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The South West Region and UNISON 
 
The South West is the largest region in England and presents many challenges for 
UNISON.  The public transport networks are poor and the sheer size makes it difficult for 
members from across the region to meet.  The northern part of Gloucestershire is as 
close to the Scottish border as it is to the tip of Cornwall!  There are over 90,400 
members in the region and 67,000 are women in 64 branches.  Members are employed 
in different service groups – Health, Local Government, Higher Education, Police and 
Justice, Community, Water Environment and Transport, and Energy by 3400 employers.  
The Regional Women’s committee has seats on each of the regional Service group 
committees so that womens’ views are represented there.  However with diminishing 
facility time and pressures in the workplace it has not always been possible to meet as a 
full Women’s committee this year and also difficult for members to take up their roles on 
other committees.  Despite all the challenges the Regional Women’s Committee has 
been a positive, supportive place to be in 2017 and we are pleased to present this 
annual report.  
 

New Women’s Committee  
 
Nominations for this year’s regional women’s committee were taken at our AGM and the 
new committee met for the first time on 2nd and 3rd December.  A motion was carried at 
the AGM reaffirming feminism as an integral part of self-organisation and asking for it to 
be stated in the constitution of the Regional Women’s Committee. The amended 
constitution will be discussed and hopefully agreed at this year’s AGM.  We are a 
feminist committee, campaigning from a feminist perspective with a value base that 
seeks to achieve equal opportunities for women in education and employment and 
political, economic, personal and social rights for women.  Our work plan priorities were 
agreed at the December planning meeting reflecting our feminist values.  Laura Hall and 
Carmela Walker-Bishop were nominated as the new joint Co-ordinators and Becky 
Brookman and Carmela the South West representatives on National committee.  Sadly 
Laura made the difficult decision to stand down from the Committee at the end of June 
as her new job has left her with less time for her trade union commitments.  Laura had 
introduced the committee to a new way of working through an online platform (Trello) 
and we were enjoying her more strategic and fresh approach.  She is certainly missed.   
 
We also lost Emilia Davies, University of West of England branch, earlier this year 
having found a new job in another organisation.  Sadly Kym Bayley also left and we said 
farewell to Jo Morgan, who has moved to work in a women’s centre in Western 
Australia!  They were all long standing active members of the committee and whilst their 
change of employment was good news for them we were really sorry to see them go. 
 
 

 



The Regional Women’s Conference 2016 – ‘The Power of Women 
Together’ Croyde Bay, 30 September to 2 October 
 
For the Regional Women’s Committee the year starts after the AGM and regional 
women’s conference and last year’s was our best attended yet.  All feedback was 
extremely positive.  It was particularly good to see that 27 women said it was their first 
UNISON event and 31 said they were going to get more involved in the union as a 
result.  As it was held over two days it was possible to cover all the Committee’s 
priorities.  It was a really packed agenda but thankfully with some time for relaxation and 
for networking too. 
 
Clare Moody MEP addressed the thorny issue of women’s rights in Brexit while our own 
Hayley Kemp talked of her experience working with refugees in Calais and the Middle 
East.  Members were also inspired to take action following speakers on FGM (Forward, 
Bristol) and Stop Porn Culture.  Responding to feedback from previous conferences the 
first session covered topics relating to how UNISON works – ‘Lost in UNISON’; recruiting 
women; the role of the steward or case worker; getting young women involved and 
women only education. Other workshops included – ‘Calling time on women’s wasted 
potential’ based on an inspirational book; Workplace, what workplace (how to be an 
activist in outsourced workplaces); domestic abuse; mental health – support not stigma; 
The power to be you and a workshop on getting involved – your voice in parliament 
delivered by our regional Parliamentary Outreach Worker. The SOG panel was also a 
highlight for members. 
 
There was also a feminist quiz one evening, members 
learned shim sham dancing and taster sessions of 
reiki, reflexology and mindfulness. There was 
aquarobics and a range of crafts (making feminist 
bunting and suffragette rosettes) all delivered by 
members using their own skills and experience.  It 
really was a proud moment for the committee to see 
the great tradition of women’s ‘craftivism’ in action 
with women being involved in productive activity 
whilst discussing difficult issues and planning 
campaigns. A banner called ‘Women reaching out’ 
was also produced displaying every member’s fabric 
version of their hand.  It has been displayed at 
Regional Council, training events and Bristol Pride. 
 
The huge number of toiletries donated last year were given to women in Dunkirk and 
also Trevi House, a women’s alcohol and drug rehabilitation unit in Plymouth.  We are 
delighted that someone from Trevi is coming to this year’s conference to tell us more 
about their unique establishment.   
 

Work and campaign priorities  
 

 Brexit and Migrant workers - Building support for and organising migrant worker 
members is a priority for the committee following issues raised at last year’s 
conference.  The results of a national survey have been circulated in Regional 
Equality news along with leaflet, guidance documents and information on national 
networks   A working group will be seeking the views of members on what is 
needed in this region.  Training will be offered and establishing regional networks 
for support, advice and guidance.   
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 International work - Dunkirk Womens Refugee 
Centre – Two members of the Committee, Amanda 
and Becky visited and raised money for the 
Women’s Centre at the Dunkirk Refugee Camp in 
January this year and returned on the 30 August. 
As a result of the visit the Committee submitted an 
emergency motion to National Women’s conference 
to highlight the needs of women and their children 
in Dunkirk.  The motion was carried. Money has 
been raised regionally and work will continue 
through this year to highlight this cause.   

 

 International Women’s Day, 8 March – this presented a great opportunity to 
raise awareness of and welcoming migrant members in our workplaces and 
communities.  Events took place in branches throughout the region all with the 
theme of #beboldforchange.  Some also included a focus on encouraging women, 
especially young women, to exercise their voting rights which was well timed 
given the later call for a snap election.   
 
IWD in Plymouth was marked by over 200 women 
from across the city gathering for the unveiling of a 
special quilt they had a hand in putting together. 
The project travelled around the city, for six 
months, to many different communities and has 
seen a wide range of women, including local 
women, trade unionists, refugees and lesbian 
women, to get together to sew and share stories of 
women that have inspired them   A total of 71 
women took part in the quilt making sessions.   
 
Joyce Carol Vincent tragically died alone in her 
London bedsit and lay undiscovered for almost 
three years. Hayley Kemp, Plymouth branch said: 
“I wanted to do something that would symbolise 
Joyce and bring women across Plymouth together, 
each of whom could contribute a patch to a quilt 
that tells their own story.”  Joyce’s quilt was 
unveiled by Dr Sheila Cassidy who was held in one 
of Pinochet’s torture prisons during his military 
dictatorship.  The venue was also significant - the 
old Jaeger factory, where so many women were 
employed sewing.  The women who came to the unveiling were from a range of 
backgrounds - women whose families had lived in the city for generations,  local 
retired people, Afghan interpreters’ wives who had been resettled here and 
women from the addiction rehabilitation centres in the city.  The legacy of the quilt 
is that it has introduced women from different backgrounds some of whom now 
attend other craft groups together. The quilt is available for community groups to 
display in their community spaces and will eventually hang in the new Plymouth 
Museum.   

 

 Communications – The committee recognises the importance of campaigning 
with other SOGs wherever possible. Kendall Bromley, co-chair regional young 
members’ forum came to our meeting in May to raise their issues and for us to 



then consider joint campaigns.  Housing, tampon tax, mental health and domestic 
abuse are all campaign areas that we share.  Aging out is an issue for the group 
and we urge all women members up to 27 to get involved -
UNISONYMSW@gmail.com .   

 
 We also worked alongside Black and LGBT members on the SOG stall at 
 Tolpuddle.  Eight women from the SW worked as volunteers for the TUC there 
 and were especially pleased to escort Jeremy Corbyn.  Online and face to face 
 campaigning and lobbying  has continued, with our Facebook and Twitter 
 increasing in likes and followers.   There has only been one women’s news this 
 year with all news being covered in the monthly electronic Equality news.  
 However we believe the separate newsletter for women is still important and will 
 endeavour to produce another this year and three next year as usual.  

 

 Impact of cuts - this continues to be a major concern 
for us and affecting each member of the committee in 
different ways. Women are increasingly working in 
fragmented workplaces be they isolated and home 
based, small voluntary or private sector workplaces or 
on zero hours contracts. Information on the UNISON 
and Women and State Pension inequality campaign 
(WASPI) has also been sent out and a member from 
Devon Waspi addressed the May Regional Council.  
A large number of our members are facing hardship 
in retirement as a result of the government’s changes 
to their state pension and we are asking all women to 
ensure they are informed about their future pension 
prospects and also write to their MPs to support 
women’s fight for a fair transition.  
 

 Housing - We have supported the Young members’ campaigns on housing 
benefit and bedroom tax. Information on the ACORN and the #Rentersrising 
campaign was sent out regionally asking members to sign a petition to stop the 
end of housing benefit for 18-21 year olds.  

 

 End violence against women – the focus for this 
area has been on supporting the Bristol zero 
tolerance campaign.  It is a unique initiative 
aiming to make Bristol a city free from gender-
based violence, abuse, harassment and 
exploitation.  As a regional organisation UNISON 
SW signed up to the pledge at a launch event with 
Thangam Debbonaire MP and Joanne Kaye, 
Regional Secretary as speakers.  The action plan 
includes encouraging branches to sign up and work with their employers to do the 
same and commit to positive change in workplaces.  The University of West of 
England branch held an event with a few speakers, including the Regional 
Women’s and Equalities officer, and the employer is also now committed to a 
number of actions which will improve working conditions for staff and students 
alike.    The Bristol zero tolerance campaign presents an opportunity to branches 
to raise an important issue for women and also a focus for a positive approach to 
employers.  We encourage all members in Bristol branches to approach your 
branches to arrange to sign up.   

http://sp.reg.unison.org.uk/SW/Equalities/Womens SOG/Photographs/2017/Bristol zero tolerance 2.jpg
mailto:UNISONYMSW@gmail.com
https://www.bristolzerotolerance.com/about/
https://www.bristolzerotolerance.com/about/
https://www.bristolzerotolerance.com/about/


We took a motion to National Women’s Conference about the Istanbul convention 
and then raised awareness in the region of the terms of the convention and 
encouraged members to lobby their MPs to sign for full ratification.  
 

 Increasing women’s participation – we believe training to be fundamental to 
encouraging women to be involved in the union.  The committee continues to 
ensure that the regional education programme includes women only training for 
activists and members.  Unfortunately both the Domestic Abuse in the Workplace 
and sex discrimination courses were cancelled due to very few members 
registered.  We are pleased however that 12 new Branch Women’s officers were 
trained in July. The Confidence building and assertiveness training was also 
successful and well attended in April.  We are also pleased that for the first time 
there is a Young Women’s confidence course Nov 9th – 10th in Taunton.     

 
The Power to be You workshop has been run successfully in a number of ways 
with branches and organisers across the region.  They have been delivered with 
Local Government and Health branches in Cornwall, Wareham and also 
residential weekends in Croyde Bay. Women reported that their confidence and 
assertiveness has grown both in work and in their personal lives as a result of 
training with other women. ‘Women’s Lives’  - a longer course run one evening a 
week over about 4 months including a fully funded residential weekend – is an 
excellent course  fully supported by the Women’s Committee.  We are pleased to 
report that arrangements are being made for it to be delivered early next year and 
would ask all to promote it when the advert is out and encourage women to 
register.  
 
Several new women’s groups have started up this year including two in Plymouth 
and Somerset.  Plans are also in place for others following this year’s Women’s 
officers training.  This is a tremendous achievement especially as it has been 
another incredibly tough year due to yet more job cuts and attacks on facility time.  
For many of the women, this has been their first taste of any UNISON 
involvement and has led to women signing up to education courses, becoming 
more active in their branches and at a regional level. 
 

National Women’s Conference 2017 
 
61 members from the South West travelled to Brighton for this year’s conference.  We 
are proud to say that we made our presence felt with many of our delegates speaking 
well and some for the first time. Both our motions were passed – “the Istanbul 
convention – violence against women” and “where next with the Housing crisis for 
women”   The South West meal has become a very popular event and was this year 
attended by record numbers.  Some even met on the beach one evening and braved a 
swim in the sea – in February!!   

 



Trade Union Congress Women’s Conference 
 

Amanda and Carmela attended this year and reported inspirational speeches from 
Frances O’Grady, General Secretary of the TUC and others.  Bringing women of all 
Trade unions together is an interesting experience all so often showing the common 
grounds between women.  The debate led by the RMT (Rail, Maritime and Transport 
union) opposing the cuts to guards on trains and the issue of Personal protective 
equipment for women not being one size fits all drew lots of support.   
 

Finally  
 

Women are working together in UNISON up and down the region whilst also often 
juggling work and home pressures.   Many are supporting and representing members, 
negotiating with employers, organising in branches whilst some are workplace reps 
supporting and recruiting members.  Many have also taken industrial action. We want to 
encourage women to continue supporting each other, campaigning and getting involved 
throughout the region however they feel able.   
 

Committee Members  2016/17 
 

Name Branch 
Jacqueline Bonas Western Energy 
Becky Brookman Dorset County 
Amanda Brown Dorset County 
Stella Crew Dorset County 
Tracy Cunningham Devon and Cornwall Police and Justice 
Lesley Discombe Torbay Local Government 
Sharon Foster Bristol Local Government 
Lyn Gardiner Bath Health 
Hayley Kemp Plymouth in UNISON 
Melinda Manickam Somerset County 
Jennifer Michell Devon and Cornwall Police and Justice 
Jill Mildon Dorset County 
Liz Payne-Ahmadi (retired member) Somerset County 
Debbie Russell Somerset Health 
Carmela Walker-Bishop Gloucestershire Districts Health and Community 
 
 
 


