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Organising around environmental issues

Overview

This module has been developed to enable branches to organise and campaign around 
environmental issues. You will need to get your regional organiser in to run this session for 
your branch. The module covers:

l	 using environmental issues to organise

l	 developing a branch environmental audit

l	 selecting an environmental concern to campaign on that will resonate with many people

l	 enlisting support for the environmental campaign

l	 producing a campaign plan. 

Who is the session aimed at?
Branch officers, activists and active members.

How long will it take?
Allow 3.5–4 hours to complete the session.

Objectives

This session will:

l	 encourage activists to examine environmental issues at branch level, particularly with 
regard to organising

l	 analyse the branch map with regard to members and potential members from the 
perspective of environmental issues and organisation

l	 analyse what the employer is doing around the issue of the environment

l	 develop a relevant campaign on environmental issues

l	 plan how to encourage more environment reps, members and others to get involved.
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Before the session

Discuss the pre-course work with the branch 
secretary. This will prepare the group for 
the session and encourage the branch to 
ask for key information from the employer. 
If the branch cannot get all the information 
required, go ahead with the session anyway 
and get people’s general impressions. Part 
of the action plan might be to obtain more 
information from the employer. It would 
also be very useful to have internet access 
at the venue or to take along a lap-top 
with internet access. This can be used to 
demonstrate some of the useful websites on 
climate change.

Pre-course work

The information you will need for this 
session falls into two categories: information 
from and about the branch and information 
from and about the employer.

Branch
Try to bring the following:

l information regarding any designated 
environmental reps in the branch

l details concerning stewards who take on 
environmental issues

l the level of awareness of environmental 
issues among activists and members

l information about any environmental 
policy or any links to environmental 
campaign groups that your branch 
might have.

Employer
Try to find out if:

l your employer has a pro-active approach 
to the environment

l there are policies in place or an 
environmental management scheme 
(such as ISO 14001 or EMAS, see 
Appendix Two and Appendix Three)

l your employer has signed up to the 
Nottingham Declaration if it is a local 
authority.

If you do not know the answer(s) to any of 
the above, mark with a question mark and 
decide how you will find out the information.

What you will need to run this session
l pre-course information, including 

employer information and mapping 
information

l copies of UNISON’s Greening the 
Workplace: UNISON’s policy on climate 
change, the eenvironment and the 
workplace

l enough copies of the handouts

l flip chart paper and pens

l blank cards

l post-it notes.
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Step one (timing 20 minutes)

Setting the context

Why organise around environmental issues?

Which environmental issues should we 
organise around?

Welcome the group. Set the context for the 
module and hold a brief discussion around 
environmental issues. Use the following 
points from UNISON’s Changing the climate 
at work:

l scientific evidence shows there is a 
huge challenge facing our planet as a 
consequence of climate change

l we may have only a few years to tackle 
rising carbon emissions in order to avoid 
the worst effects of climate change

l to avoid catastrophe all nations must take 
action to keep temperature rises to less 
than two degrees above pre-industrial 
times

l scientific evidence suggests that a 
temperature rise above two degrees 
would mean:

 — the Greenland ice shelf melts
 — a surge in ocean levels
 —  destruction of vast numbers of 

natural habitats and species
 —  economic devastation in tropical 

zones
 — Amazon rain forest collapses
 — millions of deaths
 —  millions displaced by droughts 

and flooding, particularly in the 
developing world.

l tackling change and improving our 
environment will require major policy 
changes at national and international 
level, but UNISON members and 
employers can all play a part by:

 — using resources more thoughtfully
 — reducing waste and energy use
 — recycling

l trade unions have a role to play because 
more than half of carbon emissions are 
work-related – tackling climate change 
means changing the way we work by 
unions consulting and negotiating with 
employers on issues like:

 —  energy use and energy conservation 
work 

 — waste and recycling
 — travel
 — water use
 — environmental education.

Running the session – tutors’ notes
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Step two   (timing 45 minutes)

What are the facts?

Resource: Handout one 
‘Climate change – the facts’ 

1. Break the group into smaller groups. 
Ensure as far as possible that each small 
group reflects a mix of experience.

2. Give out handout one and go through the 
main points.

3. Tell participants that there is now a 
scientific consensus on the facts.

4. Take the small groups through steps (a) 
to (c) in the handout.

5. Ask for feedback from each group and 
write up the main points on a flip chart.

Step three (timing 60 minutes)

Checking where we are 

Resource: Handout two ‘UNISON branch 
and workplaces – environmental audit’

1. Break the group into smaller groups. 
Ensure as far as possible that each small 
group reflects a mix of experience.

2. Give out handout two and go through the 
main points.

3. Tell participants that we need to establish 
an environmental audit so we can identify 
the main issues and build organisation to 
tackle these.

4. Go through steps (a) to (d) in the handout 
and the bullet points.

5. Ask for feedback and write up the main 
points on a flip chart. 

The outcome of this session should:

a. offer an overview of what the branch 
and employer are doing to tackle climate 
change

b. identify areas that need to be focused on 
and around which organisation should be 
built

c. list ideas on how to get environmental 
issues set into the bargaining agenda.

Step four (timing 50 minutes)

Organise!

Resource: Handout three 
‘Organising in the workplace 
around environmental issues’ 

1. Break the group into smaller groups. 
Ensure as far as possible that each small 
group reflects a mix of experience.

2. Give out handout three and go through 
the main points.

3. Give groups enough time to write up 
their main points on a flip chart. Get a 
spokesperson from each group to report 
back to the whole group.

Step five (timing 60 minutes)

What can we do?

Resource: Handout four ‘How the 
branch can play its part’

1. Break the group into smaller groups. 
Ensure as far as possible that each small 
group reflects a mix of experience.

2. Give out handout four and go through the 
main points.

3. Write up feedback on a flip chart, but 
for (d) have a pre-prepared flip chart for 
participants to write up their main points 
on post-it notes.
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Step six (timing 15 minutes)

Planned action!

Resource: Handout five ‘Action 
planning’

1. Branch action planning may best be 
done in a large group, unless the course 
is made up of reps from more than one 
branch.

2. Give out handout five and go through the 
main points.

3. Group(s) should write up their main 
points on the pro-forma, which is part of 
the handout.

4. Start a brief discussion on one or two 
points from the action plan(s).

5. Close the briefing.
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(a) In your small group read through this 
handout.

(b) Discuss the following questions:

l What causes climate change?

l What risks are there to our health and 
wellbeing?

l Why should we as UNISON members 
care about this?

(b) How can we publicise these 
issues among the membership and 
employer(s)?

Climate change

Climate change or global warming is caused 
by increased levels of carbon dioxide (C0

2
) 

and other polluting gases in our atmosphere.

The gases trap heat by forming a blanket 
around the earth – like the glass of a 
greenhouse.

Once released the greenhouse gases stay 
in the atmosphere for many years. As they 
build up, the planet’s temperature rises.

Greenhouse gases are released by burning 
fossil fuels – coal, oil and gas – and by 
cutting down forests.

Nearly all of the CO
2
 emitted by western 

industrialised countries come from burning 
coal, oil and gas for energy.

Globally as well as in the UK, electricity 
generation is the biggest source of CO

2
 

emissions, amounting to over a third.

But who causes it?

It’s simple. We all do. At home, work and play.

What are the effects of climate change 
on us?

The world is warming faster than at any 
time in the last 10,000 years. The global 
average temperature will increase between 
1.4°C to 5.8°C by 2100. An increase of 2°C 
would massively impact on coral reefs, arctic 
systems and local communities.

Here at home 10 August 2003 was the 
hottest day so far recorded in Britain: the 
highest temperature was 38.1°C (more than 
100°F). And as cloud cover decreases, there 
will be increased exposure to harmful ultra-
violet rays, which cause skin cancer.

The European heat wave in August 2003 – 
linked directly by many scientists to climate 
change – was the hottest in 500 years and 
killed 28,000 people. The likelihood of such 
heat waves may triple by the 2080s as a 
result of climate change.

Harvest for the world…?

The World Health Organization says that 
150,000 people already die every year as 
a result of climate change. And people in 
developing countries are four times more 
likely to die in natural disasters than people 
in developed countries.

Poor people – especially children – are the 
least able to adapt to changes caused by 
climate change.

HANDOUT ONE

Climate change – the facts
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Oh I do like to be beside the seaside

A rise in sea levels will result in the loss 
of about 40-50% of the world’s coastal 
wetlands by the 2080s. Rising sea levels 
threaten entire nations on low-lying islands 
in the Pacific and Indian Oceans – the 
inhabitants of Tuvalu have had to be 
evacuated and in the Maldives coastal 
erosion is already taking place.

If the West Antarctic ice shelf breaks away 
further, global sea levels could rise by five 
metres or more by 2100. This would swamp 
many of the world’s major cities including 
New York and Shanghai. In the UK, Hull, 
Cardiff, Portsmouth – even London – could 
be under water.

In the Arctic too, the dramatic effects of climate 
change are already being seen. Glaciers and 
ice caps are continuing their widespread retreat 
during the 21st century and, by 2080, Arctic 
sea ice could completely disappear during the 
summer months.

Stormy weather

Scientists predict that hurricanes and 
tornados will increase in intensity and range 
as a result of climate change. This means 
that category four and five storms – like the 
one that flooded New Orleans – will become 
more and more common.

Exodus

Climate change could spark regional 
conflicts as millions of environmental 
refugees flee from floods and droughts, and 
food and water shortages. This figure could 
reach 150 million by the end of the century.
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HANDOUT TWO

UNISON branch and workplaces – environmental audit 

(a) In your small group read through the 
checklist below.

(b) Discuss and make a note of answers 
to each question. If you don’t know some 
of the answers, make a mark and decide 
how you can get the information.

(c) Think about how you will approach 
the employer to raise some of these 
issues.

(d) Look at what structures need to be 
in place to keep these issues on the 
bargaining agenda.

Branch

l Are their any designated environmental 
reps in the branch?

l If not, would someone be willing to 
champion environmental issues in the 
workplace?

l What is the level of awareness of 
environmental issues among activists and 
members?

l Does your branch have an environmental 
policy or any links to environmental 
campaign groups?

Employer

l Does your employer have a pro-active 
approach to the environment?

l Are there any policies in place or an 
environmental management scheme 
(such as ISO 14001 or EMAS)?

l If you work for a local authority, has it 
signed up to the Nottingham Declaration?

l Does the organisation understand, and 
explain, its carbon footprint?

l Has the organisation had a Carbon Trust 
audit or other environmental audit? Has it 
implemented the recommendations? Who 
has responsibility for progress (overall, 
and at operational level) – an individual, 
a committee? Is the union currently 
involved?

l What key environmental indicators does it 
publish? How does the employer engage 
with us as employees on environmental 
issues? What do these communications 
tell us about how the employer is treating 
these issues? 

l Are there automatic power reducing 
features, eg motion sensor lights, timers 
on water coolers, IT power downs?

l Are all bulbs low energy? Are all PC 
monitors flat screen?

l Is lighting on in areas, or at times of 
the day, when there’s enough daylight? 
Why? Are lights or windows dirty or 
failing?

l Is there a commitment to buying 
equipment and goods only when 
necessary? Following consultation 
with staff, does your employer ensure 
purchases meet the latest energy 
standards, are sourced from suppliers 
with good employment and environmental 
standards, and are easy and safe to use?

l Are eco-options for equipment enabled 
and are staff trained on using equipment 
in an eco-friendly way?
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l Is equipment regularly serviced and 
clearly labelled? (Health and safety 
regulations also apply here.)

l Is there a commitment to seek ways to 
minimise the use of resources including 
energy, paper, raw materials, packaging 
and disposable items, particularly when 
new systems, practices or locations are 
introduced?

l Is temperature an issue, either generally 
or at particular times of day?

l Is heating or cooling on in areas, or at 
times of the year or day when it doesn’t 
need to be – or simultaneously?

l Are people opening doors and windows 
even when cooling and heating is 
operating? Why?

l Is the workplace properly insulated and 
draught-proofed?

l Are the thermostats in the right places 
and set to the right temperature (19˚ C 
for heating, 24˚C for cooling)?

l Can individuals control or influence 
heating and cooling and lighting in their 
workspace?

l Is heating or ventilation blocked by 
furniture or equipment?

l Is any equipment left on when not in 
use? Why?

l Is everything recycled that can be?

l Are water saving measures in place?

l Is there an up-to-date travel plan that 
promotes low carbon transport and 
reduces unnecessary travel, which has 
been negotiated with the union?

l Are the catering arrangements 
satisfactory or is food over-processed or 
packaged?

l Does the organisation seek ways 
to support staff saving energy and 
resources at home?

l Is offsetting only carried out as a last 
resort once energy saving, sourcing a 
green electricity supplier or tariff and 
onsite renewable or combined heat 
and power generation have all been 
considered?
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HANDOUT THREE

Organising in the workplace around environmental issues

Background

In the fight against climate change we need 
the help and support of members, activists 
and others.

Wasteful and irresponsible environmental 
practices in the workplace will have a direct 
impact on our health and wellbeing. If this 
is highlighted and publicised effectively, it 
has the potential to cause strong feelings – 
and rightly so. These can be used positively 
to bring about change and improvements 
through organising.

In particular it is important to involve 
young members in organising around 
environmental issues, as they are often more 
aware of such problems. 

Workers join unions largely for protection so 
it is appropriate for us to draw their attention 
to the threat of climate change and point 
out how they can counteract the threat. 
Environmental issues can be an excellent 
recruitment tool, particularly when there are 
times of specific environmental concern. 

What to do

a. On a flip chart brainstorm ideas on how 
to enlist the support of the following in a 
campaign for a green workplace:

l members and potential members

l stewards

l potential activists

l health and safety reps

l branch officers

l others (specify).

b. Write the names of potential allies, reps 
and activists on post-it notes. Include on 
the note their sections or departments.

c. Use these post-it notes to update your 
branch health and safety audit and 
mapped workplace(s) if you have these.

Be prepared to feedback the main points of 
your discussion to the larger group.
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(a) Read through this handout.

(b) Discuss the practicalities of 
implementing each idea.

(c) Discuss and note any further ideas 
you may have.

(d) On post-it notes write up what should 
go into a green agreement between the 
branch and employer.

What the branch can do

l Check out the green UNISON web pages 
www.unison.org.uk/green to see what 
we are doing and to get ideas about 
action you can take. 

l Visit the ‘I count’ website and put 
yourself on the map. 

l Sign up to our environment at work 
network and receive our regular 
newsletter Green UNISON by sending an 
email to: greenunison@unison.co.uk.

l Recruit some trade union environmental 
representative(s). 

l Raise the issue of climate change 
with the employer(s) and get it on the 
bargaining agenda.

l Negotiate a ‘green agreement’ with 
the employer(s) to provide a framework 
for discussion – this should include 
clear objectives and where possible a 
commitment to facility time and training. 
Think about what else should be included 
in the agreement.

l Check out some environmental campaign 
groups eg Friends of the Earth and get 
the branch to affiliate.

10 simple things you can do at work

1. Switch all computer equipment, 
appliances, motors and machinery 
off when not in use, for example at 
lunchtime. Modern appliances still use 
energy if left on standby. They are 
designed to cope with being turned on 
and off frequently.

2. Take the stairs not the lift – it is often 
quicker, and you’ll get fit too. Climbing 
six flights of stairs a day could result in a 
weight loss of nearly 18lbs a year!

3. If your workplace is hot enough to wear 
summer clothes in winter, turn the 
heating down. Work with union and 
health and safety reps to address 
over-heating caused by equipment or 
poor ventilation.

4. If it is too cold, ensure radiators and 
heaters aren’t obstructed and ask your 
employer to install better insulation or 
even combined heat and power.

5. Check if lighting is on unnecessarily in 
the middle of the day, particularly near 
windows – 80% of the UK’s lighting 
energy is used at work, much of it 
wasted.

6. If you are the last to leave work, make 
sure you turn everything off behind you, 
including printers, drinks machines, fans, 
lights, etc. Better still, leave earlier and 
turn everything off earlier!

HANDOUT FOUR

How the branch can play its part
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7. Consider setting up a green travel plan. 
Some employers now offer incentives 
for lower energy ways of travelling, eg 
cycling, public transport, car sharing 
and walking (or you could invest in a 
pedometer and practise getting up to 
10,000 steps a day). If you have to 
drive, you could find out about training 
in efficient driving techniques and lower 
emissions vehicles.

8. Recycling is great, but reducing waste 
and re-using is even better. Print on both 
sides of paper, re-use envelopes, and 
think about ways of reducing other waste 
that is generated in your workplace. 
Landfill waste creates greenhouse gases 
that contribute to climate change.

9. Think about how water is used at work 
– can it be reduced? Water is a precious 
resource, even in the UK, and pumping 
and heating it also uses energy.

10. If there are barriers, talk to your workmates 
and your union about working out solutions. 
Over half the UK’s energy is directly used in 
the workplace. Acting collectively, you can 
be part of the solution.

Learn more at: 
www.sustainableworkplace.co.uk
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This part of the session will identify key 
priorities for the branch around building 
organisation for a climate change campaign 
and drawing up an action plan. If the core 
module has been completed, the health 
and safety campaign issue can be added 
to part B of your branch development and 
organising plan. If this is the first module 
you have completed, you can download the 
outline plan document from the UNISON 
website www.unison.org.uk/activists.

Use the branch and employer audit and issues 
identified in the activities to help you identify 
your action plan priorities. Use the action 
planning sheet to plan detailed actions which 
can be fed into the campaign plan sheet.

Other issues you may wish to consider for 
your action plan are:

l what information you need, how you can 
get hold of it and how you should use it

l improving workplace mapping for 
organising and mapping environmental 
hazards

l using surveys of members and activists 
as a means of getting them involved

l improving how the branch communicates 
with its members and activists

l identifying obstacles to organising and 
ways of overcoming these

l having an effective campaign message

l using UNISON’s regional and national 
resources

l tactics (your own and anticipating 
managements)

l improving your networks.

HANDOUT FIVE 

Action planning
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Background

The declaration is a voluntary pledge to address the issues of climate change. It represents 
a high-level, broad statement of commitment that any council can make to its own 
community. The declaration was originally launched in October 2000 at a conference in 
Nottingham with 200 leaders, chief executives and senior managers of UK local government. 

The declaration follows on the next page.

APPENDIX ONE

The Nottingham Declaration on Climate Change
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The Nottingham Declaration on Climate Change

NDCC Revised Version 8/8/2006
We acknowledge that:

l Evidence shows that climate change is 
occurring.

l Climate change will continue to have 
far reaching effects on the UK’s people 
and places, economy, society and 
environment.

We welcome the:

l Social, economic and environmental 
benefits which come from combating 
climate change.

l Emissions targets agreed by central 
government and the programme for 
delivering change, as set out in the UK 
Climate Change Programme.

l Opportunity for local government to lead 
the response at a local level, encouraging 
and helping local residents, local 
businesses and other organisations – to 
reduce their energy costs, to reduce 
congestion, to adapt to the impacts of 
climate change, to improve the local 
environment and to deal with fuel poverty 
in our communities.

l Endorsement of this declaration by 
central government.

We commit our Council from this date to:

l Work with central government to 
contribute, at a local level, to the delivery 
of the UK Climate Change Programme, 
the Kyoto Protocol and the target for 
carbon dioxide reduction by 2010.

l Participate in local and regional networks 
for support.

l Within the next two years develop plans 
with our partners and local communities 
to progressively address the causes and 
the impacts of climate change, according 
to our local priorities, securing maximum 
benefit for our communities.

l Publicly declare, within appropriate 
plans and strategies, the commitment 
to achieve a significant reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions from our own 
authority’s operations, especially energy 
sourcing and use, travel and transport, 
waste production and disposal and the 
purchasing of goods and services.

l Assess the risk associated with climate 
change and the implications for our 
services and our communities of climate 
change impacts and adapt accordingly.

l Encourage all sectors in our local 
community to take the opportunity to 
adapt to the impacts of climate change, 
to reduce their own greenhouse gas 
emissions and to make public their 
commitment to action.

l Monitor the progress of our plans 
against the actions needed and publish 
the result. Council acknowledges the 
increasing impact that climate change 
will have on our community during the 
21st century and commits to tackling the 
causes and effects of a changing climate 
on our city/county/borough/district.
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EMAS – the Eco-Management and Audit Scheme, is a voluntary initiative designed to 
improve companies’ environmental performance. It was initially established by European 
Regulation 1836/93, although this has been replaced by Council Regulation 761/01. 

Its aim is to recognise and reward those organisations that go beyond minimum legal 
compliance and continuously improve their environmental performance. In addition, it is 
a requirement of the scheme that participating organisations regularly produce a public 
environmental statement that reports on their environmental performance. It is this 
voluntary publication of environmental information, whose accuracy and reliability has 
been independently checked by an environmental verifier, that gives EMAS and those 
organisations that participate enhanced credibility and recognition. 

Environmental management has become a core business issue for many organisations. 
Minimising the amount of waste that is produced, reducing energy consumption and making 
more efficient use of resources can all lead to financial cost savings, in addition to helping 
to protect and enhance the environment. EMAS is strongly backed by government and the 
environmental regulators – organisations who participate are recognised as making strong 
commitments to the environment and to improving their economic competitiveness.

Source: www.emas.org.uk

APPENDIX TWO

Introducing EMAS
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ISO 14001 is the internationally recognised standard for the environmental management of 
businesses and organisations. It prescribes controls for those activities that have an effect 
on the environment. These include the use of natural resources, handling and treatment of 
waste and energy consumption. Implementing ISO 14001 is a systematic way to discover 
and control the effects an organisation has on the environment. Cost savings can be made 
through improved efficiency and productivity.

Further information see: 
www.iso14000-iso14001-environmental-management.com 

APPENDIX THREE

Introducing ISO 14001
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