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In our branch, as else where, the debate seems less clear 
cut. 

Significant numbers of trade unionists and Members have 
major issues with the European Union, its perceived lack 
of accountability and democracy, not least its less than 
glowing history with regard to the implementation of 
privatisation, austerity and fiscal pain on working people. 
Many a (current or sadly ex) public sector worker in 
Greece, Italy, Portugal or Ireland may find it hard to 
swallow a message that they are ‘better off ’ inside the 
EU. 

Coventry City UNISON has active members putting 
both sides of the debate on our Branch Committee. 
This issue gives voice to both. We hope this is helpful 
for those wanting a reasoned discussion and to hear the 
views of ordinary trade union members who work with 
you - not slick politicians, media pundits and business 
people. We also carry a view from our branch secretary 
about the issues around racism and the refugee ‘crisis’ 
that have been thrown up by the referendum. 

Please use your vote, let us know what you 
think and however things pan out on June 24, 
lets keep fighting for the public services we 
value so dearly.

As ever any comments or questions get 
in touch.
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As we enter the closing phase of the Euro 
Referendum Campaign many will be relieved 
when the whole shebang grinds to a halt. 

For the last three months the whole debate has been 
dominated by media hype, shallow sound bites and 
attempts to convince us that those involved are only 
promoting our best interests at heart and that if we vote 
the ‘wrong’ way all kinds of calamity will be our personal 
fault. There is a good deal of scepticism and confusion in 
many public sector workplaces.

Most official trade union commentary has been from a 
pro-European Union slant. The UNISON national website 
suggests that leaving ‘the EU would put our standards of 
living at risk by creating economic uncertainty. This risks 
investment in jobs and damages consumer confidence. 
It also makes the pound vulnerable, which can push up 
prices and interest rates’. 

Dave Prentis, UNISON General Secretary, recently 
unveiled a large banner on Unison National HQ, arguing 
in the Mirror that ‘despite our misgivings about the EU – 
UNISON is encouraging our members to vote Remain. 
Our members have clearly told us they feel we’re better 
off inside Europe fighting for change than we are sitting 
on the sidelines’.
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MAY 21 - COVENTRY SAYS
NO TO EDL HATE 

A reflection on the Protest 
by Sarah Feeney, Branch Secretary...

What an amazing counter-protest from the people 
of Coventry united together by Unite against Fas-
cism (UAF) to say clearly and loudly not here and 
not in my name.  People said that they expected 
lots of UAF to be bussed in to counter the EDL but 
that wasn’t what happened and it wasn’t necessary 
because we were Coventry yesterday standing 
against a load of fascists bussed in to protest about 
a city they know nothing about.

So many Coventry people turned up; both people 
born in the city and those who have come to call 
the city home.  We were different peoples all united 
by one theme – that everyone has the right to live 
peacefully and respectfully in our city.  That whatev-
er the issues are they are best dealt with by dia-
logue with all involved not exclusionary hate filled 
speeches.

Our counter-demo was like a festival – a festival 
of peace and tolerance with the people involved 
chatting to people passing and singing and dancing.  
The EDL well they were holed up in a pub, covering 
their faces and the faces of the children so peo-
ple wouldn’t know who they were.  When people 
passed the pub they were met with abuse and filthy 
language and offensive imagery.  We didn’t need to 
resort to the behaviour of the gutter to get our 
message across. Looking at the photos after the 
event was amazing.  We thought we were lightly 
policed – a few liaison officers amongst us and a 
cordon around Broadgate more for our protection 

than anything else and it was true.  Then seeing the 
EDL leaving with police dogs yapping, police with 
batons out in a formation ready for a riot just em-
phasises the motives of this group – this race hate 
group.  They were in Coventry to start a fight and 
try to claim a moral high ground they don’t and will 
never have.  

Well done to all who turned out to speak for those 
who are too scared; those who, if that group and 
others like it had it their way, would become a ghet-
toised minority with few rights and scared to exist.  
Well done to all who said EDL go to hell because 
we don’t want them in Coventry not now and not 
in the future.

For a city whose musical renaissance was two-tone 
the mixing of black and white cultures and music 
it was an offense that any group should seek to 
undermine it.  

Our counter-demo proved that with the music, 
words and fantastic mix of people.  In the words of 
the great Bob Marley – One love! One heart!  Lets 
get together and feel alright; that is what we did 
yesterday and that is what we will do every time 
any fascist, racist divisive group tries to tell our city 
any different.

GET INVOLVED
Visit www.facebook.com/wearecov1 or email 
coventryunite@yahoo.co.uk for info.
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PENSIONS UPDATE

 PENSION UPDATE May 2016

State pension changes
The new combined state pension began on 6 April.
Members with a workplace pension stop paying the 
reduced National Insurance contributions rate of 
10.6% and will now pay 12% to earn a higher state 
pension.
         
The full state pension is £155.65 a week. 
         
Anyone in a workplace pension scheme would have 
only qualified just for the basic state pension before 
April. Their new state pension will be the basic state 
pension, £119.30 a week.  

Any work after April will go toward building a higher 
pension, up to the maximum of £155.65 a week.
         
Most members in workplace pension schemes will 
pay more national insurance, but earn extra state 
pension at a reasonable price. The new full state 
pension is still below the poverty line - members 
should not leave their workplace pension scheme.

Pensions ‘Freedoms’
It is now a year since savers to pension schemes 
can take the value of their pension as a cash sum 
after the age of 55.  232,000 people have withdrawn 
money.  The average withdrawal is only £18,750 – 
hardly enough to live off in retirement. 

The effect on the LGPS has been less than feared. 
Anyone wanting to withdraw money from a 
pension scheme is likely to have to take expensive 
Independent Financial Advice before it is allowed. 
Taking the amount in one lump sum incurs heavy tax 
penalties plus charges to convert to cash.

There has been a significant increase in the number 
of pension scams on the back of the introduction of 
pension freedoms.  

Anyone seeking guidance on the freedoms should 
first contact Pension wise - call 0800 138 3944

Lifetime ISA (LISA) from April 2017
George Osborne has announced his wish to 
introduce a Lifetime ISA for 18-40 year olds from 6 
April next year. 

UNISON does not see how a LISA can be a realistic 
alternative to a pension arrangement for the vast 
majority of our members.

It is concerned that the introduction of a LISA is 
a pretext for reducing tax relief on contributions 
to pension schemes. Also, the LISA bonuses are 
most likely to benefit those on higher incomes with 
disposable cash.

• The government will give savers a 25% bonus 
on savings up to £4,000 every year.
• You will only receive bonuses up to age 50. 
• You can withdraw the money at any time 
before you turn 60 but you will lose the government 
bonus UNLESS it is for the specific purpose of 
buying a home.

UNISON warns against saving in a LISA at the 
expense of your workplace pension scheme.    

You get full tax-relief on your pension contributions 
plus a significant contribution from your employer. 
Your scheme also offers protection in the event of 
death, ill-health and redundancy. 

For more information:  Visit the national Union 
website via - https://www.unison.org.uk/get-help/
knowledge/pensions/

         

By Chris Burrow
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EUROPEAN UNION - 
THE CASE TO REMAIN

By Chris Burrow

Positive view of EU social model 
Public spending supports economic growth and the 
employment of public service workers. Public spending 
ensures universal education, access to healthcare and 
objectives such as full employment. Many European states 
have a positive vision for growth, high living standards 
and good working conditions. To promote this workers 
have rights, in exchange for certain freedoms for 
business. The European Social 
Model recognises the need 
for Trade Unions, and social 
and employment legislation to 
protect workers within the 
EU.

Economic prosperity 
UNISON campaigns for an EU 
growth strategy including: 
-Protection of quality public 
services. 
-An investment plan that could 
create 11 million decent jobs. 
-More work place democracy 
and recognition of trade 
unions and collective 
bargaining. 
The EU is a positive force 
for funding infrastructure, 
jobs and training in the areas 
of greatest need.  Between 
2011 and 2015 it invested 29 billion euros in the British 
economy.  If the UK left the EU, there are no guarantees 
that its government would invest to the same extent.

Public services 
The EU is neutral on public ownership or provision. It 
recognises that national authorities can take measures to 
provide public services. EU public procurement rules do 
not force the privatisation of services – that is a myth. 
The rules do put emphasis on social and environmental 
criteria for awarding contracts but the UK has not signed 
up to these – price is the only criteria. It is the UK 
government who have allowed vital industries to close or 
be owned abroad.  Without the EU public procurement 
rules, we don’t know how the UK would fund and run 
public services, but the present government is a strong 
supporter of austerity.

Workers’ rights 
UK workers are protected by EU labour laws 
including:
-Collective redundancies and consultation rights 
-Minimum 28 days a year paid annual leave 
-Pregnancy and maternity leave rights 
-Maximum 48 hour week unless agreed otherwise, 
and minimum rest breaks 
-Equal treatment, equal pay, part time worker rights 
-Health and Safety regulations.  The UK has opposed 

many of these and has been forced 
to accept them, often only adopting 
the minimum requirements. The 
current UK government is currently 
trying to weaken unions through the 
TU Bill. UNISON does not believe 
the current UK government can be 
trusted to protect workers’ rights.

Global trade treaties 
The UK government is a major 
supporter of these treaties. If there 
is a leave vote, the UK government 
will continue negotiating bilateral 
agreements. A leave vote will 
not protect UK services from 
free trade agreements like TTIP. 
The government’s preference for 
deregulation makes bilateral treaties 
made by the UK more of a threat 
than the current treaties.

Migration 
The majority of migrants in the UK are non-EU 
migrants. The EU referendum will have no impact on 
these workers. The EU enshrines free movement and 
equal treatment for EU workers. This equal treatment 
also applies to the 2 million British citizens living 
abroad in the EU. 

What next? 
If we leave, no one knows what will happen. The 
UK could join the European Free Trade Association 
to trade in the European Economic Area. The UK 
would still have to contribute financially to the EU 
and adopt most EU legislation. It could contribute 
to decision making processes, but have no vote on 
those decisions. If we remain, the UK will work with 
the EU to get the reforms is has negotiated. UNISON 
would continue to fight for stronger social provisions, 
workers’ rights and protection of public services.



By Paul Hunt, Branch International Officer

So far the debate in the media around 
whether to Remain or Leave the European 
Union on 23rd June has centred around the 
big business case for staying, and the big 
business case for leaving. David Cameron on one 
side. Boris Johnson on the other. Hardly an inspiring 
choice! 

However, the left and trade union movement has a 
long history of opposing the EU and that is why I am 
campaigning for a vote to exit the EU in June. 

There is a rich tradition of opposing the EU with figures 
like Tony Benn, the late Bob Crow of the RMT railway 
workers union and until very recently, Jeremy Corbyn. 

As a trade unionist 
I am also an 
internationalist. 
I want to see 
collaboration 
between unions and 
ordinary people 
across Europe and 
the world in the 
battle against the 1% 
at the top of society 
who are creaming of 
all of our wealth. 

Why then should I want to leave the European Union? 
The EU was not set up for the benefit of ordinary 
people, it was set up to aid the actions of multi-national 
corporations, and this has been backed up by the actions 
of the EU in recent years which has sought to undermine 
collective agreements won by the unions in order to 
maximise profits for big business.

If we look at the situation in Greece, where a left wing 
government was elected following the financial crisis, the 
EU, with the IMF and European Central Bank has acted 
to further strangle the Greek economy by imposing 
some of the most crippling austerity measures. In recent 
years the suicide rate in Greece has sky rocketed, with 
massive unemployment and poverty. Are the actions 
of the EU with respect to Greece the actions of a 
progressive body that acts in the interests of ordinary 
people?
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It is written in to various EU regulations that re-
nationalisation (which is a very popular policy in the 
UK) of public utilities such as gas, electricity, water etc. 
is prohibited. So any future government that looked to 
bring in popular pro-public service policies would find 
itself in conflict with the EU.

We often hear from some trade union supporters of the 
EU that the EU guarantees our rights at work. This is 
a complete perversion of the history of the unions and 
what has been won. 

As the unions RMT, ASLEF and BFAWU have put in a 
joint statement calling for an exit vote. ‘It’s a myth that 
the EU has won workers’ rights and protections for workers. 
Nearly all the laws that protect workers in Britain are UK 

laws which have been won by 
the struggles and campaigns 
of the British trade union and 
Labour movement.’  NIPSA, 
the largest union in Northern 
Ireland representing public 
sector workers like us, have 

also come out for an exit

Another argument is that 
‘well the EU is not perfect, but 
you have to be in it to change it 
from within’. What is omitted 
from this argument is exactly 
how ordinary people are 

supposed to change the EU. 

The European Parliament is a toothless, powerless body 
and is not where the power in the EU resides. The actual 
power of the EU is in the European Commission which 
is totally unelected and unaccountable to people across 
Europe.

In the UK, like in many other countries, we face massive 
austerity cuts. This will continue whether in or outside 
the EU. However we can deal a blow to the austerity 
agenda and the political establishment (the majority 
of whom are campaigning to remain) by voting to exit 
the EU and stepping up the battle to defend our public 
services by building stronger unions and the campaign for 
a better society where the wealth is collectively owned 

and distributed according to need, not profit. 

EUROPE UNION- 
THE CASE TO LEAVE
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EUROPE - 
DEFEND REFUGEES & ASYLUM SEEKERS

In the early 2000s I worked and lived in Hillfields at a 
time when there was still a huge amount of fallout and 
people seeking asylum from all sides of the Serb/Cro-
at/Bosnia conflicts.  

Living alongside and talking to many of those fleeing 
war and seeking asylum was at times a sad and hum-
bling experience.  Many of them had lost family mem-
bers just for the crime of being the wrong race or 
religion and some were terribly damaged by the things 
that had occurred to them.
 
At the same time the rumours about what they got 
and were entitled too were being peddled; these 
people who had experienced the loss of everything at 
home faced hostility and in cases verbal attacks about 
a perception of what they were getting.  

We all remember those claims; that they got more 
than white British people.  That somehow they were 
given luxury accommodation, cars, extra money, 
access to all kinds of things that “normal” claimants 
were.  

The reality was far different; they lived in the tower 
blocks that had been emptied to be taken down, they 
had no money only vouchers for food and far from 
getting anything extra they were often denied access 
to things because they had no legal right to remain and 
certainly no right to work and earn any money to get 
anything.   

If any of them did gain any money it was usually work-
ing on the grey market where they were paid cash 
in hand and dismally small amounts for often highly 
dangerous jobs.

That is just asylum seekers which at that point were 
often conflated and confused with economic migrants. 
As it is economic migrants pay tax, probably a sight 
more than several multinational companies.  Economic 
migrants also have no extra ability to claim for any-
thing or get given any form of priority in the benefits 
system if and when they are not working.
 
In truth many asylum seekers and refugees get a raw 
deal here in the UK even now.  The rules regarding 

their entitlements have not eased if anything its hard-
er. 

It is incredibly hard to be granted indefinite leave to 
remain and many of those refused are deported back 
to countries that they have fled for a multitude of 
different reasons.  Too often we see women and men 
who are at risk of sexual violence, death or imprison-
ment for the crime of being different from the social 
norm sent back to those communities and regimes 
that will do just that.  
 
When you tick your box whichever way it is please 
don’t do it because you live in a belief that refugees 
and asylum seekers get a great deal and that whichev-
er way you vote will change it.  

Do it because you have read all the arguments about 
the vast range of issues not a single issue about which 
rumour and myth seem to have a greater traction than 
the truth.

By Sarah Feeney

The Coventry Refugee and 
Migrant Centre exists to 
welcome and meet the needs 
of refugees and migrants to 
help them settle in Coventry, 
to support their integration, 
and to encourage them to 
contribute to the life of the city.

In just the last year, they 
offered 10,451 appointments to 
more than 3,000 people facing 
a range of difficulties. CRMC 
believe in empowering asylum 
seekers, refugees and migrants, 
so that they can shape their 
own destinies. 

Visit http://covrefugee.org/ for 
more info.



UNION STREET NEWS - YOUR MAGAZINE!

Union Street News is edited and published by the 
Coventry City branch of Unison. 

The views expressed are those of the individual 
contributors and are not necessarily the official view of 
Unison.

SENT FROM COVENTRY

impossible to manage all that was being asked of them.  
UNISON believes these findings highlight a crisis in 
health and well-being engulfing schools, which could lead 
to a mass exodus of hard working, dedicated staff unless 
urgent action is taken by the government.

Almost half of support staff (47%) said they are 
considering leaving their jobs, citing issues like low pay, 
stress and huge workloads. Many said it was difficult to 
talk about the pressures of their jobs, with two-fifths 
(40%) saying they felt unable to report concerns about 
the size of their workload to managers. 

Respondents to the survey reported instances of 
teaching assistants regularly taking on extra work 
because schools were persistently understaffed. One said: 
“Staff cuts are at a dangerous level. People are off sick 
due to stress because there aren’t enough staff. Teaching 
assistants are taking on teaching roles on a regular basis.”

Another said: “Classrooms are strained – every single 
teaching assistant is doing far more than they are paid for. 
They are covering classes constantly with no support – it 
is making people depressed.”

UNISON is calling on the government to establish a 
national initiative with unions and employers to reduce 
workload pressure on support staff. 

UNISON is also urging the government to commission 
an independent study into the effect that school funding 
changes are having upon the attainment of pupils and on 
the health and well-being of staff.
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UNISON Survey reveals School 
Stress Epidemic

More than half (52%) of school support staff across the 
UK have experienced stress, anxiety or depression as 
they struggle to cope with their workloads, according to 
a new survey published today (Tuesday) by UNISON.

Two-fifths (41.5%) of those who took part in the 
survey said they had difficulty in completing their work, 
and more than one in eight (13.4%) said they found it 

Another World Book Success!
UNISON, in conjunction with the Library Service, 
recently held another successful event at Whitley 
Depot to mark World Book Night 2016. We produced 
a significant display of books and information regarding 
education, training and development.

Member of staff took away both fiction and non-fiction 
titles not only for themselves but for friends and family.

Visit https://covunisonlearning.wordpress.com for more 
information about our learning events.

Photo - Mike Wallace
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WE NEED YOU TO BE A WORKPLACE REP –
PHONE 02476 550829 or email office@unisoncoventry.co.uk 

TO FIND OUT MORE...

KEEP IN TOUCH
VISIT OUR WEBSITE

www.coventryunison.co.uk


