
Private  
contractors  
and the 
fragmented  
workforce  
committing  
to the future
Developing effective and democratic union organisation in the outsourced and private 
sectors of UNISON is critical to the future of the union as a whole. That is the core message 
of the composite motion on “Organising in fragmented workplaces” that was carried at this 
year’s National Delegate Conference. The terms of the motion are attached. 

As president and general secretary of UNISON, 
we are issuing this statement to emphasise 
how important it is that the work required to 
implement the terms of the motion effectively is 
prioritised across all levels of the union.

The outsourced and private sectors are 
now the fastest growing areas of the union, 
particularly in the private sector. This reflects 
both the continued tide of privatisation and 
outsourcing that is taking place across the 
public sector, as well as increased joiner rates 
in the private sector. We now have around 
175,000 members in these areas of the 
union, with over 100,000 private contractor 
members. There is every likelihood that the 
increased pace and scope of privatisation 
will lead to a doubling of the size of the 
outsourced public sector over a short space 
of time, with corresponding growth in this area 
of membership within UNISON. That will mean 
that UNISON’s outsourced and private sector 
membership on its own is bigger than the 
membership of most other TUC unions.

Irrespective of the outcome of the next 

general election in 2015, it is likely that 
outsourcing and privatisation will remain a 
prominent feature of the operation of our 
public services. During the coming year 
UNISON will continue to campaign against 
the ideology that is driving the public sector 
privatisation agenda. We will also campaign 
for changes to the way in which public 
sector commissioning and procurement is 
conducted, to try to secure greater protection 
to keep services in-house. We will campaign 
for the best, but we must prepare our 
union for a future where privatisation and 
outsourcing continues to transfer services 
and jobs from public sector management 
control to private sector and community and 
voluntary sector control. The outsourced and 
private sectors will become an increasingly 
large and important part of UNISON.

The conference motion spells out clearly the 
challenges that our members in these parts of 
the union face, both at work and with regard 
to their ability to have an effective voice within 
UNISON. These are areas of the union where 



we have been unable to organise as effectively 
as we need to do and they are characterised 
by low union density. When our members are 
outsourced, our strategy must be to follow those 
members into their new employer and build an 
effective and democratic union organisation 
within that new environment. Organising and 
bargaining in these areas present massive 
challenges for us as a union. We are faced with 
a situation where members are spread across 
thousands of employers, many with which we 
do not currently have recognition, and an even 
larger number of individual workplaces. Their 
bargaining and representation needs place huge 
demands on our existing branch officers and 
stewards, which they are struggling to meet, 
particularly with the facility time restrictions 
that are increasingly being imposed across the 
public sector. The dispersion of these members 
across multiple UNISON branches and service 
groups, together with the lack of structures 
across the union for the private sector members, 
present additional challenges for how we can 
best organise them, encourage greater union 
activism from within them, and give them a 
stronger democratic voice within the union.

These are challenges that we must face up 
to as a union and find effective organising 
and organisational solutions for. Securing 
membership growth in these parts of the 
union, allied to increased density and effective 
trade union organisation, is essential to the 
future of our union as a whole. If we fail to do 
this, we will face a situation where the union 
could shrink in size, which would impact 
adversely on our status, our negotiating and 
influencing power and sustainability. We 
cannot allow that to happen. That is why we 
are emphasising the need for the union to 
prioritise the work needed to implement the 
conference motion effectively.

A high level working group has been 
established to oversee the implementation of 
the conference motion. The working group is 
chaired by past president Maureen Le Marinel 
and includes the NEC presidential team, the 
chair of the development and organisation 
committee, a representative from the regional 
convenors and members of the senior 
management group.

Amongst other things this work will 
include:

1. Implementing the annual strategic national 
organising planning process that is 
outlined in the conference motion. This 
will include national, regional and branch 
private contractor targets.

2. Identifying the larger private contractor 
employers where sustainable organising 
can be targeted.

3. Ensuring that private contractor members 
in smaller employers are adequately 
supported within branch and/or regional 
structures.

4. Securing recognition and developing 
good industrial relations with those private 
contractor employers that are willing to 
work positively with UNISON.

5. Developing relevant national and regional 
private contractor structures.

6. Developing private contractor steward 
networks.

7. The designation of regional heads of 
private contractors to facilitate improved 
co-ordination between the national private 
contractors unit, the national strategic 
organising unit and regions, and to 
give greater focus to private contractor 
organisation within regions and branches.

8. Developing an enhanced private 
contractor database within the existing 
bargaining support system.

9. Continuing to support efforts to protect 
facility time, and developing organising 
solutions to the challenges posed by cuts 
in facility time.

10. Developing trade union training and 
learning packages aimed at private 
contractor members.

11. Sharing organising models and examples 
of good practice across regions and 
branches.

Dave Prentis  Lucia McKeever   
General secretary  UNISON president








