How Trade Union Bill will cap green workplace projects

Growing awareness of the impacts of climate change on our daily lives has spurred union reps and members to explore new ways to “green” their workplace. Just as unionised workplaces offer better pay and safer working conditions
, so through employee engagement there is an added Union Effect
 in greening the workplace. 
Now, the government’s Trade Union Bill
 wants to empower “A Minister of the Crown” to cap the time and resources available to union reps in the public and private sectors sector to represent their members at work effectively. 
Before the election, Cameron pledged “to accelerate the transition to a low carbon economy.” Not only has the Prime Minister backtracked on that promise, as the TUC has shown, Chancellor Osborne has scrapped at least 10 key green policies
, only one of which was in the Conservative manifesto. 

Now, the Trade Union Bill attacks the capacity of unions to support green workplace projects – the energy and resource efficient workplaces that tackle environmental pollution and climate change.

Union reps know that changing attitudes and behaviour
 within an organisation is not that easy to start with.  Yet behaviour change is reckoned to be the most effective way
 to cut an organisation’s carbon footprint.

Proving the “Union Effect”

The TUC report, The Union Effect, analysed the experiences of six organisations which have made a serious effort to lessen their impact on the environment, especially their carbon footprint. We looked at the measurable progress made, and the role of unions in that progress in the public and private sectors:

· Defra (York), a central government department

· Great Ormond Street Hospital

· South London College/Furzedown Low Carbon Zone

· Allianz Insurance: a financial services company

· EDF Energy, one of the big six energy companies

· The Port of Felixstowe, the largest in the UK.

Although there were differences in the way environmental improvements were introduced – hospitals and government departments face very different challenges from power stations and ports – they had one thing in common: employee involvement. This includes seeking their employees’ advice, persuading employees to use both old and new equipment and to change their behaviour in ways which reduce damaging impacts on the environment. It is, as the 2012/13 Defra Annual Report points out, with reference to greenhouse gas emissions, a question of “staff culture change.”

Our green reps survey, 2012
, found over 1,200 green workplaces initiatives, from simple “switch it off” initiatives to organisation-wide approaches. We found that the time taken by reps on green duties often came from their general allowance to carry out union activities, or from time allocated for health and safety work. When dedicated time was reported for environmental activities, the allowance typically ranged from half an hour to four hours a week. Union reps would generally fit environmental issues in and around their other duties.

The TUC regularly reports on green workplace projects. Here are some recent examples:

· Defra, York
: the final 2014 environmental audit, involving management and PCS reps, highlighted an overall marked improvement in key areas: 100% of all food waste is recycled via “anaerobic digestion;. and 98% of all other site waste was recycled – up from 91% in 2009. The report recommended movement sensor lighting in stairwells. But a 75% cut in union facility time has made this work more difficult to progress.

· Stockport Council
 signed a Joint Environment and Climate Change Agreement with Unison. It included time for union green reps to carry out their role and to attend meetings with management on environmental issues.

· Plymouth council introduced a Green Workplaces Scheme to encourage council staff to work with their managers to reduce carbon, encourage sustainability and save money.

· New green reps gained facility time at Babcock International
 as part of a Prospect green project at Devonport’s Royal Dockyard. An Environment Committee provides reps with time off for environment related duties. Terms of reference and a programme of work have been agreed in partnership with management, and a trade union/company charter developed. Discussion has also included development of an environment module in apprenticeship and graduate schemes.

But in a parallel universe, a million light years away from the hard graft unions really contribute to their organisations, the government wants new centralised powers to impose requirements on employers to restrict statutory rights for union reps. Facility time is the target. Ministers also want the power to interfere in individuals’ contracts of employment and collective agreements which provide for facility time, even though these are voluntarily agreed by employers.

A Just transition

For at least the past decade, the TUC at its annual Congress has called for a “just transition” to a low carbon economy. We want an energy policy framework linked to an active industrial strategy to invest in secure, affordable, low carbon energy through a balanced mixture of renewables, new nuclear and coal and gas supported by carbon capture & storage technology. We want a new manufacturing strategy for a green economy, and every workplace to be a green workplace. Unions see, on balance, major economic and jobs opportunities from the green economy. Energy and resource efficiency at work is part and parcel of the bigger picture of tackling climate change.

It’s reasonable to add this attack on trade unions to the Chancellor’s Pinocchio-like growing list of reversals on the green economy: £3.9bn of new taxes on renewable power, over £1bn new taxes on greener cars, cuts in subsidies to onshore wind and solar power, lifting the fracking ban in National Parks, ending the zero carbon homes scheme…

Section 19 of the Human Rights Act requires a Minister in charge of a Bill in either House of Parliament to make a statement about the compatibility of the Bill with the Convention Rights (as defined by section 1 of that Act). The Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills has made the following statement
: “In my view, the provisions of the Trade Union Bill are compatible with the Convention rights.” There has as yet been no environmental impact assessment.
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