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Introduction


Why is it that some people, given a little bit of authority, feel the urge to use it to thwart and frustrate their fellow citizens? Modern life seems to be full of jobsworth joylessness. From the council workers who invent absurd rules and regulations to the health and safety zealots who would ban fun if they could, and from the ticket inspectors who delight in finding minor problems to the parking attendants whose only pleasure is catching a hapless driver a few inches over the yellow line: there is an army of people out to interfere and obstruct you as you attempt to pass through your daily life in peace. This book collects some of the most absurd examples of jobsworthery. Be warned: these anecdotes might amuse or enrage you, depending on how recently you have been the victim of your own local jobsworths.
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Tickets Please


The phrase ‘more than my job’s worth’ was originally
the catchphrase of those surly ticket inspectors who
made travelling on the old British Rail trains such a
joy. In general, the role of checking tickets seems to
lead inexorably towards pointless obstruction and
petty interference in one’s existence...
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No Good Samaritans


When comedian Tom Wrigglesworth tried to help a fellow passenger, he didn’t expect to be threatened with arrest as a result. He was on a train from Manchester to Euston when he witnessed an elderly lady being badgered by the ticket inspector. Her £11.50 ticket had a misprint and didn’t match her travel confirmation documents – one said she was on the 10.45 train, the other said the 10.15. Station staff advised her to get the earlier train.


However the ticket inspector wouldn’t accept her explanation and insisted she pay the £115 full fare because her ticket wasn’t valid. Mr Wrigglesworth could see the distress this was causing her, so he decided that the best way to help was to organise a whip-round among his fellow passengers. They had all seen the inspector’s bullying behaviour and several of them were happy to help out.


At this point the frustrated ticket collector called British transport police and reported Mr Wrigglesworth for ‘begging on the train’. He was met at Euston and interrogated by two officers. He was lucky to escape arrest, as some of his fellow passenters saw what was happening and intervened to vouch for his behaviour.


Back Home


Three soldiers on leave from Afghanistan were threatened with arrest and instructed to get off a train by the ticket inspector. They were on their way home from Helmand province for two weeks leave when they were told that their rail warrants couldn’t be accepted.


Their flight had been due to land at RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire, so they had warrants to change at Oxford. However they actually landed at East Midlands Airport after the plane ran into bad weather. The three soldiers, who were dressed in combats and had their kit bags, got a train from East Midlands Parkway station. Their fatal mistake was to assume that any reasonable ticket inspector would understand how the diversion had affected their plans.


The Olympic Spirit


Former government minister David Blunkett reacted with shock and anger when an officious ticket collector prevented him from taking his seat at the 2012 Paralympics opening ceremony in London. Mr Blunkett, who has been blind since birth, was told he couldn’t take his allotted seat because he had his guide dog with him.


The official, described by the MP as being ‘stroppy and insensitive’, blocked the way, and after Mr Blunkett asked him to show some common sense, eventually backed down, but only to the extent that a seat was found elsewhere on an ‘exposed, blustery gantry,’ from which Mr Blunkett had to watch the show for the next three-and-a-half hours.
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Health and Safety


We could fill an entire book with examples of ‘health
and safety gone mad’. While some sensible decisions
are made to protect the public, there is always that one
official or department who decide that the only way
they can keep us safe is to wrap us in cotton wool and
remove all sharp objects within a three mile radius.
Here are a few of the more ridiculous examples.
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Engineering Hanging Baskets


Villagers in Coton-in-the-Elms in Derbyshire were amazed to discover that they needed to pay for a structural engineer if they wanted to hang flower baskets on lamp posts. The villagers, who wanted to brighten up the area, asked their local council if they could put flowering baskets on the lamp posts and were told that each one would need to be assessed by a structural engineer at a cost of £70 per post, which would have resulted in a bill of over £1,000. The reason? The council’s deeply neurotic health and safety department were afraid that the flowering baskets might fall on someone’s head and cause an injury.


Resident David Brookes said: ‘When was the last time someone got injured by a hanging basket? We’re a voluntary organisation just trying to do our best to make the village look nice and tidy for the summer, and the council have stopped us. It’s petty and bureaucratic.’1 Perhaps he should have remember that some councils regard ‘petty’ and ‘bureaucratic’ as the highest compliments possible.
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Acceptable Gnomes


Council chiefs in Tipton in the West Midlands were forced into an embarrassing U-turn after they had banned garden gnomes on health and safety grounds.


Linda Langford, 57, was informed that two garden gnomes outside her council flat were a fire hazard and could be tripped over. She said: ‘It’s barmy. The idea my gnomes are dangerous in any way is ridiculous.’2


The councillor concerned had originally said: ‘This is about fire regulations. Whatever people say, safety comes first.’ However, he eventually apologised and accepted that the rules had been misinterpreted. He said: ‘As long as there is not an excessive number of gnomes, or similar items, they can stay.’ Ms Langford was also told that she could keep her doormat and welcome plaque, which had also been included in the original ban.


Hot Hot Hot


A café in Devon refused to give a mother a mug of hot water so that she could put a jar of baby food in it to warm up. They said that there was a risk of the baby being scalded and therefore health and safety rules would not allow it. At the time the mother was drinking a hot cup of tea.


Scaffolding is Banned


One North London council recently informed residents that the major works due to be carried out on their homes would not include any work on the roof or guttering. The reason given was that they were carrying out a health and safety review on their scaffolding policy and until this was complete their staff were not allowed to use scaffolding at all. When questioned, they were unable to say when the review would be completed.


Blu-tack Peril


A school in Perth and Kinross in Perthshire banned teachers from using the adhesive gum blu-tack on its windows because the health and safety department told them it would make the glass in the windows explode. Officials, clearly on a mission to prevent anyone being subjected to the sight of children’s artwork, decided that blu-tack would react with a chemical in the glass that would cause it to shatter.


They duly ordered that all art should be removed from the windows. The school, which is run by a private company, had no choice but to comply. Teachers pointed out that it actually states on the packet that blutack can be used on glass, but to no avail. The company that runs the school declined to comment.
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