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REPORT: 

Title: UNISON National Black Members Officer (BMO) Conference, 18th-20th January 2019 

From: Bill Acharjee  Date:  29/01/2019 

 

The UNISON National Black Members Conference this year was located in the beautiful 
North Wales town Llandudno (pronounced: “Clan-did-no” and not “London-no” as I thought 
it was!), known as the ‘Queen of the Welsh Resorts’, within Venue Cymru.  The event was 
invaluable for me as not only a great opportunity to meet with the BMO community from 
across the UK but also hear their reflections and accounts of systemic racism, prejudice, 
inequality and discrimination within society and the workplace.  This was a very 
overwhelming experience for me on a personal and cultural level for a number of reasons, 
as I felt valued and accepted by everyone I met, elated to not be the only ‘brown’ face in 
the room and could stand in solidarity with other individuals who could emphasise with my 
experiences and thoughts, as well as a shared distaste of the Conservative Party.          
 
The conference was opened by Ash Dhobi, Chair of the National Black Members Committee 
(NBMC) he welcomed delegates to the conference and set the scene to explain the format 
as well as reinforce the key message that NBMC is committed to fight for fairness and 
equality for all members.  Ash also shared with the group that UNISON is the largest union 
in Europe with over 70% of its members being women, which was very reassuring and great 
to hear. 

This was then followed by the Standing Orders Committee (SOC) report, which debated 
key motions surrounding bargaining & campaigning for race equality, black disabled 
members, workplace disciplinary processes, and the hostile environment that the 
Windrush Generation have been encountering.  Discussions then focused around the pay 
gap between Black and White workers, where members acknowledged the challenges of 
race discrimination, inequality and the unfair treatment of Black Workers who are 
evidently being disproportionately represented within the workplace, in particular 
senior positions. 

Members from the Windrush Generation shared their stories from family members, 
their respective communities and co-workers about their frustrations of being 
chastised by the immigration authorities especially as they have been living in Britain 
from the 1940’s – 1970’s where they have been contributing towards the UK economy 
by paying taxes, starting businesses, introducing music and fashion as well as the 
overall rich diversity of this country. 
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It was recommended that all workers should request copies of all employment policies 
and procedures from their respective organisations to ensure they are fully aware of 
all the processes and protocols before entering into meeting with employers.  There 
was also a suggestion that the Public Sector should adopt and enforce an American 
Football policy and practice known as the ‘Rooney Rule’, which dictates that all 
vacancies to interview at least one or more candidate from a Black Asian Minority Ethnic 
group.   

It was also suggested that employers’ should be consulting members about key 
employment requirements such as how job grads are determined and action plans to 
address gender and ethnicity pay gap’s.  There was a shared expression from members 
that this is currently not being implemented or followed.  Members also vocalised that 
when job descriptions and role profiles are modified and amended - members have a 
right to agree these before they are approved and agreed for restructuring purposes.  
 
I attended a Service Group Meeting focused on the Higher Education (HE) chaired by Leigh 
Powell, the Unison National Officer for Education, who briefed the group with details of 
recent campaigns surrounding workplace pensions within FE and HE, and how the ethnicity 
consultation regarding pay reporting is currently in motion.  Leigh also went through an 
Advance HE (who supports universities in putting institutional strategies into practice) 
report from 2017, which highlighted some key findings as follows: 

• Lower proportions of BAME colleagues are currently on permanent contracts 
compared to white colleagues. 

• Staff turnover for BAME colleagues is much higher compared to white 
colleagues. 

• BAME students have witnessed and experience racism but do not report it. 
• BAME colleagues experience more racism, are bullied, abused or experience 

discrimination compared to white colleagues. 
• BAME colleagues experience a higher level of discrimination to be denied 

training and promotion compare to white colleagues. 
• A very high percentage of BAME colleagues did not feel able to report their 

experience of discrimination to their employers.    

During these discussion a female member of the group shared her views by stating 
inequality is in every area of our lives.  The member expressed that she had to work on 
multiple jobs and projects, which impacted on her invaluable family time, whilst she was 
attempting to acquire evidence for a promotion process.  The group all agreed with her 
sentiments that she felt disadvantage because she was a Black woman. 

A member of the group suggested how the Stephen Lawrence case highlighted the 
inefficiencies and institutional racism by the Metropolitan Police Service and #MeToo 
movement has raised awareness of the widespread prevalence of sexual misconduct, 
members should use the hashtag #racismisreal to detail all historical and current 
experiences of systemic racism, inequality, prejudice and discrimination to highlight 
the daily oppressions encountered.  The group felt that this could be easily implemented 
without the interference of employers, although, members were not sure what sort of 
consequences this could lead to?  I too contributed by informing members of my own 
experiences of how my HE institution has not acknowledged my previous experiences of 
racism at a staff Christmas party. 
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The group was also informed that the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) 
would be conducting research into racial harassment in the HE sector and encouraged all 
members to complete the survey with explicit details of their experiences.  However, 
there was a unanimous response from the group to express survey fatigue and that it is 
now time to move on from analysing survey data for organisations to commit to developing 
action plans to support BAME colleagues within the Public Sector Equality Duty.              
 
There was some discussion from delegates referring to an emergency motion ‘Racism is 
Real’, which was moved by Ash Dhobi.  There was several emotional accounts from 
members who expressed concerns of the current hostile environments since the 2016 
referendum when the majority of British people made the decision to exit from the 
European Union, and the rise of direct and indirect racism in society. 

A strong shared agreement from delegates raised concerns of the lack of diversity 
awareness of young people in our communities.  All members highlighted the importance 
of pursuing recruitment activities and campaigns with the focus of engaging young 
people who will become future leaders.  More work will need to be focused in this area 
within our own regions. 

During Saturday proceedings there was an overwhelming celebration of the ‘Nelson 
Mandela Award’, which was presented to Mo Mohammed from North Yorkshire Police for 
his struggles of having faced discrimination throughout his career and standing up for 
himself.  Mo worked to ensure that the police force recognised this, which then resulted in 
the creation and implementation of the North Yorkshire Police Black Police Association 
(NYPBPA), which was fully funded and supported by the employer with the aim of 
recruiting more officers from the Black community.  Mo shared his successes of being 
appointed as a ‘positive action’ co-ordinator, which has supported him to use positive 
messages to break down resistance and institutional racism amongst his white colleagues, 
and Black officers in North Yorkshire Police will increase from 17% to 36% by this March 
2019, which was regarded as a huge achievement in a rural county. 

On the final morning, delegates opened with an emotional debate on the alarming rise of 
knife crime and how to combat the problem.  Paulette Whyte from the NBMC reported 
that police had recorded over 39,000 knife offences up to the end of June 2018, and 
stressed how reduced funding has negatively impacted on the accessibility of young people 
losing their youth clubs and community centres, where previously there were programmes 
and interventions towards preventative work. 

Overall Summary 

It really was an absolute honour and an overwhelming experience attending the UNISON 
National Black Members Conference.  Not only an excellent opportunity to network with 
colleagues across the country sharing success stories and challenges so that we can all find 
ways of creating a fair level playing field for all Black members.   
Also a key message that I took away from the UNISON general secretary, Dave Prentis 
which resonates with me and gave me comfort:    

“When Nigel Farage attacks migrants, when Boris Johnson’s vile Islamophobia rears its ugly 
head and when Tommy Robinson’s street fascism comes to our streets, our towns, our 
communities – UNISON will fight back!” 



 

4 | P a g e  
Bill Acharjee – 25/01/2019 

 

Key Findings of Best Practice & Recommendations: 

• Members are encouraged to review all employment policies and procedures 
to ensure employers are complying with protocols  

• Employers to implement the ‘Rooney Rule’ 

• Members to be consulted over key employment requirements and changes are 
approved and agreed for restructuring purposes 

• Action plans to be developed to address gender and ethnicity pay gaps 

• Members to use #racismisreal to disclose systemic racism, inequality, prejudice 
and discrimination in society and the workplace  

• Action plans to be developed to support BAME colleagues within the Public 
Sector Equality Duty 

• Paramount to engage with recruitment activities and campaigns with the focus 
of engaging young people 

• Employers to commit too and introduce ‘positive action’ Co-ordinators  

If there is anything that colleagues would like to discuss further, please do not hesitate to 
contact me via email: bill.acharjee@solent.ac.uk    
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