
 

 

From Cradle to Grave - the 
cuts affect us all 

By Michael Lavalette, SWAN Na-
tional Convenor  

So now we know. The ideologi-
cally driven cuts announced by 
the millionaire Chancellor George 
Osborne on the 20 October repre-
sent the biggest cuts in public 
spending since the Second World 
War. The figures are so large as to 
be almost incomprehensible. The 
cuts are a clear attempt to abolish 
the welfare state.  

The attack on child benefits is im-
portant because it breached the 
state's commitment to universal 
benefits. Osborne then went on 
to announce a £7 billion cut in 
welfare - on top of the £11bn an-
nounced in June and £6bn in May 
- £24bn taken from the poorest 
and most vulnerable people in 
society. 

The government are slashing a 
third of council spending by 2015. 
That means a third of council jobs 
to go, a third of crucial services 
axed. It will mean social work and 
social care services reduced 
and outsourced. It will mean a 
poorer service for users, worse 
pay and working conditions for 
the remaining workers and a less 
safe service. 

The increase in the state pension 
age has been rushed forward four 
years to 2018 for men and 2020 
for women. The government want 
£1.8bn savings a year from public 

sector pensions. That will mean 
an average increase in contribu-
tions of £450 extra per year, on 
top of a freeze on pension rates 
for up to three years.  

Money for social housing projects 
is being slashed by 60 percent. 
New council tenants will be 
forced to pay ‘market rents’ and 
will not have secure tenancies on 
their home.  

The University teaching 
budget has been cut by 40 per-
cent from £7.1bn to £4.2bn. Stu-
dent fees will rise to almost 
£7,000 per year. Students will be 
saddled with huge debts on 
graduation.  

Osborne claimed that the NHS 
and education had been 'saved' 
from the cuts. But this is a myth. 
NHS spending has been cut by 
over £20bn. 

These draconian cuts are not 
about addressing the deficit. The 
crisis is being used as a cover for 
the wholesale privatisation of 
welfare services by a government 
committed to a 'small state'. This 
is an ideologically driven agenda 
that will leave the poor poorer, 
that will create unemployment, 
that will abolish vital services and 
leave working people - those in 
work and those who are unem-
ployed; those who use services 
and those who work in service 
provision - facing a much bleaker 
future. 

The present crisis was caused by 
the failure of the banking system 

and by the madness of market 
driven forms of delivery - yet 
there is nothing in the 'Osborne 
axe' to tax the banks and their 
billionaire bosses. 

But there is an alternative. In 
France, in Greece and across the 
globe there are growing move-
ments against austerity. In Britain 
we are starting to see the begin-
nings of such a movement.  

On 3rd October SWAN was proud 
to be a sponsor of the Right To 
Work demonstration in Birming-
ham where we marched along-
side 7,000 others to protest at the 
Tory conference. In the days, 
weeks and months ahead there 
will be more protests - at local, 
regional and national level. 

SWAN is urging all its supporters 
to throw themselves into anti-
cuts protests and movements. As 
workers, service users and carers 
we need to stand together: to 
strike, protest, march and cam-
paign against the cuts and their 
effects, to stand together and 
shout that 'there is an alternative' 
- to the brutality of these cuts and 
to the madness of the market. 
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WHAT IS THE SOCIAL 

WORK ACTION  

NETWORK? 

SWAN IS A NETWORK OF SOCIAL WORK 

PRACTITIONERS, ACADEMICS,  

STUDENTS AND SERVICE USERS UNITED 

IN THEIR CONCERN THAT SOCIAL WORK 

ACTIVITY IS BEING UNDERMIND BY 

MANAGERIALISM AND  

MARKETISATION, BY THE  

STIGMATISATION OF SERVICE USERS 

AND BY WELFARE CUTS AND  

RESTRICTIONS. 

WE BELIEVE THAT SOCIAL WORK IS A 

WORTHWHILE ACTIVITY THAT CAN 

HELP PEOPLE ADDRESS THE PROBLEMS 

AND DIFFICULTIES IN THEIR LIVES.  

MANY OF THESE DIFFICULTIES ARE 

ROOTED IN THE INEQUALITIES AND  

OPPRESSIONS OF THE CONTEMPORARY 

WORLD AND GOOD SOCIAL WORK  

NECESSARILY INVOLVES CONFRONTING 

THE STRUCTURAL AND PUBLIC CAUSES 

OF PRIVATE ILLS. 
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Challenging The Not So 
Ψ/ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ {ǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ 
wŜǾƛŜǿΩ 

By Peter Beresford, Chair of the 
Shaping Our Lives national service 
user network  

No matter what service users and 
campaigners have been saying for 
months about the divisive and de-
structive effects of the Coalition 
government’s policies and planned 
cuts, it’s now official! The Institute 
of Fiscal Studies makes clear that 
the Comprehensive Spending Re-
view (CSR) is the opposite of the 
government’s promised ‘fair’.  

The people who will be most hit 
by massive cuts are those with 
least money and resources, least 
advantage and least power – poor 
parents, older people, women 
workers, disabled people, mental 
health service users, carers, poor 
people on benefits, black and mi-
nority ethnic communities, social 
housing tenants and those study-
ing. The people and institutions 
most to blame for the financial 
mess: banks, private sector and 
business leaders are largely left 
untouched. Instead they are likely 
to benefit ultimately from the re-
gressive financial redistribution 
resulting from public service cuts. 

It’s all a stark reminder of the fail-
ure of the Blair and Brown govern-
ments. They left us this inheri-
tance by perpetuating new right 
economic policies and freeing the 
market. With a landslide election 
victory in 1997, Blair did nothing 
to challenge the powers that be. 
Meanwhile the Tories now with no 
political mandate and no majority 
of any kind, are forcing through 
the most radical reactionary politi-
cal agenda for almost a century, 

foisting on the rest of us the most 
destructive and anti-social policies 
in living memory.  

But faced with a reform pro-
gramme that makes Thatcher’s 
policies seem tame, we will do 
well to take some deep breaths 
and not panic. These cuts and the 
policies they presage may truly 
contain the seeds of their own de-
struction. Admittedly we have a 
weak and complaisant media and 
democratic safeguards have been 
weakened. Admittedly much has 
happened to de-politicise and dis-
empower people. Divisions will be 
encouraged and increased. We are 
already seeing it happen.  

There is no question that the lives 
of many service users will be made 
more difficult and miserable. 
Some will undoubtedly have their 
lives cut short or die because of 
the loss of essential support. So-
cial workers and other public ser-
vice workers can look forward to 
even more insecurity, loss of jobs 
and greater difficulty doing their 
jobs well. Supporting people to 
deal with the benefits system, for 
example, can only be expected to 
be a bigger nightmare than it now 
is. All can expect greater hardship, 
difficulties and uncertainty.  

But the divisions between and nar-
row self-interest of the ruling poli-
ticians and policymakers also 
make them weak and vulnerable. 
Their ideologically driven, poorly 
thought through policies will be 
costly, create all kinds of unin-
tended consequences and won’t 
work. They will generate their own 
opposition. None of us should act 
or think as though we believe they 
have the five years in power that 
they repeatedly tell us we should 
judge them by. They talk ‘big soci-

ety’ and corrupt the meaning of 
‘self-help’ and ‘mutuality’. Instead 
we, through rebuilding community 
and grassroots action, local cam-
paigns, new alliances, inclusive 
and original forms of campaigning, 
will not only develop resistance, 
but also demonstrate that there 
truly are alternatives to the bu-
reaucratized consumerist models 
of state and private sector which 
recent governments have sought 
to impose on us.  

Each supportive social work rela-
tionship with a service user is a 
demonstration of the enduring 
value and power of this democra-
tizing, equality based impulse. 
Each will have a value, influence 
and power way beyond those di-
rectly, personally involved. Couple 
this with collective action and alli-
ances between our organisations, 
interest and identity groups and 
we have the chance to build a new 
reality, a different politics that will 
fill the vacuum left by the arid 
years of bureaucratizing manageri-
alism of the new political right, 
New Labour and now Coalition 
politics. This isn’t just a fight 
back. It is a fight for! 
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Analysis 

Private Social Work Practices 

Simon Cardy reports on West 
aƛŘƭŀƴŘǎ {²!bΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
a successful campaign against 
social work practices and the pri-
vatisation of social work with chil-
dren 

The idea of Social Work Practices 
(SWPs) first surfaced in a 2007 
working party report commis-
sioned by the previous New La-
bour government. Consistent Care 
Matters: Exploring the Potential 
of Social Work Practices outlined 
the problem of local authority 
care as follows: 

A key problem for looked after 
children is the lack of continuity in 
their relationship with the local 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΧ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŀŎƪ 
of a continuous personal relation-
ship also creates problems for so-
Ŏƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΧ ώǿƘƻϐ 
enter their work with a strong 
moral purpose, idealism, energy 
and enthusiasm. However, once 
into the job, they often feel de-
motivated, overwhelmed by bu-
reaucracy and deprived of auton-
ƻƳȅΧ /ǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
structures also have other prob-
lems, especially a lack of incen-
tives for efficiency and innovation. 

SWPs were proposed as the solu-
tion to these challenges, and the 
Children and Young Person’s Act 
2008 provided the new legal 
framework, enabling local au-
thorities in England and Wales to 
discharge (i.e. privatize) the 
‘corporate parenting’ function of 
social work services for children in 
their care. The case for SWPs 
rests on three key arguments ad-

vanced by Professor Julian Le 
Grand, an education advisor to 
the Conservative Party. First, he 
argues, SWPs will provide a level 
of consistent corporate parenting 
expressed in the personal rela-
tionship between the child and 
their social worker. Second, work-
ers demoralised by bureaucracy 
would be attracted to a 
‘professional partnership’ govern-
ance model akin to a General 
Medical Practice or small firm of 
lawyers. Third, social workers 
would be motivated by a sense of 
professional autonomy and owner 
control of their partnership or-
ganisation. Three models for 
SWPs are suggested: a 
‘professional practice’ (social en-
terprise) run by a partnership of 
social workers legally independ-
ent of the local authority, a ‘third 
sector’ (not for profit) model run 
by a voluntary organisation and a 
private sector (for profit) model.  

Six pilot SWP schemes were due 
to be in place by the end 2009 — 
although one of these was put on 
hold as the local authority felt 
there were too many financial 
risks. The intention was a three-
year period to test the various 
SWP models and, depending on 
the outcome, the preferred 
model would be pushed out 
across England and Wales from 
2012 onwards.  

Here in the West Midlands two 
councils, Staffordshire and Sand-
well, signed up to the pilot 
scheme. In the latter, the Sand-
well Child Care Co-operative 
(SCCC) won the contract to take 
over social work services for 100 
children in 2009.  This organisa-
tion claimed to be a ‘non profit 
making company… that would 

ensure common ownership be-
tween directors and staff, with 
social worker employees having a 
numerical dominance on the 
Board’.  This cooperative is a pio-
neer of the Con-Dem Coalition’s 
‘small state/big society’ social en-
terprise adventure. It is also an 
example of how oppositional 
ideas such as common ownership 
and the cooperative movement 
can be incorporated in a neo-
liberal project. As theorist Ray-
mond Williams wrote in the late 
1960s in his brilliant analysis of 
the role of culture and hegemony, 
‘the decisive hegemonic function 
is to control or transform or even 
incorporate alternatives and op-
position’.  Williams’ ideas can be 
applied to many of the events 
now taking place around the de-
velopment of the SWP pilots.  

A regional SWAN conference held 
in March 2010 agreed to cam-
paign against private social work 
practices. Following this, the re-
gional steering group issued a 
challenge to  SCCC in the form of 
an open letter. Our statement ar-
gued ‘there is no evidence that 
social workers are frustrated en-
trepreneurs who need a profit 
motive or a bonus to do their best 
for children’ and that social work 
practices are a sort of ‘human as-
set stripping’ from local authori-
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ties. We called on social workers 
not to volunteer if given the op-
tion of whether to work for SCCC. 
We copied our statement to over 
300 email contacts, regional 
SWAN members, local trade un-
ion branches, and the social work 
print media as part of our modest 
but very public attempt to con-
front SCCC. 

The founder of SCCC Laurie Greg-
ory responded by issuing his own 
statement.  Gregory said: ‘I actu-
ally believe the Co-operative ap-
proach is an imaginative socialist 
one for the purposes of social 
care provision and feel much re-
gret that the Co-operative move-
ment has been asleep for the last 
20 years during which billions of 
pounds have been outsourced, 
mostly to “profit making” organi-
sations’. He added ‘early in nego-
tiations, it became apparent that 
no social workers were transfer-
ring from Sandwell MBC to the 
pilot because of the very high pro-
portion of unqualified staff and 
the level of agency staff [there] 
who would not have rights to 
transfer with TUPE protection. All 
posts within the project were 
geared to Local Government lev-
els of pay with an emphasis on 
seeking qualified and experienced 
social workers who would be paid 
at a Senior Practitioner rate. It did 
not appear to us that we were 
“human asset stripping” from 
Sandwell MBC for the reasons 
mentioned above, but appealing 
for staff across the West Midlands 
Region to join the pilot for a pe-
riod of 3-4 years’. 

As part of our regional SWAN 
strategy we also issued several 
press statements in support of 
the local UNISON branch that had 

vowed to boycott the scheme. 
These were carried by publica-
tions such as Children and Young 
People Now. The local UNISON 
branch also distributed the un-
ion’s national leaflet to social 
work teams in Sandwell. UNISON 
activists reported that many so-
cial workers saw straight away 
that SWPs were nothing but a pri-
vatisation scam. Furthermore, 
contrary to the claims made by 
SCCC, social work teams in Sand-
well were not made up of agency 
staff. The Council and SCCC did 
not anticipate such resistance 
and, against their expectations, 
failed to persuade any of Sand-
well’s social workers to join the 
cooperative.   

The council’s plans were then 
dealt a decisive blow when a dis-
astrous OFSTED inspection of chil-
dren’s services in Sandwell in Feb-
ruary found that the children af-
fected by the SWP had not been 
consulted about the sell-off.  UNI-
SON told us that foster carers 
were also angry that they had 
been given no notice that the 
transfer was going to happen.  
The SWP pilot was put on hold 
and abandoned altogether in Au-
gust 2010. A small victory! 

Whilst SWAN 
cannot claim 
credit for the 
collapse of 
the pilot- 
which was 
down to the 
UNISON 
branch and 
Sandwell so-
cial workers 
with a little 
unexpected 
help from 

OFSTED - SWAN certainly played a 
part in the war of position that 
developed on the web and in the 
national media coverage of the 
issue. This shows that, despite our 
modest resources, SWAN can and 
should play a key role in the ideo-
logical battle against privatisation 
and neo-liberalism at local and 
regional level. Of the 6 pilots 
originally planned across the 
country, only 4 now remain. 

SWAN West Midlands have pro-
duced a pamphlet ‘Independent 
Social Work Practices: A Midlands 
Social Work Action Network brief-
ing’ containing background his-
tory and further resources. To re-
quest a copy please email swan-
westmidlands@gmail.com. 

 

SWAN in Hong Kong 

Iain Ferguson reports on SWAN 
interventions at a recent interna-
tional social work conference 

Given that capitalism is a global 
system, it’s perhaps not surprising 
that the many of the problems 
that social workers face in Britain: 
managerialism, the erosion of re-
lationship-based work, excessive 
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workloads and so on, are also 
shared by workers in other coun-
tries. The fact that the SWAN So-
cial Work Manifesto, for example, 
was translated into several other 
languages including Greek, Japa-
nese, Mandarin and Spanish fol-
lowing its publication in 2005 was 
an early indication that the analy-
sis and the conclusions of the 
Manifesto resonated with groups 
of workers in these countries.  

Continuing proof of that interna-
tional interest in the ideas and 
activities of SWAN came in the 
form of an official invitation to 
organise three symposia at the 
International Association of 
Schools of Social Work’s (IASSW) 
biennial conference in Hong Kong 
in June 2010. The themes of our 
symposia were Neoliberalism and 
Social Work, Social Work, War 
and Resistance and Towards a 
Social Work of Resistance. Each of 
these attracted around 70/80 
people and involved speakers 
from a wide range of countries 
including South Africa, Nigeria, 
Belgium, the USA, Greece and the 
UK.  

In addition, as the conference was 
taking place only weeks after the 
Israeli army’s attack on the Gaza 
Freedom Flotilla, an additional 
SWAN meeting was organised to 
denounce their illegal actions and 
to demand an end to the block-
ade of Gaza. More than 60 people 
attended and listened to speakers 
from Israel, Lebanon and Greece, 
followed by an excellent discus-
sion. On the following day, a mo-
tion calling for an end to the 
blockade was also passed (by 94 
votes to 1) at the IASSW AGM, a 

significant breakthrough 

since while the organisation has 
spoken out on a wide range of 
international issues in the past, it 
has been largely silent on the is-
sue of Palestine. 

As well as the official conference, 
the visit also provided an oppor-
tunity to meet a brilliant group of 
radical social workers in Hong 
Kong with whom we had previ-
ously only had e-mail contact. The 
group is active in defending de-
mocratic rights in Hong Kong and 
in promoting a vision of social 
work very similar to SWAN’s. As 
well as hosting an informal meet-
ing of more than twenty social 
workers to discuss radical/Marxist 
ideas of welfare, the group was 
also involved in organising a con-
ference on progressive social 
work in which we were invited to 
participate (see photograph). All 
in all, then, a successful trip, and 
hopefully we will see some of the 
Hong Kong colleagues at our con-
ferences in the near future. 

Gaza Flotilla: Resilience, re-
sistance, rights, freedoms 
and humanitarian help  

Lorty Phillips, a youth worker 
from London, gives an eyewitness 
account of the attack on the Free-
dom Flotilla taking aid to Gaza in 
May this year 

I was motivated to join campaigns 
to alleviate the Gaza siege after 
the bombing of the strip in winter 
2008-09.  After finding out more 
about the history and facts I re-
solved to get more involved with 
campaigning.  

Anyone who finds out about the 
atrocities there finds a way to re-
spond – direct action involving aid 
convoys to Gaza is my way!  

I have travelled to Gaza once be-
fore with the Viva Palestina land 
convoy and set sail with the 
seaborne Freedom Flotilla that 
was violently intercepted in inter-
national waters on route to Gaza 
on 31st May 2010.   

As we travelled through the Medi-
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terranean on the 30th May there 
was a sense of optimism and de-
termination onboard.  This sense 
turned to foreboding when vessels 
were detected approaching rapidly 
and I feared ending up in the wa-
ter.   

I did not have a concept that live 
ammunition might be used against 
the participants.  I was aware that 
an interception might involve 
crowd control techniques but dur-
ing the attack the sheer number of 
heavily bleeding volunteers, pale-
faced and terrified, followed by 
the appearance of the dead and 
critically injured around us as we 
sat in surrender made it clear this 
was no crowd control operation.   

The subsequent kidnapping of all 
participants, ransacking of the ship 
and theft of technology, money 
and documents turned it into a full
-scale militarised incident of state 
piracy.  In this one day we found 
out what it means to be occupied 
by a military force with leadership 
that has no self-awareness or re-
straint – an experience Palestini-
ans have lived under for 60 years.   

If the aim was to deter the human 
rights movement for Palestine the 
outcome was way off the mark, 
now the group of 700 participants 
will bear witness wherever they 
go. 

My role as a youth worker in Lon-
don is about helping to build resil-
ience factors into the lives of vul-
nerable young people and their 
families: secure accommodation, 
stable attachments and relation-
ships, health, educational and life-
style-related achievement, safe 
choices and positive identities.   

This work not only aims to im-
prove outcomes for service users 
in their individual lives but works 
to improve the resilience of whole 
communities to be better able to 
withstand economic stresses, job 
losses, policy changes and cuts in 
services.  

In the context of Israel and Pales-
tine it appears that Israel’s explicit 
strategy of attempting to destroy 
the resilience of Palestinian com-
munities, committing human rights 
abuses and ignoring international 
law is risky not only to Palestinians 
but also to Israelis both on a micro 
level on a macro level as Israel is 
besieged by growing criticism.  

 Brutal occupation policies and sys-
tematic inequities within Israel, 
the Occupied Territories and Gaza 
increase risks to both Palestinians 
and Israelis when the only choices 
afforded young Palestinians are 
unsafe ones.   

In Gaza extremes of vulnerability 
and resilience are witnessed 
where despite almost four years of 
crippling economic blockade and 
military attack, with two thirds of 
the population dependent on 
United Nations food aid, a group 
of Gaza’s children recently broke 
the world record for the number 
of basketballs bounced simultane-
ously.  

An achievement such as this may 
sound relatively unimportant in an 
environment where power out-
ages are regular, sewage flows un-
treated and livelihoods at a stand-
still. However with children for 
whom victim-hood and revenge 
could be their only narratives this 
plays an important psychological 
role.  The achievement is a sign of 

resistance and resilience - at the 
simplest level a happy memory for 
the 7000+ children involved.   

The Freedom Flotilla is another 
example of how resilience can be 
built. Not only are people from all 
over the world concerned enough 
to challenge the conditions forced 
upon Gaza by Israel but they are 
doing so loudly and publicly. This 
gives those living under illegal mili-
tary occupation the encourage-
ment to survive and resist.   

This was not simply a demonstra-
tion at sea. Projects on board in-
cluded a Qatar-based foundation 
that provides scholarships for stu-
dents, an Indonesian hospital-
building delegation, a Turkish-
based orphan sponsorship 
scheme, a number of children’s 
playgrounds for installation, and a 
music studio initiative – real resil-
ience-building work.   

In respecting the rights and free-
doms of the people of Gaza by at-
tempting direct delivery of aid in 
defiance of the illegal blockade the 
flotilla coalition were saying hu-
man rights and freedoms need to 
be recognised first and foremost 
but we will also continue the work 
sustainably to relieve humanitar-
ian needs. 

With success our mission could 
have worked to provide more 
chances for happy memories and 
reduce risk factors for Israel, but 
through their bloody attack the 
latter chose to reduce resilience 
and increase resistance instead. 

For more information about the 
Freedom Flotilla and campaigns 
read Lorty’s blog  http://
www.convoytogaza.blogspot.com/ 
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Regional Round Up 

WEST MIDLANDS 

Fighting for the Right to Work 

Student SWAN activists Sarah 
Kate Bennett and Catherine 
Dallat explain why they at-
tended the 3rd October Right to 
Work demonstration at the Con-
servative Party Conference in 
Birmingham 

Sarah writes: I didn’t come into 
social work for the power, the 
career development or because 
of recruitment adverts. I de-
cided to train in this profession 
because I realised that without 
being educated in social policy, 
without hearing the truth about 
inequality and without under-
standing the importance of col-
lective action – nothing can or 
will ever change. That’s why I 
attended the protest at the re-
cent Conservative Party confer-
ence in Birmingham. 

Initially, I found the start of the 
demo to be frustrating. The 
more I listened to the speakers, 
the more I heard the voices of 
those whose lives hang in the 
balance because of our govern-
ment’s complete disregard of 
their services and of their hu-
manity. This ignited my desire 
to march and the frustration of 
having to wait grew unbearable. 
I did not want to march to make 
up numbers, I did not march for 
a day out. I wanted to march in 
the coldness, in the wet and in 
the wind because it was impor-
tant to sacrifice comforts, to be 
able to share, to empathise and 
to unite with and on behalf of 
all those people who are kept at 

the bottom of our so called 
meritocratic ‘big society’.  

Being at the demonstration 
meant I was part of the truth 
and not part of the government 
spin. Whilst I am privileged to 
be studying on a degree course, 
I believe the best teaching 
comes from those whose social 
status often prevents their 
voices being heard because 
they are never given a platform 
from which to speak. The dem-
onstration was that platform 
and I listened, I really listened 
to what was being said.  

As I marched I was witness to 
anger from some, frustration 
from others and acknowledged 
a sense of loss, worry and an 
inherent desperation from 
those whose work in the public 
sector hangs in the balance, 
along with the support of those 
most in need in our country. 
The march may not yet have 
changed the government’s per-

spective, however, it made me 
think about those in history 
who have fought to change the 
consciousness of the oppres-
sors. Their fights have been 
long, their battles painful, but 
they kept on marching. I am de-
termined to carry those same 
principles. I march with my 
head high, my eyes forward and 
my voice heard, because my 
actions are for those who are 
being made voiceless. In my 
opinion, that is the heart and 
the true value of social work. I 
would even go as far to say that 
is the real vocation of every so-
cial worker. 

Catherine writes: As a student 
social worker, you feel invinci-
ble; when in class or when 
working alongside colleagues 
and service users. However, this 
feeling suddenly disappears 
when the reality of “the cuts” 
kick in. I have been left wonder-
ing what will happen to the oc-
cupation I have trained in, and 
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what my role will be as a social 
worker under the coalition gov-
ernment.  
 
In order not to be passive or 
accepting of future plans and to 
protect valued services I, along 
with 7,000 others, took to the 
streets of Birmingham. This was 
to demonstrate that we, as a 
collective, will resist the poten-
tially disabling measures illus-
trated in the recent spending 
review.  
 
The demonstration was an ex-
citing and meaningful event. 
Those in attendance reflected 
the wide impact that the drastic 
economic measures will have 
on our communities. I felt I was 
part of something that is ac-
tively working towards the pro-
tection of our services and the 
most vulnerable in society. I 
was inspired by the range of 
speakers and it added to my 
own ever-increasing sense of 
hope that something could 
come from this.  
 
However, beyond the speeches 
and imaginative chants from the 
crowd, I cannot help but think 
towards my own future as a 
qualified social worker. What is 
it that I can do, within the con-
straints imposed my potential 
employers, to resist the cuts? 
How can social workers facili-
tate change? Is it time for gen-
eral strike action? These were 
some of the issues raised during 
the demonstration and only 
time will tell what will come 
from that day’s proceedings.  
 
So, what was the result? Well as 
much as I would like to say dra-
matic changes have occurred, 

they have not. We still live in a 
country where the govern-
ment’s actions will increase ex-
isting inequalities and where 
those on the margins of society 
will be negatively impacted on. 
What it did achieve, however, 
was to give individuals a sense 
of solidarity, a space to make 
their voice heard and discuss 
plans for further activism. 

 

SCOTLAND 

Scotland Demonstrates Against 
Austerity 

Iain Ferguson notes the mood 
for stepping up action against 
the cuts at the biggest protest in 
Scotland for years 

Over 20,000 trade unionists, 
campaigners, pensioners, stu-
dents and disabled and unem-
ployed people took to the 
streets of Edinburgh on 23rd Oc-

tober against the cuts. The Scot-
land wide protest was called by 
the Scottish TUC. Many SWAN 
supporters were in attendance 
including a Student SWAN dele-
gation and banner. 

This is the biggest demonstra-
tion we have had in Scotland 
since the Make Poverty History 
protest in 2005. There were 
solid trade union contingents 
from all the major unions on the 
protest, including from the Uni-
son public sector union, along-
side large numbers of students, 
disability rights activists, pen-
sioners and other campaigners. 
People were incredibly buoyed 
by the size of the protest. 

But there was also a debate tak-
ing place throughout the demo 
about where we go from here—
what we need to do to actually 
stop the cuts. The idea of a one-
day general strike went down 
well. It fitted with the mood of 
anger people feel at being made 
to pay for the crisis. 

One protester commented: “the 
Tory cuts are just too much for 
the country to bear. I’ve been 
very ill and am still in recovery. I 

was training to be a teacher but 
had to defer my place 
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when I got sick. The welfare state 
caught me at a really important 
time—I relied on it and I can see 
how important it was for me. I 
believe it should be there for 
other people too. I don’t think a 
lot of people cheat on benefits—it 
is exaggerated by the media. Peo-
ple are just trying to get by in this 
life.” 

Another commented: “we are fac-
ing the most pernicious govern-
ment since Thatcher. The sooner 
that Scotland can take French les-
sons the better! Hopefully today 
has given us the chance to launch 
a bigger campaign—it cannot just 
be a one off protest.” 

 

LONDON 

5ƻƴΩǘ aŀƪŜ ! /ŀǎǳŀƭǘȅ ƻŦ hǳǊ 
A&E! 

Rich Moth from London SWAN 
draws lessons from a successful 
campaign to save local hospital 
services 

At the end of last year I was 
shocked to hear of plans to close 
the Accident and Emergency 
(A&E) Department at the Whit-
tington Hospital in north London. 
Not only is it a vital service that I 
have accessed as a local resident, 
but I used to work there as a 
mental health social worker.  

It all started when our local MP 
received a leaked document de-
scribing plans to ‘reconfigure’ (i.e. 
close) the hospital’s A&E Depart-
ment and replace it with a pri-
vately run urgent care centre. A 
public meeting was hastily organ-
ised and attended by three hun-
dred people who angrily heckled 

the NHS Islington Chief Executive 
who had come to defend the 
plans! It was decided there to 
launch a campaign against the 
proposals.  

An activists’ meeting was held the 
following week and the small 
community centre room booked 
was barely big enough for the 70 
plus people who turned up. This 
included local campaigners, trade 
unionists, political party activists, 
hospital workers, community and 
patients’ groups and residents. At 
this stage some political parties 
had set up their own campaigns, 
but central to our eventual suc-
cess was the decision to join 
these together to form a united 
cross-party coalition. Another key 
factor was making clear the link 
between NHS cuts and privatisa-
tion. 

We decided to organise a demon-
stration giving ourselves two 
months to publicise the proposals 
and build the campaign. A range 
of activities were planned includ-
ing cavalcades, letter writing, leaf-
leting of neighbourhoods and 
regular stalls with petitions, post-
ers and leaflets at busy locations 

such as the shopping centre. We 
were aided by good publicity from 
the local press but the key was 
getting out on the streets and 
talking to countless local people 
(we eventually collected 16,000 
signatures on our petition).  

We also developed strong links 
with local trade union branches 
which raised the profile of the 
campaign amongst workers. 
Though some Whittington hospi-
tal trade unionists were involved 
from the start, we also leafleted 
the hospital regularly to 
strengthen links with hospital 
workers and build their confi-
dence to challenge the proposals 
from the inside. This eventually 
led to the biggest union meeting 
at the hospital in years. Overall 
momentum was sustained 
through fortnightly planning 
meetings to co-ordinate these 
diverse activities.  

Our march, attended by 5,000 
people, was a great success and 
with extensive press and TV cov-
erage proved to be a major turn-
ing point. In the run-up to the 
general election the popularity of 
the campaign made it a hot local 
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issue that all mainstream political 
parties wanted to be identified 
with. To capitalise on this, one 
week before the general election 
we organised a ‘Day of Action’ 
and rally. All sorts of stunts and 
activities took place including pa-
tients attending their GP surgery 
dressed in Whittington cat cos-
tumes and bus workers at a local 
depot holding a ballot over the 
A&E proposals. At the lunchtime 
rally outside the hospital the an-
nouncement via a local MP that 
the New Labour Health Secretary 
was scrapping the reconfiguration 
forced his Conservative counter-
part to declare his own morato-
rium on the plans. We celebrated 
a great victory for what the local 
newspaper headline called 
‘people power’, but our coalition 
remains vigilant in case the new 
Government tries to renege on its 
promise. 

For more info about the cam-
paign: http://dwhc.org.uk/ 

 

Personalisation and Anti-Racist 
Practice 

Paul Ellis, social worker and Uni-
son Shop Steward discusses a re-
cent London SWAN meeting 

I attended this event organised by 
London SWAN with a colleague 
from Camden to discuss personal-
isation and our response to ra-
cism. 

This was a half-day seminar to 
critically explore and discuss 
these two highly topical issues for 
social work today: the former in 
the context of the general elec-
tion and talks over how to fund 
and deliver social care, and the 

latter with the rise of the BNP and 
Islamophobia in Britain. 

The seminar included speakers 
such as Mark Lymbery (University 
of Nottingham) who introduced 
the discussion on personalisation. 
He pointed out the challenges fac-
ing social workers required to in-
troduce this new way of funding 
social care for adults. There was a 
strong and energetic debate 
about how social workers can 
promote social work values in the 
face of enormous demands on 
their time through extra paper 
work involved in the new funding 
regime. Many social workers ex-
pressed their fears about the pos-
sible sidelining of social workers 
who are being replaced by 
(cheaper) unqualified assessors in 
some Local Authorities.  

At the same time, Mark pointed 
out the opportunity for social 
workers to use the personalisa-
tion agenda to forge links with 
service users to demand ade-
quate resources so that service 
users’ lives are truly enhanced by 
more control and improved care 
from care staff (whose terms and 
conditions are fully protected and 
are offered union membership!). 
Only then will social workers truly 
help empower service users. 

Surinder Guru (University of Bir-
mingham), June Sadd (Equalities 
Consultant and SWAN steering 

committee member) and Wey-
man Bennett (Unite Against Fas-
cism) spoke about Racism and 
how it can be challenged both in 
social work practice and in the 
wider community. Weyman spoke 
about the campaign to stop the 
BNP leader Nick Griffin getting 
elected in Barking and linked it to 
the need to challenge racist 
stereotypes in the wider society. 

 SWAN is to hold further meetings 
in London and nationally in an at-
tempt to develop a forum where 
social workers and others can 
unite against the managerialism 
and marketisation of social and 
health services, and to build alli-
ances with service users and oth-
ers to oppose cuts in welfare pro-
vision.  

 

Build the network and chuck 
some eggs  

Dan Morton reports on develop-
ing links between London SWAN 
and the Autistic Rights Movement 

SWAN nationally affiliated to the 
Autistic Rights Movement last 
year and set a precedent for do-
ing the same with other service 
user groups and self-advocacy 
networks. Roderick Cobley from 
the London Autistic Rights Move-
ment (LARM) was a guest speaker 
at the London SWAN monthly 
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meeting in June. He provided an 
introduction to the concept of 
neurodiversity and its place in the 
social model of disability and how 
ignorance and discrimination 
against the ‘differently brained’ 
affects the lives of autistic peo-
ple. The Autistic Rights Move-
ment are campaigning against the 
medicalisation of autism and in 
favour of independent living.  

In kind, LARM invited London 
SWAN to speak at their equiva-
lent meeting this September. I 
went along and gave a back-
ground to SWAN, our anti-cuts 
activity and some of the high-
lights from our recent national 
conference. I didn’t discuss social 
work and autism, with sparse 
personal knowledge, but rather 
identified areas of potential rele-
vance to both SWAN and autistic 
people: DLA medical testing, 
slashing access to Employment 
Support Allowance and the dis-
grace of £15bn saved by 2015 in 
welfare cuts overall against a pro-
jected £10bn via the banking 
levy. I went on to mention the 
radical tradition in social work 
and how collective action is 
poignant now, not just to fight 
cuts, but as a vehicle for denud-
ing professional power differen-
tials between workers and service 
users.  

From this point, the meeting was 
a lesson for me! I was given a 
swift introduction to including 
people in our network and dis-
course via technology. One of the 
LARM members, for instance, 
was participating in the meeting 
by phone.  SWAN could not only 
be more inclusive, but might 
widen its membership signifi-

cantly with the use of 

Skype, telephones and various 
Web 2.0 technology.   

As the conversation developed 
around inclusion we began to dis-
cuss appropriate communication 
for those with autism. Members 
shared with me their frustration 
at the depth of ignorance about 
autism shown by Department of 
Health officials over the recent 
Autism Strategy. If this wasn’t 
incredible enough, others sug-
gested this was frequently an is-
sue for the pan-disability move-
ment – often basic matters such 
as failing to provide literature in 
appropriate formats. It appears 
the hierarchy of impairments is 
alive, well and does not favour 
those with Autistic Spectrum Dis-
orders.  

As we discussed changes to bene-
fit testing, the direct impact of 
such changes became apparent. 
Those with ‘non-visible’ disabili-
ties have raised concerns about 
how a medical assessment might 
miss fluctuating conditions and 
leave them in dire straits. One or 
two members were visibly nerv-
ous while we discussed this.  

However, the sober mood of our 
discussion lightened as one of the 
members suggested that social 
workers refer to autistic people 
as the ‘service excluded’ rather 
than service users. How many 
social care service users will be 
able to identify with this over the 
approaching months and years? 
Another LARM representative 
said that while she was intimi-
dated by news of cuts, she felt 
like chucking eggs at the govern-
ment. We unanimously agreed 
that was the right kind of re-
sponse.  

LARM members indicated that 
radical social work could be com-
mon ground for dialogue be-
tween autistic people and social 
workers. With this in mind LARM 
plan to send delegates to forth-
coming local and national SWAN 
events. They must be able to 
count on us to support their cam-
paigning. Here emerges a wider 
network.   

More  information on LARM  at: 
http://www.london-arm.org.uk/ 

 

BRISTOL 

Latest News from Bristol SWAN 

Phill Wheatley reports on SWAN 
activities in the South West 

SWAN activists from Bristol met 
with other SWAN Regional groups 
in Birmingham on 3rd October for 
the Right to Work demonstration 
against the cuts. There was also a 
good turnout for the Saturday 
23rd October demonstration or-
ganised by the Bristol Anti-Cuts 
Alliance, where we marched from 
Castle Green through Bristol to 
College Green opposite the Coun-
cil House HQ. 

As Bristol SWAN regional lead, I 
was recently invited by student 
activist Dave Weltman to give a 
talk about SWAN to students at 
University of Bristol. They are 
now considering whether to form 
their own SWAN group or join up 
with Bristol SWAN. In November 
Bristol SWAN also intends to de-
velop links with Carers groups in 
the City, with students at Univer-
sity of West of England and fur-
ther develop those with Univer-
sity of Bristol. 
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As SWAN membership secretary, I 
would welcome discussion on 
how can we develop a national 
email list of members, and how to 
ensure this will be accessible to 
those who organise regional 
groups. Also, how can we develop 
opportunities for all members to 
be emailed by SWAN as an organi-
sation and how should this be 
managed? Ideas welcome, please 
email Phill: 
phill.wheatley@awp.nhs.uk 

 

STUDENT SWAN 

Detecting green shoots of stu-
dent social work activism  

Dan Morton argues that the for-
mation of a national Student 
SWAN network could herald a 
shift from frustration to activity 
for student activists 

I have encountered several would
-be social work student activists 
who have shared with me a com-
mon story of frustration and dis-
enchantment. Instead of being 
able to find course mates who are 

also motivated to do something, 
perhaps starting a social work so-
ciety or campaign, these folk have 
found it tough to engage their 
classmates.  

However, shoots of a new student 
social work activism are beginning 
to appear, partly fostered by 
SWAN. At the Radical Social Work 
conference in February 2010 
there was a call to establish a stu-
dent SWAN group at a ‘radical so-
cial work and students’ session. 
Independently a conference on 
social work, social justice and 
neoliberalism was organised by 
London South Bank University 
students and attended by 120 stu-
dents from across London and 
beyond.  

By the time of the SWAN national 
conference in Glasgow this Sep-
tember, the first Student SWAN 
network meeting took place to-
gether with a session on student 
activism. Chaired and presented 
by students, this turned out to be 
an energetic affair. In the first ses-
sion Carol Boddie and Caroline 
Higgs of Stirling University gave 

an ideal example of student activ-
ism – action around the shortage 
of social work practice place-
ments and delayed starts, which 
is of concern to students across 
the UK.  

The second session focused on 
campaigning in the context of the 
degree programme itself.  Laura 
Carse, another Stirling student, 
recounted the trials of disabled 
students. She candidly shared 
personal incidents and situated so 
many of the barriers identified by 
the social model of disability in 
the context of the social work 
course. Laura’s energy transmit-
ted to the room and unleashed 
the feelings of the student dele-
gates. Such is the power of get-
ting students together!  

The student network session was 
harder to facilitate because we 
focused on limits to what we 
might do rather than on action, 
which was the success of the pre-
vious session. But we agreed that 
we achieve some collective 
strength simply by sharing infor-
mation or supporting each other 
through social networks like Face-
book. However, as the session 
progressed, a purpose for a stu-
dent network did begin to 
emerge: to discuss, network and 
campaign. Students recom-
mended a space to share informa-
tion and non-curricula learning, to 
promote positive practice and de-
velop critical and politically in-
formed thinking. The conference 
ended on an encouraging note 
with students at Stirling Univer-
sity planning to make a Student 
SWAN banner for the demonstra-
tion at the Tory Party conference 
in Birmingham.  
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The challenge now is to turn Stu-
dent SWAN into a living network 
across the UK. We can start by 
inviting local SWAN activists to 
speak to student cohorts and in 
turn get students to local SWAN 
meetings. Students can also get 
involved by joining the Facebook 
group – ‘Student Social Work Ac-
tion Network (SWAN)’.  

We will be distributing posters to 
promote the network to Social 
Work course directors UK-wide 
before the start of the new aca-
demic year so we will be fishing 
in a much larger pond.  

Let’s build a wave of social work 
student activism.  

This is an edited version of a 
longer article available on the 
SWAN website.  

 

 

Advance Notice 

SWAN Annual Conference 
2011: Building Alliances, De-
fending Services 

The Social Work Action Network 
will hold its next annual confer-
ence in Birmingham during April 
2011. The theme of the confer-
ence will be building alliances in 
the struggle to defend services 
and challenge austerity measures 
and cuts. The conference will 
bring together social work practi-

tioners, service users, students 
and educators to share experi-
ences of this struggle and further 
develop our networks of resis-
tance. 

The conference will take place on 
Friday 15th –Saturday 16th April 
2011 at the Avon Room, Univer-
sity of Birmingham, Edgbaston, 
Birmingham B15 2TT 

For more details, booking infor-
mation and paper or workshop 
proposals please email: swan-
westmidlands@gmail.com 

 

Newsletter of the Social Work Action Network,  No. 2 Autumn 2010 

14 

Student SWAN activists with banner protest at the Right to Work demonstration October 2010 in Birmingham  

mailto:swanwestmidlands@gmail.com
mailto:swanwestmidlands@gmail.com


 

 

Events Diary  

Saturday 30th October 2010, 
10am-2pm  
London SWAN Meeting: Resisting 
Cuts to Social Work Services 
Speakers include Peter Beresford 
& Helga Pile (Unison) 
Finsbury Library, 245 St John St, 
London EC1V 4NB (Nearest tube: 
Angel) 
Info: swanlon-
don@googlemail.com 
 
 
Saturday 6th November 2010, 12 
Noon 
No To Racism, Fascism & Islamo-
phobia March & Carnival 
Called by Unite Against Fascism, 
backed by TUC 
Assemble Malet Street, London 
WC1 
Info: http://uaf.org.uk/2010/09/
add-your-support-for-6-nov-
antiracist-demo/ 
 
 
 
 

 
Wednesday 10th November 
2010, 11.30am 
'Fund Our Future: Stop Education 
Cuts' National Demonstration 
Called by NUS and UCU  
Assemble Horse Guards Avenue, 
London SW1 
Info: http://www.demo2010.org/ 
 
 
Wednesday 10th November 
2010, from 4.30pm 
Lobby of Liverpool City Council 
Against Cuts 
Called by Liverpool Trades 
Council 
 
 
Saturday 13th November, 
10am ς 4pm 
Right to Work All Scotland 
Conference 
Renfield St Stephens Centre, 
Bath Street, Glasgow 
Defending the Welfare State 
session includes SWAN 
speaker Iain Ferguson 
Info: http://
www.righttowork.org.uk/ 

 
Friday 15th  ς Saturday 16th h 
April 2011  
6th Annual SWAN National Con-
ference 
Building Alliances, Defending Ser-
vices 
University of Birmingham 

Info: swanwestmid-
lands@googlemail.com  
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Regional contacts 

Bristol:  Phill Wheatley, 0117 301 2345, phill.wheatley@awp.nhs.uk 
London:  swanlondon@googlemail.com 
Scotland:   swanscotland@yahoo.co.uk 
South Wales:   southwalesswan@gmail.com 
South West England:  Mark Baldwin, University of Bath, 01225 385824,  hssmjb@bath.ac.uk 
South Yorkshire:  bea.kay@hotmail.co.uk 
Swansea:  swanseaswan@gmail.com 
West Midlands: swanwestmidlands@googlemail.com 

Membership 

The Social Work Action Network (SWAN) is a membership organisation.  If you would like to join please 
download a membership form from the SWAN website.  Membership costs £10 (or £5 concessionary rate) 
per year.  Please return completed forms to:  Social Work Action Network (SWAN), PO Box 29521, Glasgow 
G63 0WS 
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