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WHAT’S INSIDE

Welcome back 

Welcome back to the latest issue of Network. It’s been a while since the 
last issue due to the COVID pandemic, but we’re back now and excited 
to be sharing with you our latest news and developments. As we turn the 
page on another eventful year, I’m sure you are all too aware of some of 
the most significant and often shocking developments across the water, 
environment and transport (WET) sectors in recent years.  

In the autumn of 2022, members in the Environment Agency joined other 
comrades across different sectors and for the first time ever voted for 
strike action over pay, which you can read more about on pages 4 and 5. 
UNISON also won a victory on lease-car eligibility for part-time workers in 
the agency. 

Recently, there has been high media coverage of the water industry 
highlighting decades of environmental pollution and poor financial 
performance. Back in 2014, UNISON published a report on the water 
industry called A Case to Answer, to shed more light on the state of the 
water industry since privatisation. Ten years on, little has changed and so 
we are revisiting and updating this report to highlight the on-going greed 
of water companies and their lack of environmental responsibility. Only last 
year, Thames Water almost went bankrupt over its financial position and 
you can read more about this on the page opposite. 

The final, updated version of A Case to Answer will be launched at the 
water, environment and transport service group conference in June 
2024. You can also find out more about what UNISON is doing to address 
environmental issues caused by water companies on our website.

It’s great to hear how branches are getting behind UNISON’s new 
Organising to Win strategy, which is focused upon the recruitment and 
retention of new members. I encourage branches to make the strategy 
central to any recruitment and organising initiatives you are planning in the 
coming months and years. It is a long-term strategy to support workers at a 
time of huge economic upheaval and change and includes many resources 
to help your work in addressing inequality and workers’ rights.

Finally we look forward to seeing as many branches as possible at the WET 
service group being held in June 2024. Please don’t forget to register your 
delegation before the deadline!

Mary Onafalujo 
National Officer  
Water, Environment and Transport

Printed and published by UNISON Centre, 130 Euston Road, London NW1 2AY. CU/February 2024/259/3542.
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Front-line workers in the water 
industry are being forced to 
pay the price of decades of 
underinvestment in the sector, 
while their bosses and shareholders 
continue to be rewarded with 
bonuses and dividends.

According to Natalie Mladenovic-
Haigh, chair of UNISON’s water 
industry sector, workers are 
facing redundancies, cost-cutting 
measures and a rise in physical and 
verbal attacks from members of the 
public.  She adds that these issues 
are directly or indirectly caused 
by the privatisation of the water 
industry.

“The water companies are facing 
a lot of financial challenges, but 
they need to find ways of dealing 
with these without impacting 
their front-line workers. They 
need to recognise that people 
are their biggest assets,” says Ms 
Mladenovic-Haigh.

Instead of making redundancies 
(see box, Trouble at Thames), the 
companies should be looking at 
cutting dividends to shareholders 
and executive bonuses, she adds.

As mentioned, workers in the sector 
are facing a rise in attacks from 
members of the public, caused 
by anger over sewage dumping 
in rivers and the sea. However, as 
Richard Cullen, UNISON branch 
secretary at Thames Water, points 
out, the sewage dumping is not 
the fault of front-line workers: 
“Many employees within the waste 
side of business work extremely 
hard to react very quickly to leaks. 
They’re the ones who are down in 
the sewers, walking through waste 
every day, to try and fix things.”

UNISON is currently collecting data 
about attacks on staff to present to 
the companies to persuade them to 
do more to protect employees.

Water companies are also proposing 
that the public should pay for the 
necessary infrastructure work to 
reduce sewage discharges, and 
have suggested a figure of a £156 
a year increase in bills by 2030. 
This is something UNISON strongly 
disagrees with. “Under these 
proposals the public will pay for 
decades of profit extractions,” says 
Ms Mladenovic-Haigh. 

Instead, UNISON believes that the 
industry should be renationalised. 

“This will deliver a service that 
will provide value to taxpayers 
while ensuring the water needs of 
UK citizens are met by the public 
sector,” says Ms Mladenovic-Haigh.

Trouble at Thames
One water company that has been 
facing intense public and media 
scrutiny lately is Thames Water. In 
June, CEO Sarah Bentley resigned 
weeks after giving up her bonus 
because of the company’s poor 
performance on sewage leaks. A 
new CEO, Chris Weston, started in 
January. 

As part of a cost-cutting exercise, 
the company announced last 
autumn that it was to consult 
with unions on job losses, with 
286 employees at risk of losing 
their posts. Of these, 125 were 
redeployed and 142 made 
redundant, including voluntary 
redundancies.

UNISON – the largest union at the 
company – is still in dispute over 
one aspect of the consultation. The 
work done by one team which was 
closed down has now been added to 
the workload of another team.

 “They consulted with the staff who 
were going to be made redundant 
but not with those who’ve got 
to take on the extra work,” says 
Richard Cullen, UNISON branch 
secretary at Thames Water. This has 
now been put on hold while affected 
employees are consulted.

While Mr Cullen acknowledges 
Thames Water’s efforts to 
streamline operations, he believes 
there are other areas where the 
company could have made cuts, 
such as revisiting car allowances for 
higher-grade employees who don’t 
use their cars very often, and free 
pension benefits for executives.
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Workers pay price of privatisation
The water industry is under scrutiny for sewage leaks and rising bills – 
and it is front-line workers who are paying the price
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ACTION

“We cannot go on like this”
Last year, workers at the Environment Agency 
were forced to go on strike over pay for the first 
time ever. For despite an increase in natural 
disasters, such as flooding and drought, agency 
staff have suffered a decade-long decrease in 
wages

When a river breaks its banks and 
floods a town like Tewkesbury – 
or there is a toxic pollution spill 
placing the environment at risk – or 
our fish die in huge numbers as 
a result of drought and low water 
levels, it is Environment Agency 
(EA) staff who are on the frontline. 

“Our staff were working the 
equivalent of one day in  
five for free”  

“We’re the ones out there at all 
hours putting up the barriers, 
helping people protect their homes 
and clearing up pollution spills,” 
said Greg Marshall, UNISON chair 
of the Environment Agency sector 
Committee and senior advisor for 
water resources at the EA.  

Often described as the nation’s 
fourth emergency service, staff at 
the EA see their work as a vocation. 
They are passionate about the 

services they provide and are 
dedicated to protecting the nation 
from the worst impacts of climate 
change and environmental damage.

Yet over the last 13 years, staff have 
been receiving minimal or no pay 
rises. By 2021, it was estimated 
that the average EA worker’s salary 
was 20% lower than it had been 
ten years previously. 

“This meant that our staff were 
working the equivalent of one day 
in five for free. It put the staff that 
remain in post under incredible 
pressure,” said Mr Marshall. “It 
was not acceptable, particularly 
when taking into consideration the 
increased pressure on our roles.”

In addition, persistent low pay 
had resulted in chronic staffing 
shortages. Many employees had 
left for better-paid jobs and not 
been replaced. 

“Last year, a tipping point was 
reached and we realised we 
could not go on like this,” said Mr 
Marshall.

Following a ballot at the end of 
2022, EA workers overwhelmingly 
agreed to stage a series of one-day 
strike actions asking for a pay rise 
of 13.2% - well below what they 
were due from year-on-year real-
term cuts. 

However, it was targeted strike 
action by incident response teams 
that proved most effective. Last 
November, while Storm Ciarán was 
approaching, EA staff reluctantly 
voted to strike for four days 
from Friday to Monday. Fearful 
that communities could be left 

unsupported, the government 
supported a pay flex case and 
the EA was able to return to the 
negotiating table.

“We were delighted to negotiate an 
offer of 6.35%. It was the largest 
single cash settlement received by 
EA workers in ten years,” said Mr 
Marshall. 

“We’re now in negotiations for a 
2024/25 pay deal as the issues are 
far from resolved,” he continued. 
“With stubbornly high inflation, and 
a cost-of-living crisis, our members 
are still struggling. Our lowest paid 
members are being forced to use 
food banks to make ends meet. 
We’re still underpaid, undervalued 
and overworked. We’ve still got a 
long way to go.”
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2022/23
The 2% plus £345 pay award for 
2022/23 was so low that some 
colleagues saw their pay dip below 
the national living wage in April 
and had to receive a salary ‘top-
up’ to comply with minimum wage 
legislation.

Staff also received an 
unconsolidated one-off cost of 
living payment of £1,500, but this 
did not address the gulf between 
the 2022/23 pay award and the 
rising living costs members have 
experienced.

2023/24
2023 was an unprecedented 
year of frustration, disputes and 
environmental disasters at the 
agency.

In March 2023, the retiring chief 
executive Sir James Bevan wrote to 
the government describing the level 
of pay rises being offered to EA 
staff as “unjust, unwise and unfair”. 

He said that employees had “taken 
a series of real-term pay cuts”, while 
“working harder and harder”.

In November, workers were offered 
and accepted an average pay 
award of 6.35% - the largest single 
cash settlement received by EA 
workers in 10 years. The Treasury 
provided the money to the EA to 
help improve recruitment and staff 
retention.

2024/25
UNISON and other unions are in 
the process of putting together the 
pay claim for 2024/2025, and also 
seeking plans from the employer 
on what a transformational pay flex 
business case would look like. 

“Our workers are facing huge 
pressures from the cost-of-living 
crisis, inflation and salaries are still 
far below 2010 levels percentage-
wise,” said Marshall. “It is very, very 
difficult for workers and our biggest 
feelings go to our lowest paid staff.” 

West Yorkshire 
signs UNISON 
anti-racism 
charter
West Yorkshire 
Combined Authority, 
which is made up of 
elected councillors 
from different councils 
across the region, 
has recently signed 
UNISON’s anti-racism 
charter.
The charter is a commitment by an 
employer to introduce changes over 
the coming year, including a clear 
race equality policy and providing 
staff with anti-racism training. The 
signing of the charter is particularly 
significant as it comes during 
UNISON’s Year of Black Workers. 

“This is fantastic news. UNISON is 
proactively trying to get as many 
employers to sign the anti-racism 
charter as possible, so having a 
combined authority with councillors 
from across West Yorkshire is a 
significant step. Hopefully this 
will result in councils across West 
Yorkshire following suit,” said Pam 
Sian, UNISON’s West Yorkshire 
combined authority and transport 
branch secretary.  

The Mayor of West Yorkshire Tracy 
Brabin, added: “We are creating a 
region where everyone can thrive 
no matter their race or religion. 
There is a long way to go to tackle 
racism and discrimination in society, 
but this is a vital step in rooting out 
racism wherever it’s found.  

“Diversity is our biggest strength 
in West Yorkshire and together, 
with partners like UNISON, we can 
create a stronger, brighter region 
that works for all.” 



During 2023, the National Black 
Members Committee (NBMC) 
used UNISON’s Year of Black 
Workers to ‘establish a legacy to 
generate change’. Working with 
a wide range of other agencies 
to maximise impact, this exciting 
campaign focused upon the 
shocking ethnicity pay gap which is 
compounded by the cost-of-living 
crisis.

Central to the campaign has been 
the demand to make ethnicity pay 
gap reporting mandatory. UNISON 
is delighted that the Labour Party 
has given a commitment to fulfil this 
demand if it wins the next general 
election later this year. 

The campaign has included: 

 ∙ the Year of Black Workers’ 
toolkit and other support 
materials to help galvanise 
grassroot support and empower 
members to use the law where 
necessary to uphold their 
rights. These resources are all 
available on UNISON’s website.

 ∙ UNISON’s anti-racism charter, 
which is currently being 
rolled out across the union to 
employers (see page 5 story 
on West Yorkshire combined 
authority). It includes a 
commitment from employers 
for tangible outcomes to be in 
place within a year. 
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YEAR OF BLACK WORKERS

Lasting legacy for Black workers
Last year’s Year of Black Workers was an ambitious programme of 
change to challenge racism and discrimination

 ∙ working in partnership with the 
Ethnicity Pay Gap campaign 
to engage prominent MPs and 
peers. The campaign’s founder 
Dianne Greyson and UNISON 
have used opportunities in 
parliament to raise questions 
and contribute to debates.

 ∙ broadening awareness of our 
campaign through the TUC’s 
Race Relations Committee and 
Anti-Racism Taskforce.

 ∙ influencing policymakers 
through the Runnymede Trust, 
which is the UK’s leading 
independent think-tank on 
race equality; and the Fawcett 
Society, which is a leading 
think-tank on gender equality.

 ∙ raising awareness through the 
media, included Manjula Kumari 
and Sandra Charles from the 
NBMC being interviewed on 
Local Government podcast, 
episode 3 about ethnicity pay 
gap reporting.

 ∙ encouraging the recruitment 
and organisation of Black 
members, with a particular 
focus upon young Black 
workers and retired Black 
members. (This year’s NBMC 
saw an increase in delegates 
from 365 in 2023 to 467 in 
2024. Also an increase of 
young Black members from 
4 in 2023 to 15 in 2024 with 
over 700 people attending the 
conference.)

Reflecting upon the last year of 
activity, Margaret Greer, national 
officer, race equality, said: “The 
campaign’s activities and successes 
have been varied across the union 
and will require further analysis to 
identify how successful the year 
has been.

“The NBMC is keen to collate 
information and monitor sign-
up across regions, including any 
barriers faced. We also hope there 
will be an opportunity to review and 
map problem areas and to record 
best practice. We want to work 
with the sectors across UNISON 
to advance the charter. This has 
been highlighted in the memorabilia 
booklet launched at the National 
Black Members Conference in 
January 2024.

“It has definitely been an 
opportunity to take forward 
UNISON’s vital work on race 
equality,” continued Ms Greer. 
“It has helped members to have 
those broader conversations about 
the racism that is deep-rooted in 
society. All of this, layered on top of 
a history of institutional racism, has 
helped focus our minds on tackling 
discrimination and undertaking 
work around equality and equity – 
informed by the lived experiences 
of Black workers.”

Check your numbers
A key part of the Year of Black 
Workers’ campaign is organising. 
So make sure that member records 
are updated to help ensure Black 
members are proportionately 
represented across the WET  
service group. 

We also want to link up with regional 
and national Black members’ 
networks; to support local and 
national self-organised groups; 
and for Black members to stand 
for election to UNISON committees 
and governance bodies at all levels. 
Members can check the UNISON 
website or contact their branch 
representatives for more details. 

��������������������������������������

UNISONYEAR OF 
BLACK WORKERS 
TOOLKIT
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Organise now -  
for a better future 
With membership falling and less young people 
aware of trade unions, UNISON is launching 
a new strategy to engage workers and recruit 
new members
Workers’ rights are constantly under 
attack. Yet changing work patterns 
– which include sub-contracted 
companies, draconian trade union 
laws and temporary employment 
contracts –    have all made it 
increasingly difficult for trade 
unions to recruit and organise.

In 2022, UNISON’s national delegate 
conference set out plans for a new 
national organising strategy to meet 
the changing demands on trade 
unions. The aim is to provide a clear 
future vision for a stronger union. 

The first stage of the strategy was 
to analyse UNISON membership 
data in depth. This was completed 
by the University of Sheffield’s 
Centre for Decent Work. 

Then UNISON undertook an 
unflinching look at our membership 
and activist levels and trends. This 
included: 

 ∙ reviewing all UNISON’s work 
sectors to anticipate future 

changes that will impact 
existing and potential members

 ∙ engaging extensively with 
activists and staff across the 
union to identify organising best 
practice. The key lessons learnt 
by this best practice have been 
tested and evaluated in a series 
of organising pilot projects 
across UNISON

 ∙ working closely with UNISON’s 
national executive council 
(NEC) subgroup at every stage 
to develop key goals and 
implement actions.

The research found that UNISON’s 
membership has shown a slow, but 
steady, decline in 12 of the previous 
16 years. It also found that there 
are less people coming forward to 
become activists and reps for our 
members. 

In May 2023, the full 90-page 
report and recommendations 
were presented and endorsed 

unanimously by UNISON’s ruling 
NEC – its most senior body of 
activists. 

The report’s recommendations now 
form a national strategy for UNISON 
to improve and deliver successful 
organising. They include:

 ∙ a UNISON definition  
of ‘organising’ 

 ∙ organising priorities with 
effective planning and 
resourced implementation 

 ∙ equality as a workplace 
organising priority 

 ∙ workplace communications 
that promote the core 
benefits of membership while 
encouraging collective action 
and participation 

 ∙ increased member participation 
and an urgent increase in 
activist identification and 
recruitment.

Green officers needed
UNISON has a vital role to play - working with employers - to 
make workplaces greener and more sustainable. We also have 
a responsibility to keep members informed of global warming 
issues.

We are currently working to re-establish the UNISON Green 
Reps Network, which will include new training opportunities and 
new resources. There will be opportunities for members to get 
involved at their workplace and to campaign at a local, regional 
and national level. UNISON also works with other unions from around the world to campaign 
internationally for public investment to tackle climate change.

To find out more about getting involved or to get regular updates from our National Green 
UNISON network visit our home page at: www.unison.org.uk and search ‘green UNISON’.  

Or just want to do something but don’t know where to start?

UNISON has a new ‘GREEN Rep’ role in your Branch which 
needs you? You don’t have to have any specific climate change 
experience - it can just be a contact person willing to collect and 
forward UNISON updates on climate change work or you can 
really get your teeth into making this an active campaigning area 
in your local Branch – it’s really up to you.  

Training guides and resources are available and there is a 
regional and national support network to share information, ideas 
for activities and good case studies from across the UK.

Talk to your Branch Officers about how to get involved or pick up 
a leaflet for more information or go to:

unionlearn.org.uk/publications/cutting-carbon-growing-skills-
green-skills-just-transition

unison.co.uk/our-campaigns/green-unison/

GREEN
UNISON
Doing our bit to make 
public services greener

Are you interested in/
worried about Climate 
Change?
Want to get more involved in opportunities to 
shape the GREEN agenda in your workplace?

Published by UNISON, UNISON Centre, 130 Euston Road, London NW1 2AY. CU/July 2023/27472. PDF only.
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MENTAL HEALTH

The importance of mental health 
in the workplace is now well-
recognised. Good mental health 
benefits workers in terms of 
wellbeing, confidence, security and 
efficiency in the workplace. Good 
mental health has many benefits for 
employers too. If staff are motivated 
and supported, they are less likely 
to take time off sick and are less 
likely to leave an organisation when 
difficulties arise.  It’s a win-win 
situation for all.

Yet around 51% of long-term sick 
leave is due to stress, depression, 
or anxiety (see box opposite). The 
COVID pandemic exacerbated 
these difficulties.

UNISON has a range of practical 
and useful mental health resources 
to help union branches and reps. 

These include:  

 ∙ good practice guidelines and 
core standards on mental 
health for employers 

 ∙ advice on developing 
an effective action plan, 
including mental health at 
work policies

 ∙ training days for reps. These 
include training on general 
mental health, loss and 
bereavement, depression, 
eating disorders and 
neurodiversity 

 ∙ signposting workers to 
relevant agencies, such as 
employee support programmes, 
counselling and support 
services. 

If you are a rep and would like 
to find out more about mental 
health training, contact your local 
region, as they are responsible for 
coordinating and running training in 
your area. 

Bargaining on 
mental health 
policies

A practical guide for UNISON branches. 
Revised January 2023.

Thriving at work
Poor mental health can have a devastating effect, which is why UNISON 
is taking action to help address the issue

Gareth Parsons, UNISON 
branch welfare support 
officer and environment 
officer, Environment 
Agency
“I joined UNISON on my first day 
at work 34 years ago and it was 
the best thing I’ve ever done in my 
whole career. UNISON has been 
there for me.  

“In my early twenties, I was having 
a rough time and instead of talking 
about it, I turned to drink. By the 
time I was 32, I was attending 
Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. 
Twenty-one years later, I’m still 
sober. 

“I became a welfare support officer 
13 years ago. I’ve attended quite 
a few of UNISON’s mental health 
training courses and they’ve been 
so helpful. The first one was a two-

day mental health first-aid course, 
which highlighted different mental 
health issues and how employees 
may present. I’ve also attended 
UNISON courses on bereavement 
and problem gambling.

“When members come to me 
with concerns about their 
mental health, I generally start 
by sharing my own mental 
health journey. Anything that 
helps them feel at ease and 
realise they are not alone. 

 “As a rep, I am able to 
help negotiate workplace 
adjustments for members, so 
that they are better able to 
manage whatever it is they are 
experiencing. For some, this 
may be negotiating a phased 
return to work after long term 
sickness. I can also signpost 
members to external agencies 
for support. 

“The support I’ve received from 
UNISON has helped me understand 
different mental health issues better 
and I would definitely recommend 
talking to your local UNISON rep, if 
you have any concerns.”
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Key facts on mental health
• Poor mental health accounts for more than half of all work-related illnesses. Around 51% of 

long-term sick leave is due to stress, depression, or anxiety.

• Employees are reporting increased workplace intensity and more significant pressure at 
work with 55% of workers feeling that work is getting more intense and demanding and 
61% saying they feel exhausted at the end of most working days.

• 70% of managers cite organisational barriers to supporting staff wellbeing, including 
company policy, heavy workload, unsupportive workplace culture, and not being equipped 
with the right skills.

• One in five UK workers report feeling unable to manage stress and pressure in the 
workplace. 

• A third of managers feel out of their depth supporting their team with mental health 
concerns.

 Anna Parr, UNISON branch officer and Thames 
Flood Advisor, Environment Agency
“I was diagnosed with ADHD (Attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder) in my 30s. Since then I have taken a lead on neuro-
diversity in the workplace, as I don’t want anyone to feel 
alone. 

“When I completed my UNISON training to become a steward, 
it included mental health training which I found extremely 
useful. I am also co-chair of the Environment Agency’s autism 
and ADHD staff network. For this role I am allocated half a day 
a week of protected time. These roles work well together.

“I was also given a six-month assignment as neurodiversity 
advisor in the wellbeing team in 2023. This gave me the 
chance to develop a toolkit of possible adjustments to help 
make sure the needs of neuro-divergent staff are met.

“I have produced in-house videos for staff about 
neurodiversity, workplace adjustments and the support 
available through occupational health. Workplace adjustments 
do not need to be big, there are many simple changes that 
can be introduced, such as providing headphones to cut out 
background noise and turning down bright lighting to reduce 
sensory overwhelm. 

“I am proud to be part of an organisation that is passionate 
about raising awareness and helping ensure that neuro-
divergents are better understood and can access the 
adjustments that help them thrive.”
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When Rishi Sunak announced the 
cancellation of the northern section 
of the HS2 railway connecting 
Birmingham and the north last year, 
shockwaves could be felt across the 
country. 

“It was a huge shock to everyone 
concerned,” said Pam Sian, chair 
of UNISON’s passenger transport 
forum. “Major organisations like 
the British Library, Channel Four 
and Channel Five had already 
committed millions of pounds to 
moving their businesses and staff to 
Leeds, which was being seen as the 
new capital of the north.”

Speaking after the announcement, 
Andy Burnham, the mayor for 
Greater Manchester, said:  “This 
decision is profoundly depressing 
and wrong, as it means generations 
coming after me will be saddled 
with long, disrupted crowded 
journeys across the Pennines.”

What went wrong?
HS2 promised to revolutionise Britain’s rail network and 
bridge the economic gap between north and south. Its 
330 miles of high-speed rail network would link London 
and Birmingham – and then extend to Crewe, Manchester 
and Leeds. The aim was to enable intercity trains to be 
taken off the West Coast mainline to create more space for 
stopping services and freight trains.

But the project was marked by delays and rising costs, with 
some estimates now putting the price tag at more than 
£180bn, with few benefits to show for the overspend. HS2 
is now being recognised as an example of how NOT to 
manage a major engineering project. So what went wrong? 
Here are some of the key factors:

• Poor leadership. Britain has a reputation for delivering  
 large-scale infrastructure projects. Yet the teams that  
 delivered HS1, the Elizabeth Line, Terminal Five and the  
 Edinburgh tram were never consulted for HS2.

• Poor management. The overall budgets for HS2 were made visible to all 
those bidding, unlike HS1. This meant contractors overcharged. 

• Poor communication. The messages around HS2 were ill-framed. HS2 
was never about fast journeys – it was about freeing up capacity on the 
existing network and helping the economy.

• North-south divide. Starting the project in London (where transport 
links are already better than the rest of the country) did not help get 
the public on board with the project. 

• The local economic benefits were never shared with the public. For 
example, Crossrail/the Elizabeth Line, which was highly criticised 
during construction, now carries one in six of all UK rail passengers 
every day.

What next? 
Under current plans, passengers will only be able to go between London 
and Birmingham on the high-speed rail. 

The government has said it intends to sell the land and hundreds of homes 
– acquired at great pains and public expense under compulsory purchase 
orders – as quickly as possible. This will compound the wastage and 
prevent HS2 ever being restarted in the future. 

The government is attempting to redirect the funds initially allocated 
for HS2 towards enhancing the “frequency and quality of transport 
infrastructure” across the UK. “But many of these projects were already 
costed and funded,” said Pam Sian, chair of UNISON’s passenger transport 
forum. “They are not new money.”

The end of the line 
The government’s decision to axe HS2 was a major blow to businesses 
and communities – particularly in the north. So what went wrong? And 
what lessons can be learnt for the future?
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A passion for equality 
UNISON’s national officer for water, environment and transport,  
Mary Onafalujo is committed to championing equality for all
Q: What was your early life 
like?  
A: I was born and grew up in 
Lagos, Nigeria. Discipline was key 
in our household growing up and 
respect for others, which is where I 
developed my passion for fairness 
and equity. We were lucky, as my 
parents made sure that we all were 
educated to better our chances 
in life. My primary, secondary and 
higher education were in Nigeria 
and I moved to the United Kingdom 
in the early 90s with my late 
husband.

Q: What was it like moving 
to England? 
A: It was a challenging time, 
as I became pregnant shortly 
after getting to the UK. Both my 
husband and I had to do menial 
jobs to survive and we enrolled 
at university to enhance our 
opportunities. My belief in life is 
that hard work makes you a better 
person – and that philosophy has 
supported me in building a career in 
England.

My first roles in an office were 
working for various health 
authorities and then the Institute of 
Psychiatrists.

Q: When did you first join 
UNISON?
A: I started work in UNISON 
February 2004 as a senior 
secretary in the Greater London 
region. Not long after that, I got 
promoted to team manager and 
had responsibility for about four 
admin staff. Then I applied for a 
temporary assistant national officer 
(ANO) role at UNISON’s head office.  
This gave me the knowledge and 
skills on employment relations that 
I needed to progress. Participating 
at negotiations and leading on 
equality and diversity initiatives 

(EDIs) enhanced my progress and 
development within UNISON.    

As one of the Black staff members, 
I won’t say it’s been easy working 
for UNISON and there have been 
challenges. However, I’ve had 
development opportunities and 
had loads of supportive managers 
who have mentored and aided my 
development in the organisation.

In addition, the union sponsored 
my master’s degree in industrial 
relations and human resources 
management, which I do not take 
for granted.

Q. What is your current 
role? 
A: I currently work as a national 
officer in the business, community 
and environment department at 
UNISON Centre. My role entails 
negotiations with employers on 
industrial relations and I am a lead 
on equality and diversity. This 
means that I work with employers 
to develop robust EDI strategies, 
particularly with agencies, like the 
Environment Agency, as we have 
national bargaining arrangements 
with them. Initially the role was 
both daunting and empowering. 
I’ve found meeting with regulators 
like Ofwat and shadow ministers to 
influence employment matters has 
been particularly rewarding.  

Without the support of my manager 
and other colleagues in my team, I 
would not have had the courage to 
apply for this job. I was promoted 

during the pandemic and it was 
challenging to cope with the 
demands the job brings, but again, 
my manager and colleagues have 
been supportive.

Q. What makes you 
passionate about your 
work? 
A: I have developed a passion for 
equality and believe that no one 
should be treated unfairly, and 
institutions should demonstrate 
an inclusive and equitable culture. 
As a result, I have worked with 
employers in showcasing the 
importance of equality, diversity 
and inclusion by developing and 
implementing robust strategies in 
the workplace.

Q. How do you relax when 
you are not at work? 
A: When I’m not working, I love to 
be with my family. I enjoy cooking, 
entertaining and listening to music.  
I also exercise now and again to 
keep fit – mostly leisure walks! 

Have your say
Do you have any stories, opinions or photos you would like 
to share with other members in the water, environment and 
transport sector? If so, we would love to hear from you.  
Please contact Mary Onafalujo, national officer:  
m.onafalujo@unison.co.uk
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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 costUp 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 £20.30over £35,000 £22.50

Join online at joinunison.org or call free on 0800 171 2193UNISON essential cover for you

HOW UNISON CAN HELP

UNISON Direct – the UNISON 
helpline can process 
straightforward queries and put you 
in touch with your local rep, branch 
or region if you have a problem at 
work. The helpline can also provide 
factsheets on issues such as: 
health and safety; employment 
rights; and professional issues. 

There for You (UNISON welfare) – 
Members experiencing financial 
and emotional difficulties can 
contact our welfare charity, 
There for You, which provides a 
confidential advice and support 
service for members and their 
dependants. It can also arrange 
emergency support or grants 
for members in a crisis, who 
are facing issues such as debt, 
eviction or domestic abuse. 

Legal services – UNISON 
provides the broadest 
range of legal help to 
union members in the UK. 
Members receive quality 
legal advice for non-work 
and employment issues at 
no extra cost to members 
and their family. This 
service includes: a free 
30-minute telephone 
interview advice service 
on any non-employment 
issue.

UNISON Debtline – This 
confidential helpline is to 
help you manage money 
and deal with debt. We 
offer free confidential 
advice to help you clear 
your debt. The service 
is provided by Payplan – 
specialist debt management 
experts.

UNISON has a wide range of benefits to help members during times of 
difficulty. In the first instance, make contact with your branch’s welfare 
officer, who will be able to advise you. Support services include: 

How UNISON can help


