt for several reasons. 



Pauline Bader introduced herself as a Unite volunteer involved with running the private 
rented group.  She said that we all had private renters in our estates and perhaps some 
among our families and friends and she asked us to give them details of Tower Hamlets 
Renters. The group is campaigning and has a monthly public meeting with a drop in 
session for those with problems.  The next one was the next day at 7pm at the Centre, for 
anyone with any problems.  

Nick G
Have you organised a national day of protest?  
Pilgrim:  The Benefits Justice Campaign is doing national day of protest. We’ll see what 
our members think.

Brian Stanley
Employment agencies recruiting abroad and rental agencies are ramping up rents are 
rigging the markets.  The Tories talk about supporting the market - but there is no free 
market in housing because rents are artificially kept high. It is therefore quite right that 
private renters should be part of our campaign.  


