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Foreword
Kevin Rowan
Northern TUC Regional Secretary

Echoes of Monty Python’s ‘Life of Brian’ recur
whenever I hear the question, “what have the unions
ever done for me” being asked...
...there’s simply so much.
Often the first response is to consider the outcomes of trade union activity.
It is the case that organisations with an effective trade union presence enjoy
generally better terms and conditions of employment, be that wages, holidays
or other benefits. Workers in unionised workplaces are safer, less likely to
be discriminated against and are much more likely to enjoy their legal rights
than workers in unorganised workplaces.
We are often guilty as trade unionists of missing the individual experience
of trade union members who understand very well the benefit of trade
union membership, perhaps the most important benefit of all, improving
their quality of life.
Trade unions have occasionally been accused of limiting the scope of the
individual by focusing on the good of the collective. This collection of case
studies demonstrates that it is collective organisation that is one of the key
routes of empowerment and progress for the individual. Through trade union
action, individual workers enjoy support and engagement that benefits both
them individually, as well as providing a spin-off for their workplace or
business.
For around 10 years now trade union learning representatives have been
enabling workers to enjoy the benefits of participating in learning and
personal development. There are direct benefits in terms of that individual’s
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capacity to progress in work and their productivity, there are direct benefits
to their employers in terms of the business performance and competitiveness,
but there are much more subtle and ultimately much longer-term benefits
to the wellbeing of that individual too; greater confidence, increased
engagement in their workplace and in their community, pride in their own
achievements. These are not normally associated with the benefits of trade
union organisation.
Increasingly trade unions are taking the lessons learned from the learning
agenda and applying them to other key workplace issues; occupational health
and wellbeing, equality and diversity, economic inclusion and participation.
These case studies show the progress made, they also show the potential
we have to continue to build on that incredible difference trade unions make
every day, throughout the region.
Kevin Rowan : Northern TUC Regional Secretary
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Policy Project
The Northern TUC represents the interests of trade unions in the public
and political arena. We work with Government bodies, employers and a
range of other organisations to influence the development and
implementation of policies in a way that will improve workers’ quality
of life in the region.
In order to further support this work, One North East has agreed to fund
a project that aims to build relationships with like-minded partners on
key areas of Government policy for trade unions and turn this theory into
good workplace practice. To complement this regional policy focus the
project has provided additional scope to make effective interventions in
the workplace with the appointment of a dedicated Project Worker.
The project is intended to address enduring challenges facing the region
to provide a better future for tomorrow’s workers. These include: supporting
the long term unemployed into decent work, improving health and
wellbeing, promoting trade union involvement in workplace change,
widening access to flexible working and work-related training, as well
as to generate good practice on equality and diversity.

Composite

P 05

TUCAP905 A4 CASE STUDIES V5 15/5/09 13:11 Page 6
C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY CMY

K

unions
work
P 06

Policy Project
Liebherr Cranes
Sunderland

Liebherr Cranes in Sunderland is part of the Liebherr Group, an international
company with a worldwide workforce of 30,000. The Sunderland operation
specialises in the production of ship and maritime offshore cranes and so
has to face all of the issues of the manufacturing and heavy engineering
sectors in the region, especially in the current economic climate. However,
working with the two jointly recognised unions, Unite and GMB, Liebherr
are making huge in-roads into becoming an exemplar workplace in terms
of its staff and business commitments.
Their journey began with an initial union approach in 2008 regarding higher
level skills, which led to six staff (all union members) embarking on Foundation

degrees – the cost split evenly between unionlearn and the employer. Also,
with the intervention of Mick Kent, GMB Shop Steward, Health and Safety
rep and ULR, a further 19 Polish workers participated in an English for Speakers
of Other Languages course. Mick leads on the delivery of many of the policy
initiatives, working closely with Brenda Foster, HR Manager and Ralph Saelzer,
the Managing Director. Alongside the Northern TUC Policy Project Worker,
Tom Ross, Mick’s role is a very practical one and is imperative in ensuring
buy-in from both members/colleagues and management.

The policy project is important because the
unions and employer work together, providing a
positive outlook and outcomes, that can only bring
good things for the staff and company alike. It also
helps to break down barriers that may have existed
previously, uniting members, management and
unions.
Tom Ross : Northern TUC Policy Project Worker.

Building on this success, the advent of the Northern TUC policy project
encouraged unions and the employer to promote staff wellbeing at work
by actively embracing the Better Health at Work Award. This is a three year
programme that enables organisations to work towards attaining bronze,
silver and gold levels of achievement. Participants also benefit from additional
advice and support provided by their local Primary Care Trust. As part of the
scheme employers and trade unions conduct staff Health Needs Assessments
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and at Liebherr five Health Advocates have been recruited from amongst
the staff to carry out this work. The most relevant issues raised will be
promoted through Open Days and information in their canteen, including
smoking cessation and healthy eating. Liebherr also sponsor a charity bike
ride every year, so naturally a Cycle to Work scheme has been implemented.
Complementing the policy project related work, Liebherr is also investing
in the future by employing 26 Apprentices, which equates to more than ten
per cent of the workforce at the Sunderland site. One of the apprentices has
made it to the final three in a national competition for welding, with the
possibility to represent the UK and company internationally.
Management are extremely supportive of the union-led initiatives at Liebherr
and recognise the value they bring to a functioning business in a competitive
market, particularly as it is a government priority that the UK be amongst
the leaders in the world for high quality manufacturing. A primary example
cited by the employer of the added union value is that prior to their
involvement vocational training for Leading Hands couldn’t be funded through
Business Link or Train to Gain, but unionlearn and the TUC helped fill that
void to make learning and training possible. In Mick Kent’s words, the policy
project has ensured the unions and employer can and do “deliver on promises”
and that things have “changed drastically for the better”. Improved skills
and knowledge of all staff make it easier for Liebherr to keep up with the
rest of the world – and with a full order book for the next year, they are
certainly managing that!
Ralph Saelzer, Managing Director of Liebherr said, “Although this is still very
much a work in progress, the policy project and the work we have been
doing with Unite and the GMB contributes to a positive relationship between
unions and management and opens the lines of communication. We have
much more of an ‘open door’ policy now. The improved relations coupled
with the project initiatives are helping to fulfil the needs of the workforce
as well as safeguarding the future of the staff and business.

The initiatives are not dictated by management
but are staff-led, so they can see that what they
are doing has direct benefits for them, whether
it be a new qualification or simply increased
confidence.
Ralph Saelzer : Managing Director, Liebherr Cranes.
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Higher Level Skills
Unionlearn and the North East Higher Skills network are working together
to offer learners a pathway onto higher skills, helping complete the
spectrum of learning opportunities that unions can deliver for their
members, ensuring there is something for everyone.
A well established network of ULRs who are located in the workplace
generate demand for, and broker learning.
The success of unionlearn in providing access to basic skills for employees
and employers alike has been unprecedented. As ULRs become more
adept and their own skills burgeon, they provide not only inspiration to
their members and colleagues, but also a means to access higher level
skills and qualifications. Whether people want to climb the learning ladder
or move on using the climbing frame method, it is imperative that they
be able to reach the top with the same level of support they have known
previously.
Just as success breeds success, progression in terms of the type and level
of union provision means a move forward in the variety of courses and
qualifications that can be offered – and taken up, bolstering the capacity
of individuals, employers and unions.
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Higher Level Skills
Blyth Valley Council
Northumberland

Blyth Valley Council has always been a staunch supporter of the very active
union learning agenda across its many depots and sites in the area. Seven
years ago, the GMB formalised their commitment to learning and partnershipworking with the employer by establishing a funded project through the
TUC, focused around improving skills for life.
As time moved on the activity was not only sustained but developed and
a whole range of learning opportunities were made available; from entry
level literacy and numeracy to NVQs and other vocational courses. However,
at the end of 2007 unionlearn began its Higher skills project and could offer
learning opportunities beyond level 3, completing the union learning circle.
Prior to Adult Learners Week 2008 Blyth Valley Council’s GMB ULR and Training
Officer, Rob Wilson, was approached by one of unionlearn’s Higher Skills
Project Workers about offering a Taster session on higher skills as part of

their activities, with particular emphasis on the Leadership and Management
Foundation Degree. As this was an offer that had never been able to be
made before, it was eagerly snapped up and run with great success.
So popular was the session that as a direct result of the taster, thirteen
members of staff from across the Council signed up to complete the two
year Foundation Degree, which is being delivered in its entirety in the
workplace by City of Sunderland College. Through the union employer
partnership on learning the employer also agreed to give time off and fund
the qualification at the unionlearn negotiated discounted rate.
There is a very diverse cross-section of the workforce in the group of 13, all
with their own unique reasons for wanting to achieve this Foundation Degree.
As well as facilitating the implementation of the course, Rob also decided
that he would like to take part. Before embarking on this he had qualifications
up to an NVQ level 4, but up until seven years ago had no qualifications.

My learning began seven years ago when I got
involved in the union learning agenda. I started out
as a part of the street lighting team and am now a
Training Officer for the Council, managing the training
function. This course, and the others I’ve done up
to this point are all as a result of the union-employer
partnership and are all about personal and
professional progression for those who take on the
challenge.
Rob WIlson : GMB ULR and Training Officer
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Others taking part on the course are Lisa Haggerty, an Office Manager who
felt like this was a natural progression from her previous qualifications;
Joanne Maxwell, who works in Environmental Health and is a Unison Branch
Secretary who felt that development of her leadership and management
skills would benefit her in her union role and diversify on her current very
specialised qualifications in Food Safety. Paul McLaughlin, a Policy and Finance
Officer who already has management responsibilities is doing the course as
his first management qualification and to formalise this part of his role.
The course is now well underway and everyone has passed their first module.
As the authority has now merged and become one Unitary Authority under
the Northumberland County Council banner, all 13 of the participants will
bring their new and developing skills with them, strengthening the organisation
and contributing to plugging the region’s skills gaps.
Ken Gyles, unionlearn Higher Skills Project Worker has been working on the
Higher Skills project since it began and has seen the difference it has made
to those members who have taken up the offer. “Higher level skills are vital
to organisations and individuals alike. The fact that unions can now offer an
extended service for their members is fantastic and adds yet another layer
of added value to the union card. In turn, the increased accessibility has
driven up demand – and aspirations. The course running in Blyth Valley
Council is a model example of how union-employer partnerships can provide
mutual benefit and happily this is happening more and more in our region.”

Our intention is to enable employees to develop
a wide range of skills from literacy and numeracy
to degree level. We feel that it is important for every
employee to be given the opportunity to improve
their educational achievements to enhance their
own abilities, job satisfaction and their contribution
to the County Council.
In conclusion, Northumberland County Council
is looking forward to being able to offer employees
a wide range of learning opportunities from basic
skills to degree level qualifications.
Malcolm Dunlavey : Training and Development Team Manager
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IAG & matrix
Access to workplace ULRs who are trained and accredited to deliver a
professional information, advice and guidance (IAG) service is the reason
learners are directed to the right course or career path best suited to
them, start at the right level, and study at a time and place that’s most
convenient to them.
Unionlearn in the northern region has had a dedicated IAG programme
running since 2007, offering ULRs the chance to achieve an accredited
Level 3 or 4 NVQ in IAG, and this aspect of their role has grown increasingly
important as the economy has changed, altering the demands on workers
and employers. As a result of the success of the initial pilot IAG is now
embedded in the regional workplan, and is a core aspect of our European
Social Funding.
Linked to the provision of expert level IAG is recognition in the form of
the matrix Standard. The matrix Standard is the national quality standard
for any organisation that delivers information, advice and guidance on
learning and work. With support from unionlearn and the specialist status
of many ULRs, 15 union-led learning centres have successfully achieved
matrix accreditation; 5 gaining the Excellence Award – with more set to
go through the assessment process in the near future.
Both the IAG Specialist status and matrix accreditation demonstrate the
professionalism of union-led workplace projects to members, colleagues,
employers and illustrate just how much added value trade unions bring
to upskilling the region.
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IAG & matrix
PCS Learning Centres
HMRC Balliol Centre
Newcastle

The North East region of PCS has 120 ULRs in total, working over four learning
centres at sites across the region, within three government departments:
the Identity and Passport Service at Durham, the Department for Work and
pensions (DWP) and HM Revenue and Customs in Newcastle and Peterlee.
Each centre is part of several union learning projects run throughout the Civil
Service to help union members and staff to improve their skills and take
advantage of the learning opportunities they can provide.
All four of the projects have been, or are still, supported by unionlearn with
the Northern TUC’s Learning for All Fund. The Access to Learning centre at
HMRC Newcastle Contact Centre was opened on 21st June 2005 by Mark
Serwotka, PCS General Secretary as part of their LfAF project, and only two
years later their level of activity had embedded them so firmly into the
organisational structures that they no longer needed to seek this support
and became self-sustaining. Over two years on and this is still the case, and
the project is still growing.
As the nature and responsibilities of the ULR team and centre grew, they

became increasingly looked upon as the experts so there was the need to
find a formalised means of living up to expectations. In order to underpin
their learner support and offer the most professional service possible 5 of
the ULRs at HMRC Newcastle undertook an accredited IAG qualification at
Level 3 or 4, and the remaining 5 at the site will be doing the same at the
next intake. This level of commitment was echoed at the other regional
centres, but it wasn’t until 2007 that they began working with the matrix
Standard – the most logical, if not the easiest, progression.

The matrix accreditation was an exciting new
journey for our branch and the other learning centres
involved. It made us re-evaluate our processes so
we could take a standardised PCS approach, as well
as ensuring a partnership approach. Our senior
managers now use the centre’s achievements as a
glowing example of what can be achieved when
you work together.
Marie Pearson : IAG Specialist, Level 4, Lead ULR and PCS Branch Learning Co-ordinator

Working towards the matrix meant a step-change in the operation of the
regional centres, focusing on standardising practices and procedures for all
learners to get the best, most professional service available. Each centre had
to offer the same high-quality service to their learners, as well as having
the structures and administration systems to support, and reflect, the highquality delivery. With cohesive team-work and a lot of dedication all of the
centres, including Access to Learning at Newcastle, achieved this goal inside
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a year, becoming Accredited to the matrix Standard in March 2008. To add
the icing to the cake, their matrix assessor recommended them for the
prestigious matrix Excellence Award, and went on to achieve this accolade
later the same year.
ENTO, the body responsible for matrix accreditation, commended the PCS
centres, praising their practical application of the standard: This union service
demonstrated outstanding use of the Standard in unifying three different
working cultures, prompting an upsurge in demand for IAG in the
workplace. It received a matrix Excellence Award in recognition of its
work in widening participation and influencing union practice at regional
and national level.
As well as the official quality mark that matrix accreditation provides, there
are other added benefits that Access to Learning have found. Providers and
colleges are more receptive to helping and supporting the centre, and it very
much opens up doors to alternative funding avenues. The management are
also extremely proud of the centre and ULRs, as it has raised the profile of
the workplace as a whole. Achieving the matrix is recognition of the
professionalism and quality of service, and the general investment in improving
skills from the union and employer alike.
“Before we achieved the matrix accreditation, the work of the learning centre
wasn’t taken quite so seriously by employers. Now we have a much stronger
profile – and a waiting list for people to become ULRs.”
Jan Gifford : PCS Regional Learning Services Officer.

The Union Learning Reps within Newcastle
Contact Centre should feel extremely proud that
their hard work and efforts have been rewarded
with the matrix accreditation. They have worked to
support and encourage many people within the site
to learn new skills and they continue to impress
everyone with their commitment to lifelong learning.
I am sure they will go on developing the support
they offer and will ensure they remain a very
important part of the workplace.
Mark Fleming : Deputy Contact Centre Manager.
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Trade Union Education
TUC Education in the Northern region offers high quality, accredited training
through a network of local colleges of further and higher education.
Courses are offered flexibly to suit the needs of union reps and professionals
and through the traditional day release model.
TUC courses encourage everyone to learn in a friendly, supportive
environment, usually in surroundings designated for trade union courses.
There is also the Union Professional Development Programme prospectus
which clearly shows which courses are inter-linked, helping candidates
to identify the most appropriate training for their needs and progression
routes. Courses are also listed by venue and date to help union professionals
plan their training.
The northern region prides itself on the quality, professionalism and
breadth of trade union provision and through both the TUC and unionlearn,
is continuing to improve and expand the portfolio on offer to members
and reps. The quality of provision directly influence the quality of the
vast network of union reps in the region, and it is these reps who are on
the front-line, actively delivering for members, colleagues and employers;
safeguarding their health at work, securing the best terms and conditions,
offering learning opportunities and embedding equality and diversity
along the way.
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Trade Union Education
Quality Awards
Northern Region

The four Steps to Accreditation

Stage One : Commitment
Make Application

Stage Two : Development
Complete action plan
and gather evidence

Stage Three : Assessment
Evidence meets good
practice criteria

Stage Four : Accreditation
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Over 20,000 union learning representatives (ULRs) across the country are
promoting training and learning in the workplace on behalf of union members.
Implemented in 2007 the unionlearn Quality Award is awarded to programmes
and courses that meet unionlearn’s good practice criteria and will help
signpost ULRs to providers that are working successfully and flexibly with
unions.
By 2010 250,000 learners are expected to progress through the union route
each year. In order to continually promote high quality, flexible learning
opportunities, we work closely with providers in the learning world. The
unionlearn Quality Award is awarded to providers who are committed to
working with trade unions and can demonstrate that unions and union
learners are considered in the design, development and delivery of courses
and programmes.

Benefits for providers
Achieving the unionlearn Quality Award:
Demonstrates that you meet our standards
Enable you to reach more learners
Recognise good practice for working with unions
Signpost union learning representatives to your provision
Showcase your programmes and courses on our website, which
receives over 1 million hits per month
To gain the Quality Award, providers must have a robust process for working
with unions. The Award is now easily recognised by the growing number
of ULRs and union learners as a mark of good practice.
Benefits for ULRs
Achieving the Quality Award will:
Be an incentive for providers to work with unions and reach
more learners
Provide a standard for working with unions and union learners
Signpost ULRs to union-friendly provision
Increase union leverage and influence with providers
Help unions obtain high quality data about their learners from providers
The Award is given for three years and reviewed annually. There is no fee
involved. Providers must work with a unionlearn assessor to demonstrate
good practice and continuous improvement.
The Northern Region has fantastic and diverse provision for unions and their
learners, who see the value and importance of union-led learning. Many
providers in the region have also recognised that the unionlearn Quality
Award has become the definitive quality kite mark for union learning provision.
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This is illustrated by the fact that there are now eight centres across the
northern TUC catchment area who have been accredited with the Quality
Award:
Longbenton Community College
Darlington College Trade Union Education Centre
FBU Learning Centre, Morpeth
(including Tyne&Wear and Cleveland satellite centres)
WEA Cumbria
British Nuclear Group, Sellafield Sites Ltd
Middlesbrough Adult Education Services
Northumberland College Trade Union Education Centre
City of Sunderland College Trade Union Education Centre
Two of the most recent providers to join the Quality Award fold were
Northumberland College’s TU Education Centre and Middlesbough Adult
Education Services, who attended a prestigious unionlearn event where their
efforts were praised by local MP Roberta Blackman-Woods who went on to
present those involved with their plaques, which are now proudly displayed
on their respective walls.
“Middlesbrough Adult Education Service is very proud to be the first service
in the Tees Valley to achieve the unionlearn Quality Award for skills for life
courses. It recognises the quality educational opportunities that have been
developed by the Service and the importance of working in close partnership
with the ULRs to support and encourage learners to improve their skills.”
Barbara Casson : Middlesbrough Adult Education Service.

I was delighted to receive the Quality Award as
it gives some recognition to the valuable work
delivered by trade union studies centres and in
particular, the TU Ed tutors. Trade Union Education
Centres have always striven to deliver the highest
standards and quality of provision, as they appreciate
the difference such courses can make to the union
representatives they teach, and the benefits that
union members get from having well trained,
effective and confident representation.
John McCormack : Northumberland College TU Ed Centre
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Learning for All Fund
The LfAF offers a unique, high quality, strategic and operational support
service to trade unions wishing to run workplace learning projects to
generate and increase learner demand.
This is achieved through providing a resource to cover the cost of Union
Learning Representative activity (adding value to local facility-time
agreements) in workplaces across the North East. The aim of the LfAF is
to increase the number of adults engaging in learning and training in the
region through specific focused ULR activity. The Fund helps ULRs to play
a more effective and influential role in raising the demand for learning,
particularly amongst hard to reach potential learners.
Since its launch in 2002, the Learning for All Fund (LfAF) has allocated
nearly £5million to over 120 projects across the North East, leading to
more than 1,300 new ULRs trained, over 80 workplace learning centres
established, 25,000 adults participating in learning – 5,700 of whom were
able to achieve a skills for life qualification.
The LfAF is a fantastic opportunity to forge meaningful partnerships
between unions, employers and other stakeholders to bring lifelong
learning to members and colleagues in the workplace, which is borne
out by the achievements of projects each year. Every project that is funded
brings something unique and valuable to the table.
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Learning for All Fund
Look Forward Project
Gentoo, Sunderland

The union-led Look Forward project within Gentoo has been going for almost
three years and embodies the need, and demand for, the regional Learning
for All Fund. The unions at Gentoo first sought short-term LfAF support in the
November of 2006 to formalise the beginnings of learning activity initiated
by the union’s full-time Learning Organisers. The initial funding was simply
about raising awareness of learning in the workplace, getting members and
staff on board and for the vast majority, back into learning, having been out
of the loop for some considerable time.
What began as simply wanting something that gave people an opportunity
to learn has developed and evolved, particularly over the last 18 months,
to have a particular focus on skills for life and Essential Skills. This is not least
down to the fact that the project aims to ensure that the organisation as a
whole can keep their commitment to the Skills Pledge, (Gentoo signed up

to the government initiative in 2007) and that by 2020 all staff will have a
minimum Level 2 qualification or equivalent. Literacy, numeracy and ITQ are
the main focus at the moment, as they are seen as the foundation of all
learning. However, this aspect of the skills for life agenda is very much led
by the project, not the company.

I felt that age was a real barrier and issue for
me, but the only way to learn is to start from the
beginning.
Derek Charlton : learner
But, as with all 30 plus Learning for All Fund projects, partnership working
is imperative and even a criterion for achieving a successful bid. Where the
main part of Look Forward’s project bid is securing release time for the
Project Co-ordinator, Barry Curran, through a secondment, the employer
contributes in kind by matching, or making up any shortfall in this time to
allow Barry to devote himself full time to supporting learners, facilitating
and delivering learning and their outcomes. Barry is supported in his role
by four ULRs, to help cover the 1780 staff, and they are all very busy!
To date their Skills Register has 430 members/staff on it who have all
embarked on some form of learning through Look Forward, and as Barry
says, “Many of these learners have gone on to enrol on follow-on courses,
or related learning. Most people who engage with the project have completely
bought into the concept of lifelong learning by the end of their first course.”
This is the basic premise of the Learning for All Fund and union-led learning
in general; increased awareness and activity around learning, giving rise to
positive experiences that people want to repeat, for both personal and
professional development.
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Having Barry and Derek has been the support I
needed – and having the right support makes me
want to do more!
Sharon Sykes : Learner and Support Co-ordinator

Unusually for a well-established project, Look Forward exists as an ‘initiative’
within Gentoo and doesn’t have a Learning Centre. However, this works well
for the unions, staff and employer as they simply concentrate on advising
and supporting learners and signposting them to the most appropriate
external providers. They achieved the matrix Standard in 2007; testimony
to their practiced and professional methods. They use colleges all over the
region; Sunderland, Newcastle, Darlington and Ashington, to ensure their
learners have the widest access to the most courses. Barry and the team
know that as Gentoo as a business gets more diverse, then so must the
project. This is reflected in the pragmatic, flexible and learner-led approach
they’ve developed.
“ Our Look Forward project has been wonderful to be a part of, there are
so many people on board and it has made a huge difference to those who
use it, especially the skills for life facets. It gives an incentive for our members
and staff to learn, as well as providing reassurance and building confidence.
The Learning for All Fund has enabled this excellent and valuable activity.”
Barry Curran : Project Co-ordinator

Here at Gentoo, one of our core values is that
‘We cultivate a learning curiosity’. The Look Forward
Project is an integral element of our delivery of this
value. The active ULRs are invaluable, working
alongside our Learning & Development team, to
promote lifelong learning to our people. The project
has been particularly successful in engaging people
on Skills for Life courses and widening the range of
subjects available to our employees.
Alex Hammond : Senior Learning & Development Advisor
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Learning at Work Day
National Learning at Work Day (LAWD) is the biggest annual celebration
of workplace learning, promoting and supporting workplace events across
England. Each year, thousands of organisations take part in LAWD and
stage fun, vocational and business-related learning activities to help
workers learn new skills they can put into action at home and work.
LAWD has been run by the Campaign for Learning since 1999 as part of
Adult Learners Week. The Campaign for Learning believes that it is more
important than ever that workplaces and individuals maintain and develop
their skills levels in order to adapt and thrive in the current economic
circumstances. This ties in perfectly with the TUC, unionlearn and the
trade unions’ commitment to upskilling the workforce.
So, with this ethos at its heart, unionlearn literally put its money where
its mouth is and in 2008 provided the region with £30,000 to be distributed
to unionised workplaces in the northern region who wanted to run learning
related activities on the day. It was a huge success with over 35 workplaces
across the North East and Cumbria, including public and private sector,
receiving funding and taking part in the day.
With almost 4000 learners engaging in some form of learning this was
proof positive LAWD is a fantastic opportunity for partnership working –
and delivery. Unionlearn has committed to funding being made available
every year, and demand is outstripping supply in the northern region.

Composite

P 25

TUCAP905 A4 CASE STUDIES V5 15/5/09 13:11 Page 26
C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY CMY

K

unions
work
P 26

Learning at Work Day
South Lakes District Council
Cumbria

Learning at Work Day provides the perfect opportunity for organisations to
dip their toe in the workplace learning water, or in South Lakes District
Council’s case, to dive straight in! Prior to unionlearn’s first offer of Learning
at Work Day(LAWD) funding for any union-led workplace initiative in 2008
there was no formalised project at South Lakes. However, there was a very
committed ULR, Karen Partington, and supportive Branch Secretary in the
form of Viv Proctor, who took advantage of the new funding stream to drive
the learning agenda forward.
Encouraged by the unionlearn Project Worker in Cumbria they submitted a
bid which sought to raise awareness around, and help widen access to
learning within their organisation, with the impetus that there was no real
training/learning presence below management/supervisory level. This left
a substantial gap, in terms of both supply and demand for most of the
Council’s 500 employees, which Karen aimed to plug with LAWD as the
launching pad.

“Union-led learning projects and funding for events like LAWD ensure people
are not forgotten; especially those who feel that they are on the outside,
like external manual staff and shift-workers as they are often the most
vulnerable.” Viv Proctor : Unison Branch Secretary and ULR.
Their £500 of funding was put to good use as they secured Kendal College
as a provider for the day’s activities, which included a very broad spectrum
of learning so that there was very much something for everyone – the
learning mantra for the union learning project here. There were manicurists,
occupational health checks, general learning, tutors providing skills for life
upwards, and even Shiatsu massage, as well as a buffet for all those who
attended. Staff from the Council came to the learning centre throughout the
lunch-time on Learning at Work Day, and as part of the employer contribution,
didn’t have to clock-out.
To ensure maximum impact, they capitalised on the learning buzz and influx
of people to hold the official opening of their union-led learning centre,
attended by South Lakes District Council’s Chief Executive, Peter Ridgway,
Executive Director, Debbie Storr and the Principal of Kendal College, Graham
Wilkinson. This combined activity brought them favourable coverage in the
regional press, 200 attendees throughout the day, a further two Union
Learning Reps to help facilitate more learning, and the much sought-after
increased interest and commitment from the Council itself. However, Karen
maintains that the biggest success of the day was a group of the Refuse and
Recycling team signing up for a course – having never had any training
before. An impressive 15 of the group signed up to a literacy and numeracy
based IT course.
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As part of the unionlearn funding offer there was also a subsequent Learning
at Work Day Award, which saw each of the successful bids judged on the
results they had produced in terms of making their allocated money work
to its best advantage.
Out of 35 successful bids, the union-led project at South Lakes came out top
in terms of what it had achieved – producing quality and quantity in terms
of partnership working, hard outcomes and adding value to trade union
membership in the workplace and beyond. But, according to Karen and Viv,
the win wasn’t just about the day itself, but the culmination of three years
hard work, laying the foundations and percolating the lifelong learning
message to both colleagues and management – and getting them on-board
is reward in itself.
“I was really shocked and surprised to win the LAWD Award from unionlearn,
especially as I didn’t expect it. None of us do what we do for reward; I do
it because I want to, and to help make a difference. But, I am extremely
pleased to have received the award. Working together with the authority,
unionlearn and unions enabled us to achieve a facility which will benefit all
staff, now and in the future.” Karen Partington : Lead ULR.
Further to LAWD 2008, the learning project has gone from strength to strength
and they now have a Learning Agreement with SLDC and have secured a
successful bid to the North West’s Learning Fund. This will see Karen seconded
to her union learning role for three days a week so she can dedicate more
time and concentrated effort to embedding learning into workplace structures
and ensuring there is most definitely ‘something for everyone’ at South
Lakes. And, to try and maintain their mantle, Karen, Viv and the team of
ULRs are gearing up for this year’s LAWD, and trying to top their previous
achievements.

The joint work we have undertaken with staff
and unions to deliver our learning at work
programme and the learning centre is critical to the
success of the council moving forward to deliver a
better service for people within South Lakeland. I
am very pleased that we have got the programme
off to such a good start.
Peter Ridgway : Chief Executive, SLDC
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U-Net
U-Net is the unionlearn network of learning centres that works with
learndirect to offer hundreds of courses. Any learning centre can become
part of U-Net or access the centres currently within the network. Centres
receive increased support and guidance from specialist unionlearn staff.
U-Net has a lot to offer unions and ULRs, who receive additional support
and training to help them expand areas of their current role. U-Net
provides materials and information on popular courses and the U-Net
mark guarantees a high quality of learning provision for union learners.
ULRs working in U-Net centres are invited to attend a range of events
and get on board with new initiatives and activities in U-Net centres.
The network has been operating since 2003 and has grown to become
recognised by various awarding bodies which enable learners to benefit
from getting the appropriate accreditation for their learning if they wish:
Learndirect
British Computer Society (BCS)
Oxford, Cambridge and RSA (OCR accredited)
City & Guilds (C&G)
National Vocational Qualification
Unionlearn Quality Awarded and Matrix Accredited
Advisors of Trade Union Education
Specialist support for Skills for Life Learners.
All of the centres have qualified staff who offer friendly, professional,
specialist advice and support. U-Net Centres are renowned for their quality
provision.
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U-Net
Northumberland Fire
and Rescue Service
Morpeth

The U-Net learning centre at Northumberland Fire and Rescue is one of the
longest-standing in the region, and indeed the country, having been established
since 2002 as part of the progression of their initial learning project, funded
in the first-ever Learning for All Fund. The project began to recruit Union
Learning Reps from the FBU to provide information, advice and guidance to
fellow members and colleagues, and expanded rapidly to being able to not
only create demand, but help with the supply of learning opportunities.
There is currently a team of eight staff in the region supporting the centres
and the learners, using a very structured approach that complements the
U-Net offer very well. Claire Wealleans is the Centre Manager, supported by
a team of Learning Delivery Workers and Learning Support staff, as well as
admin support and a dedicated specialist skills for life tutor working across
the three centres and the peripheral stations. There is also a designated
regional Support Officer through unionlearn, as an additional resource and
support mechanism for U-Net centres.

Due to their successful and consistent delivery for learners the Centre is now
matrix accredited, has the unionlearn Quality Award, is British Computer
Society accredited to provide ITQ and ECDL qualifications, City and Guilds
accredited for on-line certifications and National Tests and OCR accredited
for their CLAIT qualification. So as well as the learndirect offer of learning
they have bolstered this with the ability to achieve recognised qualifications
in the workplace.

Within the past seven months I have passed my
ECDL and almost completed my ITQ. This has boosted
my confidence tremendously; in fact, I’ve gained so
much confidence from this learning I am now applying
for jobs in the IT sector, after having been a cook for
37 years! The support I’ve received from the team at
the FBU Learning Centre has been first class.
Maree Fenwick : learner

As well as being open 45 hours per week, 50 weeks a year, the project staff
take the learning out into the fire stations across the whole of the region
as part of their commitment and capacity to offer flexibility and equality of
access. “learndirect is fantastic due to its flexibility, especially when working
with people who work shifts and this kind of adaptability is integral to
ensuring everyone has the same opportunities. It provides the opportunity
to learn and achieve many members wouldn’t have had due to their
circumstances.” Claire Weallean : Centre Manager.
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Such is the buy-in from the service itself, that as the Brigade are now asking
that all new staff have a minimum Level 2 qualification in literacy and
numeracy, they are directing potential entrants to the U-Net centre. Those
who are going for promotion are also sign-posted to the centre for preparation
and to help plug any skills gaps. All firefighters are required to work towards
and achieve a Level 3 NVQ in firefighting once they are employed, and skills
for life form an important part of the qualification, with the learning centre
stepping up to the plate to help out here, too.

P 31

“I am now training to become a full-time firefighter, but I realised that I
needed the evidence to prove my level of literacy and numeracy skills. The
skills I learn will also support the learning I might need in the future.”
Paul Armstrong : learner.

The U-Net set-up also promotes sustainability and opportunity for growth
and progression, and this is particularly evident with the FBU centre. The
centre at the Morpeth station made such an impact that in 2003 they opened
a link centre in Tyne and Wear, and then another in Cleveland in 2004. All
of the centres are busy and every learner sign-up helps pave the way for
another as money is drawn down through this process; the money the FBU
draws down pays for six members of staff, along with a contribution from
the employers. This centre has also received national recognition as they
were one of the centres selected for audit as part of the recent comprehensive
Ofsted inspection, which saw U-Net achieve a well-deserved Grade 2 as a
national provider.

I have long recognised the importance of staff
development and acknowledge the invaluable
contribution of the learning centre in helping fire
and rescue personnel to reach their potential by
achieving higher levels of skills and gaining
qualifications. This in turn benefits the fire service
with an up-skilled workforce and gives the individual
the confidence to continue their self development
at work and in their personal life.
Brian Hesler : Chief Fire Officer
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Organising
Throughout most of the 1980s and 1990s trade union membership was
in decline. However, there are now clear signs that unions are on their
way back. Membership is steady after almost twenty years of continuous
decline, and there is increasing evidence that trade unions are once again
expanding their influence in the world of work and beyond.
Central to the task of rebuilding the trade union movement and effective
representation, is the need to put organising at the heart of everything
that we do. Organising is not always easy, but it is vital if we are to rebuild
membership, and to speak with authority on behalf of working people
and their families.
Nationally and locally the labour market, and therefore working people,
is changing and many sectors are becoming more and more reliant on
migrant and temporary workers to plug gaps and fill any short-term peaks
in demand. Unfortunately, this growing group of workers are all too often
on the periphery of employment practices and rights; vulnerable to
suffering from poorer terms and conditions, workplace accidents and illhealth. In order for unions to be truly representative it is imperative that
a concerted effort is made to reach these people and give them a voice.
The Northern TUC and unions in the region are committed to making this
happen and have people and resources in place to deliver on their promise,
embodied in the unique Vulnerable Workers project.
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Organising
Vulnerable Workers Project
Northern Region

Through a sustained link with the Organising Academy, the Northern TUC has
developed a commitment to vulnerable workers in the region. Over the past
three years, these projects have focused on:
Encouraging trade union-led campaigning and organising initiatives
with non-traditional workers;
Providing community links and support for trade unions engaging
with vulnerable workers;
To raise awareness of trade unions and unionlearn projects amongst
migrant, refugee and temporary agency workers.
“The initial aim of this project was to develop a model of community interaction
and engagement with workers that would put us in a good position to build
on this work in years to come. All this is based on the premise that vulnerable
workers; those at the margins of the labour market, will become an increasing
focus for the concerns of trade unions – and I think we are already starting
to see that happen with the implementation of targeted union projects and
sustained campaigns.”
Ben Sellers : Vulnerable Workers Project Worker

The main features of the TUC Vulnerable Workers Projects in the region have
been:
Working closely with migrant community organisations, refugee
support groups and the voluntary sector to provide drop in advice;
Providing opportunities for dialogue with migrant communities, through
forums, discussion groups and events
Developing joint campaigns in the region that build on the community
alliances that are emerging.
Through mapping and research, there has been a gradual build-up of the
knowledge that the trade unions share on the issues, barriers and challenges
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that face vulnerable workers. However, this knowledge would be academic
without the development of projects that build trade union capacity. Therefore,
there has been a focus on practical initiatives such as:
Organising a series of ‘know your rights’ meetings alongside community
groups and trade union solicitors;
Encouraging ESOL at work through Train to Gain and the development
of unionlearn projects that support vulnerable workers;
Supporting the development of a functioning Polish reps network in
the region.
Producing comprehensive and effective materials to raise awareness
around rights at work for vulnerable groups, including temporary and
agency workers and migrant communities, with a particular emphasis
on the Polish community.
There are many examples of projects in the region which are innovative and
show a real commitment to communities outside of the traditional labour
movement sphere. This is often uncharted territory for the region’s trade unions,
but one where real gains will have a significant impact for the health of the
movement across our region.

Unite : Organising Migrant Workers in the
Northern Region
This project, run by Paddy Hill and Steve Cason, full time regional organisers
for Unite, has a broad-based set of aims, with the over-arching objective of
delivering organisation to some of the most vulnerable workers in the region,
and the benefits that come from being part of a trade union.
The main issue they faced has been the need to build up a trust amongst the
enclaves of migrant workers, which has proven problematic at times – not
least due to language barriers and uncertainty as to the intentions of the union.
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Unison : Black and minority ethnic workers in the
Northumberland, Tyne&Wear NHS Trust
The aims of this project are essentially to map ethnic minority members in
the Trust; to recruit new members in the Trust and to develop stewards; to
set up a support group comprising ethnic minority workers and to make contact
with other relevant organisations and groups working in the area. In line with
the TUC umbrella project the development of activists and Reps in these often
hard-to-reach, and definitely hard to organise groups, gives them the opportunity
to take control over their working lives and help others in similar situations.

My time with Unison has been a real learning
experience. On my journey, I managed to recruit 4550 members within the first four months. Four of
those members have become shop stewards. Some
are now undertaking training and others have even
begun to represent members. I consider this to be a
real achievement. It is the way we, as trade unionists,
can have a real impact on the lives of our ethnic
minority members.
However, one way they found to overcome this was to utilise their ownnetwork
of Polish organisers to encourage Lithuanian volunteers
to help them. Also, making contact with Polish organisations and networks
and using community links has paid dividends as they have helped distribute
several communications amongst the workforce.

The most important thing to remember when
engaging with Polish workers is that word of mouth
is the main way that the reputation of the trade
unions travels. In Poland we call it ‘plotki’. So how
can we start to change things, so there is more good,
and less bad? Well, the first thing is for union
organisers and reps to get back to basics –to talk and
listen to the workforce. This is what we, the regional
TUC and unions, are doing.
Daniel Krzyszczak : Organising Academy.
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Brenda Ngwenya : Unison Project Lead
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