


WU acting national officer 
for Openreach members 
Fiona Curtis tells Your Voice: 
“The company made this 

announcement to our members in mid-July 
on a unilateral and unagreed basis and it’s 
something the union strongly disagrees 
with.
	 “We’ve urged the business to think again, that 
poling is such a critical part of our infrastructure. 
We’re continuing to push on this and our policy 
is that it should always be in-house wherever 
possible.”
	 Your Voice visited poling crews in the south 
east and north west, asking them about the safety-
critical work they do and for their feelings on this 
company decision. 

SOUTH EAST 
We meet up with South East Central Branch chair 
Steve Taylor at the Tunbridge Wells engineering 
yard and we talk with some of the polers as they 
prepare to head out on their first job.
	 As we head to a work site in East Malling, 
Steve Taylor explains that field engineers oppose 
outsourcing too, “firstly it’s the solidarity of course, 
but also they have potential safety concerns with 
poles installed by contractors rather than our own 
crews.”
	 When we arrive at the site, a crew is busy 
transferring cabling from an old to a new pole and, 
while James Bozac is busy working at the DP from 
the cab of a hoist, we speak with his colleagues 

Mark Pullen and Daniel Collen, asking them how 
this decision by the business has impacted them.
	 Mark says that he has applied for an FTTP 
role and tells us that “if I get that, I’ll take it rather 
than going over to civils – but my preference 
would be to stay on poling.
	 “We’re actually a fairly new crew and we’ve 
been smashing the work out – the union should 
keep fighting to keep this back in-house. It’s 
better for members and better for the public as 
well.”
	 Daniel may be moving to an FTTP position as 
well, saying: “I’m waiting to hear about it, but if I 
don’t get it I’ll be offered civils. Personally, I think 
it’s fairer that poling should stay within and not 
given out to contractors. It’s better for customer 
service as well in my opinion.”
	 When James gets down from the hoist, he 
explains that the old pole had to be replaced 
because it was classified as defective – a ‘D’ pole 
– and that the new pole will be both safe and 
accessible.
	 “I’ve been on this job for two years – on civils 
before that. I’d prefer to stay on this job, but we’ll 
see what happens,” he says, adding: “They should 
keep this as direct labour. The quality of service 
won’t be as good with contractors."
	 He and his colleagues talk some more about 
how the news was broken to them – that it had 
come as a complete surprise in the context of a 
teams call and that people had felt that their 
questions had not been properly addressed or 
answered.

	 We see Steve Park at another work site near 
Penshurst. This one is out in a rural area and the 
polers are discussing the difficulties of installing a 
new pole near a wooded area that’s close to a small 
lake. 
	 Recalling when the outsourcing 
announcement was made to staff a few weeks 
previously, he says: “We were told we had a secure 
job for the future and to be told in a Teams meeting 
that this was happening, we didn’t see it coming.
	 “I might be moved to a hoist job, but if I don’t 
get that, the only other option will be back to civils 
work,” he continues, adding: “I want the union to 
take a strong stance on this.” 
	 Most of the other crew members ask not to be 
interviewed or photographed, but make the point 
that they also strongly disagree with the company’s 
outsourcing decision.
	 But one poler, Paul Clark, wants to tell us 
about how he enjoys the job and he criticises 
both the decision itself and the way the news was 
broken to workers. 
	 “It came out of the blue, came out of nowhere,” 
he says, adding that he and his colleagues had 
been expecting just a routine team meeting only 
to be told that their whole job was being given to 
outside contractors. 
	 “There are people who can’t go over to civils 
– what will happen to them?” asks Paul, who has 
been on poling for 24 years.
	 “This work should be done by us.”

OPENREACH FOCUS ON POLING

BRING BACK 
OUR POLING 
WORK
Openreach management’s unagreed 
decision to move poling crews onto 
other duties and give their work to 
third-party contractors has caused 
widespread discontent… 

C
NORTH WEST
Up in the Chester area, we meet up with North 
Wales & Chester Branch chair Will LeCras, who 
takes us to meet a crew installing a pole inside an 
army barracks.
	 “This is a nine-metre carrier pole, which has 
to be placed in a hole 1.4m deep,” he says, adding 
that poling crews typically spend 10 to 14 weeks 
in training, learning about the many different 
aspects of the job and the rules, regulations and 
standards that apply.
	 “There are no FTTP or HCR options in this 
area, so polers are all set to be shifted onto civils 
work as the only option on the table. As a branch, 
we’re very much opposed to what the business 
has done and we want to reverse their decision.”
	 When we speak to the crew during their 
break, their enjoyment and job satisfaction 
working in poling becomes clear – as does their 
disappointment at the prospect of it coming to an 
end. 
	 Team leader Lisa Tidmarsh says: “Coming to 
this from a 12-year office job, I’ve loved every day 
of it and all the training we’ve done and it’s a real 
shame what’s happening. It’s almost like a family 
how supportive people are of each other and I 
would’ve liked to have stayed on poling.”
	

Nikita Chambers tells us: “I enjoy coming to work. 
It’s different every day and much better than 
when I used to work at a factory.
	 “I came onto this because Lisa asked me if I 
wanted to apply – we were friends before,” she 
adds.
	 Lydia Bowden and Jess Probert are of a 
similar opinion, saying how much they like the 
varied daily challenges of poling, work which is 
both physically and mentally demanding, but 
which gives a feeling of job satisfaction. They also 
express the team-working aspect of the job and of 
how colleagues are mutually supportive towards 
each other.
	 All of the crew say they would choose to stay 
on poling if they could.
	 As the team work to install the new pole, Will 
explains each step, starting with ensuring the hole 
is dug to the correct depth – in this instance 1.4m 
– and then working together in co-ordination to 
hoist and then place the pole into its location 
correctly, then carefully check that it is standing 
straight. 
	 “Hundreds of engineers will be climbing this 
pole – so it’s vital that all of this is done right, as 
these polers are doing,” explains Will, adding 
that engineers have concerns that third-party 

contractors might not work to the same quality 
and safety standards.
	 “They’re paid per pole, on a piecework basis, 
so they’ll tend to want to finish as quickly as 
possible.”
	 “This pole could be here for 50 years or 
perhaps more,” says Will, “because it’s been 
installed right.”
	 Will makes the point that the union disagrees 
strongly with the company’s decision, calling 
it “much mistaken, unfair on workers – poling 
crews like this and engineers who have to climb 
the poles – and bad for the customer as well. A 
pole that becomes defective causes loss of service 
for a large number of customers and that’s all 
compensation payouts that the business has to 
make.
	 “It’s a wrong decision all round and we need 
to make the strongest possible representations to 
get it reversed.”
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Commenting on the feedback from the 
poling frontline, Fiona Curtis tells YV: 
“The reactions from the Tunbridge Wells 
and Chester areas are typical of what 
we’ve been hearing from branches and 
from crews all over the country.
	 Our poling members are upset and 
saddened by this sudden and abrupt change of 
company policy.
	 “And there’s discontent among our field 
engineers too, who are in sympathy with 
their poling colleagues and also have growing 
concerns over future people safety.
	 “My message to the company, and the 
message from our National Team, from our 
branches, our reps and members is: “Think 
again – and bring poling back in-house.”


