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Celebrating 25 years in UNISON
The National Black Members’ Committee celebrated with fellow Black members at this year’s national 
delegate conference in Brighton, with a special network meeting to acknowledge the contribution of 
UNISON’s self-organised groups.

Michael Braithwaite 
tells Black members 
about his experience

Michael Braithwaite, Windrush 
campaigner and UNISON member, 
told the National Black Members 
caucus meeting the moving story 
of his experience at the hands of 
his employer during the Windrush 
scandal, and the work that went in to 
help him get his permanent leave to 
remain. 

Michael was a popular teaching 
assistant in a Camden primary 
school. During an immigration 
crackdown in 2016 he was asked 
to provide a biometric card for 
working migrants – a document he 
understandably did not have, having 
come to Britain with his family from 

Barbados in 1961 when he was nine 
years old. Camden Council’s HR 
provider advised the school to take 
a hostile approach, warning that not 
doing so would lead to a £20,000 
fine. Michael retained his job with 
the council but lost his job with the 
school. 

Backed up by UNISON and 
specialist immigration advice 
from the JCWI, Michael brought 
to light the disgraceful situation 
the government imposed on 
Commonwealth citizens, particularly 
those from the Caribbean. He had a 
personal mountain to climb to beat 
the Home Office’s requirement to 
see a document that proved he was 
living in the country every year since 
he had arrived in the UK.

His public stand exposed the illegal 
stance the Home Office took and 

its leadership under Amber Rudd, 
who resigned rather than defend an 
indefensible record. One thing’s for 
certain: there is still work to do to 
hold the government to account for 
the Windrush scandal – including 
the former Home Secretary, Theresa 
May.

Read more about the ‘hostile 
environment’ in Hugo Pierre’s article 
on page 6.
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UNISON member Evelyn Beckley, 
‘a shining example of hard-
working NHS support staff’, was 
recognised with an award for 
operational services excellence at 
a special NHS event to celebrate 
the contribution of the Windrush 
generation.

Evelyn is a patient affairs officer 
at the South West Yorkshire 
Partnership NHS Trust. Her work 
was recognised at the Windrush 
Awards ceremony in Manchester, 
organised by NHS England to 
celebrate diversity in the NHS and 
to mark the health service’s 70th 
birthday this year.

Fittingly, Evelyn’s award came in 
the category sponsored by her 
union.

UNISON head of health Sara 
Gorton was at the “very special” 
event and said: “Evelyn is a 
member of the finance team and is 
a shining example of hardworking 

NHS support staff who work 
tirelessly behind the scenes to 
make a real and positive difference 
to patient care.

“This is a message which UNISON 
has made again and again via our 
One Team campaign.

“Evelyn has worked with some of 
the most vulnerable mental health 
inpatients within her trust.

“She not only administers benefits 
for inpatients, but also helps them 
with their claims, sorts out any 
difficulties they might be facing and 
pays their bills.

“Like many of our operational 
services members, Evelyn goes 
above and beyond the call of duty 
to help to improve the lives of 
patients.

“We congratulate Evelyn on her 
achievement and will continue to 
campaign to give NHS support staff 
the recognition that they deserve.”

UNISON 
campaign 
successes
UNISON funds hundreds of local 
branch campaigns, as well as 
demos, events and national public 
services awareness campaigns like 
Public Service Champions. We also 
carry out non-party political work 
to encourage voter participation, 
including in police and crime 
commissioner elections.

The Campaign Fund also supports 
our involvement in:

 ● Black History Month events

 ● Hope Not Hate, which 
campaigns to counter racism 
and fascism

 ● We Own It, which campaigns to 
end privatisation

 ● Show Racism the Red Card, an 
educational charity that uses 
football to get its message 
across

 ● Durham Miners’ Gala, a huge 
celebration of trade unionism

 ● Pride events celebrating LGBT+ 
life

 ● Fawcett Society, which 
campaigns for women’s rights

 ● Citizens UK, which focuses on 
community organising.

To find out about the  
Campaign Fund go to:  
www.unison.org.uk/political-funds

You can give the gift of life
The African-Caribbean Leukaemia Trust (ACLT) and UNISON are 
encouraging Black members to consider becoming an organ donor. The 
government’s proposal of an opt-out system for organ and tissue donation 
could make a life changing difference to many Black families waiting for a 
donor.

The ACLT’s Orin Lewis said: “This new system of organ donation presents 
us with an opportunity to save hundreds of Black lives. It must be embraced, 
because key aspects of organ donation matching are linked to the racial 
identity of the patient and donor”.

 ● To learn more about organ donation and transplant go to: www.
organdonation.nhs.uk 

Award winner Evelyn is a ‘shining example 
of hard-working NHS support staff’
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Bullying and harassment 
Mitsy Harmon-Russell and Annette Heslop, National Black Members Representatives

The dictionary definition of bullying 
and harassment: any unwanted 
behaviour that makes someone feel 
intimidated, degraded, humiliated or 
offended. It is not necessarily always 
obvious or apparent to others, and 
it may happen in the workplace 
without an employer’s knowledge.

Some individuals experiencing 
bullying and harassment are scared 
to report the perpetrator for fear 
of retribution. In some workplaces 
the problem is rife and colleagues 
are not aware that others are going 
through the same thing. People 
go to work because they like their 
chosen field and need to earn a 
wage so that they can pay their bills. 
It is not fair that some people are 
being bullied and harassed in their 
workplaces when they are simply 
trying to do their jobs.

The annual national NHS survey 
shows that the level of bullying 
and harassment is high. University 
of Leicester analysis showed that 
21% of mental health workers had 
been bullied and 8% had been 
discriminated against in the previous 
year. Some staff aren’t willing to 
complete the survey because they 
do not believe it is confidential, and 
worry that management would know 
what they have said about the work 
environment. 

We have found that Black staff 
members are most likely to be 
bullied and harassed, but don’t 
take things further because they 
are frightened of losing their jobs. 
There is a similar situation in housing 
association branches – a 2017 
survey found 81% of respondents 
had experienced some form of 

bullying and harassment at their 
place of work.

Within the public sector, anti-bullying 
champions and similar roles are 
being created to enable individuals 
with these issues to report them 
confidentially and get support to 
change the situation. However, 
this is just one small solution and 
more needs to be done. UNISON 
has different tools in place to help 
members who are experiencing 
bullying and harassment, and we 
can also signpost you to other 
agencies and programs like the 
National Bullying Helpline. 

For more information, search 
‘bullying’ on the UNISON website.

Bernie Grant 
honoured 
The International Slavery Museum has announced the 
addition of three new achievers to its Black Achievers 
Wall. The museum says: ‘This popular exhibit 
celebrates the many different forms of achievements 
by people of African descent. The connection is that 
to reach their goals, to achieve in their field, they 
have in their own way broken barriers, put their heads 
above the parapet, taken risks, led the way. They 
have and do inspire.

The three new additions were nominated by Uniglobal 
members, a global trade union representing 20 
million working people in 13 sectors of work around 
the world, with whom we work closely. We proudly 
celebrate our Black Achievers.’

Bernie Grant MP, 1944-2000 

“Born in British Guiana (now Guyana), a trade 
unionist who became Leader of Haringey Council in 
1985, and the first Black person to hold such a role in 
Europe. Elected in 1987 as MP for Tottenham, he was 
an outspoken advocate for this community and for 
righting the historic wrongs arising from colonisation 
and enslavement”.

Gloria Mills CBE, MBE, born 1958 

“One of Britain’s leading trade unionists, Gloria 
Mills has campaigned vigorously against all forms 
of discrimination. She was the first Black woman 
to serve as President of the Trade Union Congress 
(TUC). Her pioneering work on equality and 
employment rights has helped change the agenda, 
structure and culture of trade unions in the UK and 
beyond”.

Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, II, born 1963

“As president of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People’s (NAACP) 
North Carolina state chapter, Reverend Barber is 
a committed campaigner for the rights of African 
Americans, the poor and other marginalised groups 
in the US. In 2017, he launched the poor people’s 
campaign for justice, love and equality.”
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My decision to resign after 25 
years of loyal public service was 
a sudden and impulsive decision 
for many reasons – there was no 
security after giving up a job which 
I enjoyed. But writing here for our 
Black Action, I can vouch that I feel 
great and at last have got control 
of my life – I feel liberated from the 
systems and people who indirectly 
made my life miserable.

Many of us will echo the same 
experiences and challenges. In 
the workplace I felt side-lined 
and undervalued and never got 
promoted for jobs which I was 
more than qualified for and would 
have loved to do. I now feel able 
to openly give some examples 
which prompted me to challenge 
my employer with the support and 
encouragement of UNISON. 

In one instance a senior manager – 
who was drunk – fell asleep during 
my interview. I felt the whole thing 
was a tick box exercise, going 
through the motions. On making an 
official complaint, the management 
response was that the officer was 
fully trained for staff interviews. 

I felt like the forgotten one when 
I saw white colleagues receiving 
milestone congratulations while 
I was never recognised for 25 
years of service with the council 
I worked for. I suffered six family 
bereavements (my parents’ and 
brothers’ deaths) without any 
sympathy cards or supportive 
and comforting words from my 
colleagues who apparently were 
trying to be sensitive to my religion/
culture.

The worst rejection stated that I did 
not have enough experience, even 
though I had more experience than 
white, well-connected colleagues 
who were offered the posts. I 
had worked in administration, 
finance, accounts, supervision and 
management (including managing 
a workforce of 52 members of staff 
on different shifts). I also had a 
university education and multiple 
professional qualifications.

With the help of UNISON and legal 
aid, a complaint was made. After an 
independent internal investigation, 
the report highlighted unfair 
practices against me. This resulted 
in me winning a settlement through 
ACAS. 

With me through all this was my 
ever-expanding network of the 
Black UNISON group who gave me 
hope and confidence in respect of 
various work and social concerns. 

Despite the negative experiences, 
I always carried out my work in 
a well-mannered way, and with a 
sense of humour. It was important 
for me to stay in the right frame of 
mind, because I had two wonderful 
daughters and a wife to look 
after. Giving two young girls full 
parental support and sacrificing 
most of my time to develop their 
interests and education was my top 
priority. I am pleased to say that 
both of them are now university 
graduates and leading independent, 
full lives, with careers packed 
with job advancement without 
discrimination.

As a long-time UNISON activist, 
health and safety representative and 
learning representative, I believe 
strongly in fair justice and equality 
and have supported members in 
their causes and tribunal matters. 
I was a committee member at my 
local branch and got elected to the 
post of international branch officer. 
This gave me a lot of insight into 
real people doing wonderful work 
where it was needed. As a branch 
we supported education; funding 
projects and encouraging members 
to understand the importance of 
international matters. I have taken 
part in various UNISON conferences 
and spoken on motions that I felt 
strongly about.

In UNISON, I gave up my time and 
committed to give my community 
a profile and voice which I am very 
proud to have done. I will miss all 
my past contacts from the various 
UNISON groups, but I am still 
determined to continue my work as 
a committee member of the local 
retired members section. 

If you are nearing retirement and 
interested in becoming a retired 
member, contact your branch for 
further details. 

UNISON Black members  
gave me hope and confidence
Jay Shah, UNISON retired member
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Battling the hostile environment
Hugo Pierre, NEC Black male seat representative on the National Black Members’ Committee

Successive governments have 
increased their anti-immigrant 
rhetoric since the 1990s. Each 
change to the legislation has 
placed more obstacles in the way 
to prove you have the right to stay. 
Governments have used neoliberal 
economic policies and the state of 
the economy since the 2007 crisis to 
create a climate where immigrants 
are blamed for the state of our 
public and community services.

The Conservative/Liberal Democrat 
coalition government implemented 
a ‘hostile environment’ for migrants 
and the then Home Secretary 
Theresa May made clear this would 
be the basis for her legislation in 
the Immigration Act 2014. She 
stripped back appeal rights, sped 
up deportations, introduced identity 
documents and enforced fines on 
employers, landlords and public 
bodies that didn’t comply. Only 
6 Labour MPs opposed the new 
‘hostile environment’, a phrase 
unfortunately coined by former 
Labour Home secretary, Alan 
Johnson. 

UNISON was one of the major trade 
unions that continued to campaign 
and oppose the legislation, which 
denied housing, healthcare and 
education to those caught in the 
immigration trap.

And what a trap it turned out to 
be! In the past the state had to 
prove your status was ‘illegal’ but 
now the onus was on you to prove 
your status was legal. In that one 
step, thousands of lawfully residing 
UK citizens were caught up in 
an immigration web – a web that 
threatened to catch thousands 

who had the right to stay and the 
government didn’t care if they acted 
illegally.

It now transpires that around 50,000 
people who had the legal right to 
stay have been refused re-entry after 
going on holiday, held in detention 
centres, dismissed from their work, 
deported from the country and 
denied access to public services 
that they had contributed to all their 
working lives. 

By their unlawful actions, the Home 
Office had become a law unto 
themselves.

Many UNISON branches saw 
members facing the full force of 
the ‘hostile environment’. Members 
could be sacked from their work 
without documentary evidence. 
Camden UNISON represented a 
number of members facing dismissal 
or had them reinstated on appeal. 
Employers chose hostile actions 
rather than face a £20,000 fine. 

However, defeating those in a 
number of cases forced the council 
to back away from implementing 
the new legislation without proper 
oversight and more discussion with 
the trade unions about individual 
circumstances before action was 
taken.

However, for thousands who 
are still living under the ‘hostile 
environment’, we have to recommit 
ourselves to campaigning against 
the provisions in the 2014 
Immigration Act.

We have to get the citizenship 
requirements of all 50,000 
threatened by the Home Office. We 
have to support all our members 
facing the threat of any sanctions 
at work. Some may already have 
disappeared because of the vicious 
Home Office tactics. We have to find 
them and support them to win their 
jobs back and gain the necessary 
documentation. We have to demand 
our employers are not an accessory 
to the crimes of the Home Office 
and stop doing their dirty work.

We need to win compensation for all 
those that have been illegally treated 
under the ‘hostile environment’.

It is only right that they make full 
payment for the stress their hostility 
has meted out to our members, 
families and friends. 

Acting together, trade unions 
could offer support for the wider 
community defending their legal 
right to remain.

The actions of this government 
prove they are not fit to look after 
the interests of those that met the 
needs of the UK during and after 
their ‘darkest hour’. Responsibility 
for the Windrush scandal goes right 
to the top. 

And as UNISON members we have 
to endeavour to make sure we blow 
the top off!
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Black people have a long, successful history of organising collectively. But 
Black people suffer disproportionately from public spending cuts, both as 
communities that use public services and as employees. Fighting for equality is 
now more important than ever.

UNISON works to:

• CHALLENGE racism in the workplace

• PROTECT your rights at work

• SUPPORT you in the workplace.

Many Black people work to deliver public services to vulnerable people and 
local communities. As a member of UNISON, the UK’s largest public service 
union you can:
• get your voice heard through our Black members’ organisation 
• get specialist help and advice on work issues
• actively campaign for workplaces that are safer, fairer and more equal 
• access training and development 
• benefit from free advice, support and legal services.

Not in UNISON?
Join today at joinunison.org or call 0800 171 2193 or ask your UNISON rep for 
an application form.

http://joinunison.org
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Black Members’ Regional Contacts

Eastern Region
Winston Dorsett
w.dorsett@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 01245 608 913

East Midlands Region
Corall Jenkins
c.jenkins@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 0115 847 5404

Greater London Region
Karen Westwood 
k.westwood@unison.co.uk
Telephone: 0800 0 857 857

Northern Region
Alistair MacDonald
Alistair.MacDonald@unison.co.uk
Telephone: 0191 245 0878 

Northern Ireland Region
Nathalie Donnelly 
N.Donnelly@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 028 9027 0190

North West Region
Angela Blundell
A.Blundell@unison.co.uk
Telephone: 07939 583 826

Scotland Region
Peter Hunter
P.Hunter@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 0131 226 0072

South East Region
Kunal Patel & Clare Boorman
K.Patel@unison.co.uk 
C.Boorman@unison.co.uk
Telephone: 01483 406511

South West Region
Fiona Bentley
F.Bentley@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 01392 442 659 

Cymru/Wales Region
Lianne Owen
L.Owen@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 01792 483903

West Midlands Region
Simon Holder
S.Holder@unison.co.uk 
Madeleine Price 
m.price@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 012 1685 3169

Yorkshire & Humberside Region
Rose Bent
R.Bent@unison.co.uk 
Telephone: 0113 389 2311

Black action wants 
to hear from you
Black action is UNISON’s 
publication for Black members and 
activists.

It provides information and guidance 
on the most relevant UNISON 
campaigns and issues affecting 
Black members and communities.

We want to hear from you.  
Black members are invited to share:

• Thoughts on Black Action 
articles and campaigns

• Black member branch and 
regional activity and campaigns

• Information on recruitment 
events

• Personal stories and 
experiences from the workplace 
and in UNISON

• And good practice in setting up 
Black members self-organised 
groups.

To contribute and discuss your ideas 
further please email:  
Blackmembers@unison.co.uk or 
m.greer@unison.co.uk with a brief 
outline of what you would like to 
include.

Black members 
facebook page

Check out our  
Facebook page:  
BlackUNISON

Black members 
are tweeting

Please follow
@BlackUNISON to keep 

updated on UNISON race 
equality campaigns 

and activities.

❝Inspirational quote
“My mission in life is not merely to 

survive, but to thrive; and to do so with 
some passion, some compassion, 

some humour and some style.” 

Maya Angelou, writer  
and civil rights activist
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