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THE SCOTSMAN

Bank on advice
for employment
legislation

RBS offers unique Mentor service for employers
that can't afford legal or health and safety staff

ANDREW COLLIER

BIG companies are lucky. They often have
sizeable HR and legal departments, which
‘makes it easy to stay within the law and
ensure they are fully compliant with em-
ployment and health and safety legisla-
tion.

Smaller firms and _organisations,
though, can face a painful dilemma,
They're not big enough to employ legal
specialists whose advice they might only
call on once a month or less. Yet they can-
notafford toslipup onasingleregulation:
fines are becoming ever more crippling
and just one error could be disastrous,

“Many of the guestions
are highly technical

in nature, and in some
cases further research
has to be carried out”

The answer to this, as with many work-
place solutions, may lie in outsourcing. It
doesn't matterifyou don't have access o
health and safety or employment lawyer
all the time - if they’re there when you
need them, that's all that matters.

The Royal Bankis currently celebrating
thel0th anniversary of its Mentor service,
whichallowscustomerstobuy in employ-
mentand healthand safetyadvice -afacil-
ity of particular interest to the small to
medium-sized enterprise (SME) sector.

The service covers the whole of the UK,
but is based in Glasgow. “It really evolved
from client need”, explains Andrew
D'Arcy, the chiefexecutive officer. “We are
frying to give our customers peace of
mind.”

TheRBS is the only highstreetbank in
the UK to offer the service, although it is
likely that competitors will soon move
intothe marketplace. “We'reatthe head of

the pack because we've spent years build-
ing this up asa specialism, and moving in
onthisisgoing o takesomeoneelse time”,
says DArcy.

Mentor provides tailored packages for
client companies. It initially provides a
guidance manual, put together for the in-
dividual business, and has a 24-hour-a-
day advice line where those who take the
service can get advice in real time on em-
ployment and health and safety issues.

“In the area of employment law, we'll
getarange of querieson issuessuchas the
calculation of employee holiday time, re-
dundancy pay, and disciplinary matters.
When if comes to health and safety,
clients might ask about things like maxi-
mum and minimum allowable tempera-
tures and the weights people are allowed
to carry”

Many of the questions are highly tech-
nical in nature, and in some cases further
research has to be carried out. Most of
Mentor’s 275 employees are specialists
who are professionally qualified, and
many are lawyers or former health and
safety officers.

DiArcy pointsout thattheserviceoffers
‘more than telephone help, “If an employ-
ment law-based case has the potential of
going to a tribunal, then well do the
preparation and implementation work
for that.

“Well representyouin courtand-pro-
vided you've followed our advice and our
procedures = we will indemnify your
businessagainstany award whichismade.
That'sa very valuable part of our proposi-
tion for many businesses, as a significant
award could have asubstantial impact on
cash flow.”

The service also extends to crisis man-
agement. If a serious health and safety
issue arises, the service will intervene
withrelevantbodieson thecompany'sbe-
half, It does not, though, extend as far as
employees and their personal circum-
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stances: this is very much a management-
only operation.

D'Arcy says the range of companies
using the service ranges from “blue chip
(o chip shop”. He adds: “We've got some
very well known names and also some
one or two-person employee businesses.
I¢’s hard to say what a typical customer
is?

He concedes that one of the reasons for
anincreaseininterestin theserviceisthat
there is more awareness of the conse-
quences of not complying with legisla-
tion. This is partly because of the sterner
attitude taken by the courts of late: a re-
cent disability discrimination case in-
volving a disabled toilet not being in use
resulted in a settlement of £173,000.

Client companies can pick and choose
which elementsof theservice they wish to
use: they are charged accordingly. Capital
Credit Union, an Edinburgh-based firm

employing 17 people, is a typical SME
client - it subscribes o the employment
law advice line, though it has decided not
to use the health and safety services.

“We signed up four years ago and see it
very much as an insurance policy’, says
the firm's chief executive, Marlene Shiels.
“If you don't have it, then you're guaran-
teed toneed it.

“We use the line one or two times a
month. Thereisalotof employment legis-
lation coming from Europeand it's some-
times hard to stay on top of it all. Having
this service ensures that we remain com-
pliantifwe decide to make changes to the
organisation. On that basis, it really does
add value for us.

“It’s also a comfort for the board of di-
rectors. We are doing our best to be good
employers and providing this service
givesthem the confidence thatwearetak-
ing their roles seriously”
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