
The magazine for all UNISON members working in Energy

Inside this 
issue:

Hotting up –  
UNISON’s energy 

agenda

Fairer holiday 
pay – EU agrees

Meeting your 
new energy chair

ISSUE 2/WINTER 2014

Energy



The importance of energy workers  
to UNISON

UNISON is going through one of its largest 
recruitment drives in the face of increased job 
losses, wage freezes and job downgrading.  
At our recent energy seminar, general secretary 
Dave Prentis explained how UNISON is changing 
to reflect its increased new membership of private 
sector workers. 
Over the last year in UNISON we have recruited 140,000 new members and 
the majority of these are private sector workers. These are exciting, changing 
times. We are a democratic union and our members, their concerns and ideas, 
are all important in shaping our future priorities and success.

We are no longer a public sector union. We represent all workers providing 
public services, whether they work in the public sector or for a private company. 
There has been a constant trend for workers to be pushed into the private 
companies and we have responded to this need.We have proven our success. 
The Lock case (see page 6) is one of the biggest victories any union has 
achieved in the last five years. It was a real case of David and Goliath. On the 
back of this, UNISON’s Scottish gas branch has recruited 300 new members 
(see page 7). We have got results and proven we are a growing union.

At UNISON, if you have a problem, you know we will go the whole way: to a 
judicial review or to the European Courts if necessary, as we did in the Lock 
case. It’s about natural justice.

And what about moving forward? We now want the statutory minimum wage to 
be turned into a living wage. Austerity measures are always about cutting back 
on the poor. But when companies can afford to pay a £2 million salary to their  
Chief Exec and GDP is growing again  it is time to turn the minimum wage into 
a living wage. Wealth is not going to the workers.

The coalition government has removed the right of employees to address 
unscrupulous employers. You now have to pay over £1,000 for Employment 
Tribunal hearings and, as a result, the number of workers bringing cases 
against employers has drastically gone down. At UNISON, it is very, very 
important to us that you know we will pay these costs and support you through 
the process.

‘But it is not just about pay. Around 300,000 workers in Britain are on zero 
hour contracts and 800,000 people have lost their jobs over the last four years. 
Managers are being made redundant and then replaced by staff on lower 
bands. Many workers in both the public and private sectors providing services 
to the public are in crisis.

By working together we are in the strongest position to address the challenges 
ahead.

Dave Prentis 
General secretary, UNISON

Energy written by Diane Church and Jenny Mill

Photos by Gordon Lewis

UNISON has 20,000 energy 
members from clerical and 
administrative staff through to 
senior managers. Many work 
in call centres, billing and data 
processing and inspection 
services. We also support 
a large number of qualified 
engineers.
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A view from your national officer – 
Matthew Lay

It’s great to see UNISON’s Energy magazine back in 
circulation after a short break due to illness suffered 
by the previous editor Laurence Pollock, who I send 
best wishes to. We are now pleased to welcome on 
board two new joint editors, Diane Church and Jenny 
Mill, allowing us to continue to produce this important 
resource.

The Energy magazine is for all our members who work 
in this essential public service, but we hope it will also 
help show non-members who we are, what we say 
and importantly what we think about the key issues 
in your workplace within the energy industry. In doing 
so we can continue to push UNISON as the union 
of choice for energy workers and build membership 

density to further strengthen our bargaining power. 

Last month we held our annual Energy seminar, which in many ways was the 
highlight of the year for UNISON energy members. We certainly had a line-up 
and attendance worthy of such a tag, even in a year when we had already 
witnessed the secretary of state for energy and climate change, Ed Davey MP, 
addressing us at our Energy conference back in June. 

The seminar, held in Chester, saw over 120 people coming together from 
across the country, representing the wide spectrum of energy companies in 
which UNISON members work hard in often difficult circumstances. They 
came together to listen, to learn, to work together, to share experiences and 
importantly to enjoy themselves. We were able to listen to our own general 
secretary Dave Prentis and the shadow energy and climate change secretary 
Caroline Flint MP. We were able to witness and work with UNISON’s latest 
innovation for supporting activists - the ‘organising space’. We also heard 
about the way UNISON is setting the agenda on energy policy with its Warm 
Homes into the future report, which offers a genuine and sustainable solution 
to the many energy challenges faced by the UK.

The weekend was a big success and we hope all enjoyed participating in it. 
The union is only as strong as its activists and the level of engagement shown 
at the seminar proved we are in good hands. 

Those hands will be tested over the coming months as we continue to witness 
great change within our industry, whether it be shift changes at British Gas, 
pensions at EDF or introducing the contact centre charter at National Grid.  
The old trade union maxim ‘unity is strength’ has a very telling ring to it and so 
as we enter the winter period let us stay united and further build for the future. 
This better future needs to start right now as we enter a new year, a year that 
will see a general election fought – one which could have a massive impact for 
all trade unionists everywhere.

Best wishes

Matthew 
UNISON National Officer 
Business, Community and Environment
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We want to work with you

UNISON has long recognised the challenges rising energy prices bring which 
is why we are saying that if prices are frozen a future Labour government must 
also ensure they work to prevent further job losses and improve customer 
services through more investment.

Fuel poverty is one of 
the key issues facing 
families today, including 
UNISON members 
working in Energy. There 
are currently around 
four million homes in 
England (around 18 per 
cent of households) 
spending more than 10 
per cent of their income 
on keeping their homes 
at a ‘satisfactory’ level 
of warmth. For millions 
of people, cold, damp 
homes are an every day reality for 
much of the year.

At UNISON’s recent energy seminar 
in Chester, Shadow Secretary of 
State for Energy, Caroline Flint MP, 
confirmed Labour’s commitment to 
a price freeze on energy prices if it 
wins next year’s election.‘We need 
to protect families from fuel poverty 
so that they pay a fair price for the 
energy they use,’ Ms Flint said. ‘When 
wholesale energy costs dropped 
by 40 per cent in 2009, the public 
never saw that fall reflected in their 
household bills. Bills should be set 
much more fairly on a pro quo basis. 
Money should be given back to 
customers who have paid over the 
odds.’

Ms Flint added: ‘Why do energy 
companies work to a profit margin 
of five per cent, when supermarkets 
and other major companies work to a 
margin of three per cent?’

The Shadow Secretary of State 
also highlighted the importance of 
improving customer service as a 
key way of protecting energy sector 
jobs. ‘Some energy companies are 
no longer off-shoring jobs with the 
same enthusiasm as they were a few 
years ago. Customers have let it be 
known that they do not want to be 
speaking to someone in a call centre 

in India or South Africa 
and, as a result  some 
have brought their call 
centres back to Britain 
which is the right thing 
to do”

She added that Labour 
supports UNISON’s 
developing campaign 
to professionalise 
the role of customer 
services, ensuring staff 
receive the training 
and recognition they 
deserve in handling 

customers’ queries, data and 
complaints.

The utilities are waking up to the 
fact that it’s not good business for 
customers to spend 20 minutes 
waiting for their call to be answered 
or if more and more people are 
wanting to complain about the 
service they receive.

‘We want to work with the big 
six utility companies to shape a 
different way of doing business. We 
want to develop a better, simplified 
process that will improve customer 
satisfaction, rather than placing all 
the emphasis upon dealing with 
complaints and concerns,’ said 
Ms Flint.

UNISON’s 
response
Responding to Ms 
Flint’s speech, national 
secretary, Dave Johnson, 
said that while UNISON 
supports the opposition’s 
commitment to reducing 
fuel poverty, energy 
workers are concerned that 
the price freeze could be 
used by energy companies 
as an excuse to bring in 
redundancies. 

UNISON and other trade unions 
need to work with a new 
government to put pressure on 
the big energy companies to 
try and ensure this doesn’t 
happen. Johnson said ‘We 
need to work with the big six 
energy companies so that 
the money currently spent 
on bonuses and excessive 
profits is used to improve 
workers’ security, pensions 
and working conditions.

‘The profits of the energy 
companies are currently 
going up and up, but this is not 
reflected by greater investment 
in the companies and their staff. 
At the moment, it just means higher 
salaries for the directors and a 
bigger dividend for shareholders,’ 
he continued. ‘There is plenty of 
scope to improve job security without 
substantially reducing profits.’
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UNISON wins justice for members on holiday pay

UNISON has led the way and secured 
justice for the principle that workers 
should be able to take holiday 
without suffering financially. Winning 
a case on behalf of one its energy 
sector members at the European 
Union’s Court of Justice, the Lock 
case paves the way for workers to 
be able to get their regular earnings 
when taking a well earned rest. They 
may also be able to make claims for 
unpaid holiday pay if their salaries 
include commission or other regular 
payments. This includes thousands of 
energy sector staff (see box).

‘The case represents a huge victory 
for UNISON and deals with the 
important principle that workers 
ought not to suffer financially when 
they take annual leave,’ said national 
officer, Matthew Lay.  ‘For example, 
when a salesperson takes leave, their 
holiday pay should not be limited to 
their basic salary.’

The Court of Justice agreed and 
concluded that: ‘Where such a worker 
is paid commission calculated on the 
basis of the sales that they make, that 
commission must also be included in 
the calculation of the holiday pay’.

UNISON brought the case on behalf 
of Mr Lock, a British Gas internal 

energy sales consultant, whose job 
was to persuade business clients to 
buy his employer’s energy products. 
His remuneration consisted of two 
main components: a basic salary 
and commission. The commission 
was paid monthly, several weeks or 
months after British Gas had signed a 
contract with a client. On average, Mr 
Lock’s commission made up a large 
part of his regular salary.

In December 2011, Mr Lock went on 
paid annual leave for two weeks up 
to 3 January 2012. Because he did 
not work during his period, he did not 
make any new sales and therefore did 
not generate any commission.

This had an adverse effect on his 
salary during the months following his 
annual leave. Supported by UNISON, 
Mr Lock, decided to bring an action 
before the Employment Tribunal to 
claim the remainder of his holiday pay 
to which, in his view, he was entitled 
for the period he was off. 

In its judgment, the Court of Justice 
of pointed out that during annual 
leave, a worker must receive their 
normal remuneration. The court found 
that a reduction in holiday pay could 
deter the worker from exercising 
their right to annual leave, a right laid 
down by the European Working Time 
Directive.

How to make a claim
Do you normally receive commission payments, 
other supplements, bonuses or overtime payment, 
which are not paid during your annual leave?  If so, 
and if you have taken a period of annual leave when 
the commission payments were not made, you may 
have a claim that can be pursued in the Employment 
Tribunal.

You need to act as quickly as possible, as there 
are time limits in making claims at the Employment 
Tribunal in relation to unpaid holiday pay. Normally, the 
limit is three months - minus one day - from the date 
when your employer should have made the correct 
payment to you.

If you think you may have a claim, this is what you 
should do:

l complete special UNISON case form, which you 
can obtain from your local steward or branch 
secretary, and return this to UNISON immediately. 
Your case form will then be assessed and if there is 
a reasonable prospect of success then a solicitor 
will be in touch with you about filing a claim

l	 raise a grievance with your line manager in 
accordance with your employer’s grievance 
procedure stating that you have not been paid 
commission during holiday and providing the 
details.
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What UNISON’s delegates say…   
‘Every time redundancies are announced, it puts more pressure on the floor in 
call centres. The queues of customers waiting for their calls to be answered get 
longer and when they do get to speak to someone, they are much more likely 
to be dissatisfied with the service they receive.’Sam Leeson, customer advisor 
and UNISON rep

Scottish and Southern Energy’s call centre in Perth

‘It’s the same argument as was used to send children up chimneys in Victorian 
times. The energy companies are making substantial profits and paying their 
executives million pound salaries. They can afford to make changes to improve 
workers’ conditions and job security sometimes they just prefer not to.’

Matthew Lay, UNISON national officer‘

Last winter we had the worst storms and many people agreed to work through 
this difficult period. We were out in all weathers trying to get everything up 
and running and many voluntarily manned the phones. But still there were 
complaints hyped up by a hostile media which gets it facts wrong. There 
will need to be a fatality before the media and the general public realises the 
commitment of energy workers.’

John Fish, Western Energy

‘It can be difficult to see how companies would invest in customer services, 
unless they were forced to.’

Vicky Blackburn, North West branch, British Gas

‘SMART meters have their uses but they’re currently being used at the bottom 
end to penalise people who can’t afford to pay.’

Roy Bishop, National Grid

‘Fuel poverty is a real problem for many of our customers.’Winn Wearmouth, 
Former chair of Energy SGE 

Massive recruitment boost at Scottish gas branch
The Lock case provided the impetus 
for a huge recruitment drive at 
UNISON’s gas branch in Scotland, 
resulting in 300 new members.

Lindsay McNaught, branch secretary 
for gas branch Scotland, explained: 
‘When the tribunal announcement 
was made we had emails from 
existing members enquiring how this 
might impact upon them. We quickly 

made contact with our regional officer Janet Stewart 
and national officer Matthew Lay to get advice. Before 
we could catch our breath, we had an email out with a 
statement of what this actually meant and the impact on 
our members.’ 

McNaught and her team then set up drop-in sessions at 
the branch’s Uddingston and Glasgow sites, where they 
helped members fill in case forms to claim unpaid holiday 

leave, and within a week of the Lock case hitting the 
press, they had completed 200 case forms.

‘We had members talking to their friends and the buzz 
was fantastic,’ said McNaught. ‘We had constant queues 
at our desks asking for application forms and case forms. 
We have sent approx 600 case forms to our legal officer in 
Glasgow and we still have folk asking for one. Thanks Mr 
Lock for helping the gas branch Scotland.’

Visit UNISON’s Facebook page for energy staff
Did you know that UNISON has set up a Facebook 
page for workers in the energy sector?  The page 
features the latest news on issues that affect energy 
employees, such as the Lock case, as well as photos 
of events attended by energy sector members. To 
find out more, go to https://www.facebook.com/
unisonenergyemployees

And the winner is....
UNISON’s Scottish gas branch 
scooped an award at the energy 
seminar for its outstanding success in 
recruiting 350 new members last year. 
The Mike Jeram award is named after 
UNISON’s former national secretary 
for business and environment. 
Lindsay McNaught, branch secretary 
for gas branch Scotland, collected 
the award with branch recruitment 
officer John Fallon.

‘We had an idea we would win the 
award, but we weren’t completely 
sure because there was tough 
competition from the North West gas 
branch,’ says Lindsay. ‘It felt good 
to win it at the seminar, because 
Dave Prentis had mentioned us in his 
speech there the previous night. At 
the end of the year we have to give it 
back, but hopefully we’ll win it again 
next year.’
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Leading the energy agenda

This winter, once again, newspapers 
have been full of warnings of electricity 
blackouts caused by insufficient 
reserve supplies. If we are to ensure 
the lights stay on, homes are kept 
warm and our climate change targets 
are met, the UK faces some significant 
energy challenges in the years ahead.

These challenges include stubbornly 
high rates of fuel poverty, with one 
of the worst records in Europe; the 
oldest housing stock in Europe, 
requiring at least double the energy 
of other developed nations to stay 
warm; and the fact that by 2020 we 
may need to import as much as 70% 
of our gas supply (see Box 1).

‘Everyone is calling for cheaper 
energy,  but we are running out of 
North Sea gas which has given us a 
plentiful supply. With this gone we 
need an alternative strategy to simply 
finding more gas’ said national officer, 
Matthew Lay, who is also the author 
of the Warm Homes report. ‘Heat 
is literally seeping out of domestic 
homes and so demand is not being 
managed. Sourcing cheaper energy 
if it could ever be found will not solve 
this countries problems and it’s time 
to seize the energy agenda.’

UNISON’s report, Warm homes into 
the future: Meeting the UK’s energy 
challenges, provides compelling 
evidence that ‘addressing domestic 
energy efficiency issues in a 
comprehensive and systematic way 
is the most valuable policy approach 
we can take it would reduce bill 
substantially and prevent needless 
waste

‘If we delay action further and 
continue to ignore the evidence it will 
compound the human misery caused 
by fuel poverty,’ said Lay. ‘We have 
taken the debate to the root cause of 
the problem, which is that energy bills 
are too high and global warming is 
not being reduced.’

In August, led by 
UNISON, a group of 
trade unions including 
Prospect, GMB, UCU, 
Unite, FBU and PCS, 
sent a letter to Labour 
leader Ed Miliband 
to encourage Labour 
to take the report’s 
recommendations 
into consideration 
when developing 
its energy policy. 
The letter said: 
‘We are writing as 
trade unions deeply 
concerned about 
the failings of the 
government’s Green 
Deal, with a strong 
interest in Labour 
developing an 
ambitious domestic 
energy efficiency programme that 
cuts bills, creates jobs and is good for 
the environment.’

The Labour party has taken 
this on board, and looks likely 
to include some of the report’s 
recommendations in its forthcoming 
green paper on energy efficiency.

‘Our Warm Homes report is now 
being used by politicians of different 
parties,’ said Lay. ‘UNISON has 
exposed the government’s lack of 
concrete action in reducing energy 
usage in domestic homes.’

UNISON believes that the current 
government’s approach has largely 
failed to make the inroads needed 
to deal with the country’s energy 
challenges. The government has two 
policy tools for energy efficiency: 
the Energy Company Obligation, 
and the Green Deal. According to 
the report: ‘Neither approach has 
been considered hugely successful, 
despite a pot of £1 billion being made 
available.’

The way forward
‘An average home in the UK currently 
uses three times as much energy 
than an equivalent home in Sweden 
(despite colder winters) because 
they are so badly insulated,’ said 
Matthew Lay, the report’s author. ‘We 
are failing customers and failing to 
address climate change.’

The solution is to set up a national 
programme of energy efficiency 
measures to ensure that every UK 
domestic property complies with 
the Energy Performance Certificate 
(EPC) at Band C. This programme 
could be delivered universally to all 
householders on a door-to-door basis 
over a 15-year period (see Box 2 for 
details).
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The programme would deliver huge 
benefits. These include: a significant 
reduction in the demand for gas to 
heat homes, around £6 billion per 
year, rising to £9 billion; a massive 
job creation programme, with over 
130,000 new jobs; a resulting cut in 
the UK’s reliance on imported gas 
and the need to develop large scale 
fracking operations; near eradication 
of fuel poverty within the UK; and 
significant inroads into meeting 
agreed cuts to carbon emissions.

Finding the money
UNISON’s proposals would make 
significant inroads into many of the 
energy challenges the UK faces. 
But how would the programme 
be paid for? UNISON believes it 
would cost around £68.5 billion in 
total, or £4.5 billion over 15 years. 
It could be funded by using the 
existing resources already allocated 
for energy efficiency together with 
new resources which would come 
from taxes on carbon, levies already 
included in energy bills, and money 
which is being used to encourage 
other forms of investment into 
the energy sector, including de-
carbonising electricity. The great thing 
about the plan is it would likely be at 
worst cost neutral as the return on 
every pound is £1.25 and after the 
first 8 years, every subsequent year 
sees more revenue generated than 
spent.

As the report says: ‘Although a 
universal programme of domestic 
energy efficiency measures would 
require a significant budget for 
planning purposes, this figure, when 
set against costs of new generating 
capacity, the sources of revenue 
already available and the potential for 
long term fiscal gains, is eminently 
affordable. All it takes is the right 
political will.’

Without this political will, and without 
action, the report warns, energy 
prices are likely to rise and rise in 
a more unpredictable way. ‘The 
scandal of fuel poverty will also 
remain unabated and climate change 
targets will be missed,’ concludes the 
report. ‘Now is the time for strong and 
decisive action ensuring we can all 
keep our homes warm in the future.’

Box 1:  
Key facts about the UK’s energy

	l Excess winter mortality in 
2012/13 was 31,000 deaths, up 
by 29% from the previous year

	l The UK has the oldest housing 
stock in Europe, requiring 
at least double the energy 
consumption to stay warm 
when compared with similar 
developed nations

	l UK householders’ spending on 
energy has more than doubled 
from £15 billion to £32 billion 
since 2003

	l Five million households are 
suffering from fuel poverty, 
with the poorest households 
spending much more of their 
income on keeping warm than 
the richest households

	l The UK has a legally binding 
target of reducing carbon 
emissions by 34% by 2020, 
60% by 2030 and 80% by 
2050. It is struggling to meet 
this target

	l We are fast running out of 
indigenous gas supply, and by 
2020 may need to import as 
much as 70% of demand

Box 2:  
UNISON’s call for action

UNISON is calling on the 
government to take the following 
action without further delay:

	l Ensure every UK home is 
classified according to its 
Energy Performance Certificate 
via a national free door to door 
assessment programme, which 
identifies the remedial works 
required to meet the EPC band 
C standard

	l Ensure that a national publicity 
campaign is launched 
explaining the national benefits 
of the programme and the 
details of how to access the 
remedial works

	l Low income households 
should receive remedial works 
free at the point of delivery 
but capped at a maximum of 
£10,000

	l Those not classed as low 
income should be able to 
access an interest free loan 
repayable over a maximum 
time of 10 years

	l The continuation of the current 
levy on energy bills and the 
consolidation of other revenue 
streams including carbon 
tax receipts to make the 
programme financially secure

	l Some further incentive to be 
considered to ensure works are 
carried out. This could be levies 
on energy bills, council tax or 
house sale charges

	l The consideration of planning 
for a second phase, following 
completion of the 15 year 
phase 1 programme. Phase 
2 to work on EPC band B 
compliance.
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An ethical alternative to payday loans

With high heating bills, festive 
celebrations and the need for 
warm clothes, this time of year is 
particularly difficult for people who 
are already struggling financially. 
Many UNISON members are turning 
to payday loans to help make ends 
meet, often getting caught in a trap of 
spiralling debt as a result.

However, there is an alternative to the 
exorbitant interest rates charged by 
payday and other lenders: UNISON’s 
There for You credit union service. It 
is just one of the many services and 
benefits we offer to our members.

There for You provides UNISON 
members with access to low-
interest loans and a range of savings 
products through our UK network of 
partner credit unions. Whether you’re 
struggling with high interest loans, 
dissatisfied with current banking 
arrangements, are or simply looking 

for an ethical alternative, credit unions 
may provide the solution.

UNISON has established a network 
of credit unions covering the UK 
where members and their families can 
both save and take out low-interest 
loans - in many cases, through payroll 
deductions.  UNISON is promoting 
these credit unions as financial and 
ethical co-operatives that will serve 
members in a safe and responsible 
way and promote financial wellbeing.

How can credit unions 
help you?
You can open a savings account with 
as little as £1 a week. This could be a 
sensible option if you can only afford 
to save a small amount each week or 
every now and then. And your reward 
for saving will be that you receive 
a dividend each year - often in the 

region of 2-3% of the amount you 
have saved.

Our credit union partners can also 
offer loan products - including 
emergency loans - to members who 
do not necessarily meet the criteria 
to borrow from high street lenders 
such as banks and building societies, 
many of which have tightened their 
lending criteria as a consequence of 
the credit crunch. Loans come with 
no hidden charges and no penalties 
for early repayment.

 As well as the financial benefits, 
credit unions also offer an ethical 
alternative to banks. Unlike most high 
street banks, they are democratically 
led, run for people and not for 
profit, serve their members first 
and foremost, and are committed 
to helping members improve their 
financial situation. 

So how can you join a credit union? 
Some credit unions are based on 
where you live or work and others, 
such as police credit unions, on the 
job you do.

To find the one that best suits you, 
visit our website unison.org.uk where 
you will find a directory of credit 
unions. 

If you are contacting a credit union 
directly, please say you are a UNISON 
member and quote reference T4Y.

supporting UNISON members
when life gets tough

101010

CREDIT UNIONS



Profile on people

These are difficult times for workers providing public services.  
Jenny Middleton, who was appointed chair of UNISON’s Energy Executive 
earlier this year, explains what she hopes to achieve in her new role.

Q: How did you first become 
involved with UNISON?

A: I have 
worked for 
British Gas, 
Yorkshire, for 18 
and a half years 
in the call centre 
at Newbridge 
House, Leeds. 
Not long after 
I started, I was 

approached by Phil Sutcliffe, the 
union steward at the time, who asked 
me if I would like to be a rep. He’d 
obviously picked up that I could stand 
up for myself and could represent 
others to do the same thing!

At that time, there were only two 
other women reps and they were both 
a lot older than me. I’ve been involved 
ever since.

At Newbridge House, there are 
more than 1,000 people on site. 
I am described as an expert in 
customer services. I coach and train 
staff, arrange probate and support 
vulnerable customers. It is my role to 
ensure we provide a good service. I 
work part time, three days a week. 

Q: What is your role within 
UNISON?

A: Every year UNISON’s energy 
membership is growing and it is 
vital we maximise our voice in the 
country’s biggest union of 1.4 million 
members. While public sector 
workers dominate the union, the 
smaller service groups have a key 
role in raising the profile of UNISON’s 
positive work that applies to all 
members and ensures our needs are 
addressed.

UNISON’s Warm Homes agenda 
and the EU judgement in the Lock 
case, both clearly illustrate UNISON’s 
commitment to raising the energy 
agenda and its desire to seek 

solutions to the problems we face.On 
a more day-to-day level, much of my 
work is addressing the shortcomings 
of individual managers. We had one 
who was refusing a pregnant worker 
time off during her work hours to 
attend antenatal appointments – that 
sort of thing. Our workers are also 
under a lot of pressure and stress, 
and we make sure that energy 
companies comply with their duty 
of care when workers return from 
sick leave, offering alternative work, 
reduced hours and a phased return.
UNISON’s call centre charter (see 
box) has now been adopted by British 
Gas, which is the biggest energy 
company, and we are working with 
National Grid and other companies on 
its implementation.

Q: Have you always been political?

A: My mum took me to Greenham 
Common with her when I was 11 
years old and I’ve always been aware 
of social injustice. I am also very 
close to my cousin. She is a feminist 
and into ecological issues. I’m 
inspired by her outlook, which places 
a high value upon the environment 
and equal rights for women and 
minority workers. 

Q: What are the key issues facing 
energy workers?

A: When the utilities were privatised 
20 or 30 years ago, we went through 
the aggressive attack on our pensions 
that many public sector workers are 
facing today. For energy workers, 
one of the key issues is job security. 
In the past and even today energy 
companies have shut offices and laid 
off many jobs across the country. 
More positively British Gas has 
committed itself through a recent pay 
deal, to its UK workforce and has 
scaled back its offshoring activities. 
We need to work with the energy 
companies to ensure these posts, 
when brought back to the UK, have 

the same rights and benefits as 
ourselves. 

Q: What do you do in your time off?

A: Well I don’t have a great deal. I’ve 
got a 12-year-old son and an 8-year-
old daughter and, obviously, I like to 
spend as much time with them as 
possible. I’m also secretary of the 
PFTA at my daughter’s school and 
take my granny shopping once a 
week!

The Call Centre 
Charter
The Charter contains a call for 
companies to consult UNISON 
representatives on the design 
of working practices and the 
online scripts and on changes 
to the existing working 
patterns. It says employees 
should get to take sufficient 
breaks away from the 
workstation, not be monitored 
unreasonably and receive 
proper training in dealing with 
abusive or offensive calls.  

Other provisions include: 

• Any sickness absence 
policy should be agreed 
with UNISON with special 
measures to deal with 
stress related sickness 
absences. 

• Workplaces will be kept 
clean and tidy with suitable 
refreshment facilities, 
and temperatures kept at 
reasonable levels 

• Workstations should be 
comfortable, ergonomically 
tested by experts, 
adapted to suit individual 
requirements and comply 
with the HSE regulations. 

11

INTERVIEW



ESSENTIAL 
COVER 
WHEREVER 
YOU  
WORK 

From£1.30 a month

For as little as £1.30 a month  
our members get:

• advice, support and help at work
• a helpline that is open until midnight
• *legal help for you at work and  

your family at home
• plus a wide range of exclusive  

member discounts.

Worried about your job?  
In these uncertain times there’s never 
been a better time to join UNISON.

Annual salary Monthly cost
Up to £2,000 £1.30

£2,001 - £5,000 £3.50
£5,001 - £8,000 £5.30
£8,001 - £11,000 £6.60
£11,001 - £14,000 £7.85
£14,001 - £17,000 £9.70
£17,001 - £20,000 £11.50
£20,001 - £25,000 £14.00
£25,001 - £30,000 £17.25
£30,001 - £35,000 £20.30

over £35,000 £22.50

Join online at joinunison.org or call free on 0800 171 2193

UNISON essential cover for you
* Terms and conditions apply


