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About Homeworkers Worldwide

Homeworkers Worldwide (HWW) is a UK-based NGO that exists to support homeworker organisations around the world. We work with homeworkers who are organising for visibility, recognition, and to improve their working and living conditions. HWW is currently working with homeworkers across the North of England (our Northern Homeworking Project) to identify the obstacles that make it difficult to earn a living from home, and to lobby for policies that address these obstacles. 

The most common concerns that homeworkers raise are

· Lack of work

· Irregularity of work

· Low pay 

· Lack of employment rights

As part of our work in the North of England we have also established WWINN (Women Working in the North Network) to link with other organisations concerned with women on low incomes and in various forms of precarious employment. In March 2012 WWINN published an action research report ‘Earning a Living’ based on peer research interviews with 61 women. We are enclosing a copy of this report – and have drawn on its findings for our submission below.

Response to LPC 2011 Consultation

Pay rates

We interviewed a number of homeworkers as part of our WWINN ‘Earning a Living’ action research project. Whilst the focus was on obstacles to decent employment, rather than rates of pay, where homeworkers did mention pay rates they were well below NMW – one example being £3 per hour for sewing sportswear. 

Cost of living

In our research one the strongest messages to come through was of the difficulties of coping with rising living costs. We spoke to women doing homework, as well as other kinds of work including agency work, catering work, community work – and across the board people spoke of how difficult it was to manage rising fuel and food bills etc when incomes were static. ‘My income from work is still the same but everything else like food, gas, petrol and childcare has gone up so I am worse of.’ We would therefore like to see a substantial above-inflation increase in the NMW.

Fees

We are concerned that the introduction of Employment Tribunal Fees will be an obstacle to unrepresented workers, such as homeworkers, taking a NMW case to tribunal. Whilst most NMW cases are taken by HMRC, some are taken by individuals who will now have to face fees, or a means test based not on their own earnings but on those of the household. 

I have personal experience of supporting a number of homeworkers at ETs, and colleagues at HWW have experience of supporting homeworkers at tribunals dating back 20 years. Pursuing a claim is a long, daunting and stressful process and it is not one that any homeworker enters into lightly. On the contrary, we have worked with far more homeworkers who have been underpaid by their employers and who may have a strong legal case to make who decide against it because they are either fearful of losing their work, or unable to face the stress. To place further hurdles in the way of vulnerable workers will create even greater injustices.

Given the government decision to introduce these fees, it would be very useful for LPC to monitor any impact on individual NMW claims on an ongoing basis once the fees are implemented.

Guidance

It is extremely important that adequate guidance is available to employers explaining how to use the Fair Piece Rate system to ensure homeworkers receive NMW – and that this guidance is very easy to find and access.  We were therefore concerned to discover that, at present, there is very little guidance on piece rates on the new www.gov.uk test site (compared to what is currently available on Business Link for example). We are not clear if this is because the information on the test site is not yet complete, or if it is because only very basic guidance (i.e. that homeworkers and piece rate workers are entitled to NMW) will be made available on the final site. It is unclear where employers who wish to pay their homeworkers in accordance with NMW law should go for information on how to apply Fair Piece Rates.

Future growth of homework

Both large-scale retailers and small independent designers tell us that they anticipate an increase in UK garment manufacturing.  Reasons for this include economic (transport costs etc) and ethical (increasing demand for ‘Made in Britain’). If these predictions are accurate then any increase in garment manufacture will certainly result in an increase in associated homeworking (machining, finishing work etc). Without more homeworking projects and organisations working to support homeworkers it will be difficult to research or measure this however. We are concerned that homeworkers will not receive the necessary targeted support and guidance they need to access their rights such as NMW, given the absence of local homeworking projects and community outreach work.

Another area for potential expansion of homeworking is the growth in self-employment. One of the situations where homeworkers are often used is where a business begins to expand from one woman working at home to production on a larger scale where she needs help and will turn to homeworkers for additional production.  Given the emphasis on self-employment, and the lack of jobs at present, this is likely to increase.  In this situation, someone employing homeworkers may have little or no experience as an employer before so, as outlined above, easy access to guidance on NMW law and piece rates will be crucial. 
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