
COVID-19 CRISIS: 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE UNISON SPEAKING OUT FOR OUR WORKERS ON THE FRONT LINE. 

 

As millions of people across Scotland are instructed to stay at home in order to minimise transmission 

of COVID-19, front line social workers and home care workers, across the country continue to perform 

their solemn duty. They support vulnerable service users by entering homes and houses to protect 

those most in need, to respond to risk, and to offer people the dignified life that they deserve.  In 

doing so, they themselves are at increased danger from COVID-19.  

Our Early Learning workers, cleaners, janitors, community workers, youth workers, activity workers 

and ASN assistants are supporting and protecting families, children and young people in education 

hubs and early learning centres.  

UNISON Members are responding to help and protect the most vulnerable, the shielded and the 

suddenly unemployed and will continue with that vital work in the weeks and months to come. 

In the weeks that have gone by, access to Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) for social workers and 

home care staff was and still is a key concern. While UNISON acknowledge PPE shortages have been 

experienced across the UK, it is clear that the impact Government austerity and crippling cuts to North 

Lanarkshire council’s over the past 10 years have had. This has inarguably severely undermined their 

ability to respond to the needs of those living here. 

This crisis has awoken our communities to the brutal reality of austerity measures.  Job losses, vacant 

posts and privatisation of certain, crucial services – all to make apparent efficiency savings - have 

hampered our ability to provide essential services.  

Yet it is our members on the front line in our council with community and voluntary sectors that we   

rely on in the coming months, to support our most vulnerable service users. 

Many workers in the care sector are low paid women, often working several jobs order to secure a 

fair income.  They carry out essential duties, they are essential workers, yet have not been provided 

the essential PPE in order to keep themselves – and others – safe. 

Having listened to all our members concerns since the start of this pandemic, your UNISON branch 

officials have raised the lack of PPE with management here in North Lanarkshire.  It is, of course, the 

single most pressing issues amongst our members.  Our position on the use of PPE for our members 

has remained consistent: the proper safety equipment must be made available in order to protect the 

health, safety and welfare of our members, and of those around them.  Anything else is simply not 

good enough. 

In support of our branch, Regional Officer Johanna Baxter led negotiations with COSLA on this 

matter and subsequently Scottish Government amended their advice to ensure all members are 

protected where COVID-19 is suspected or confirmed. 

At local level UNISON have supported our employer’s guidance on the impact of COVID-19 such as: 

• Paying all staff during closures 

• Supporting staff in self isolation 

• Ensuring all employees with underlying health conditions are shielded 

• Home working where possible. 



However we are aware that practices across our large council may vary, therefore it is vital members 

liaise with their UNISON representatives if they have concerns about their personal safety, or feel that 

any of the above measures are not being implemented fairly.  In such instances they should contact 

their local UNISON representative; we are here to support our members.  Our UNISON Facebook page 

and website  is constantly updated with relevant advice and guidance.  In light of a constantly changing 

landscape, with governmental advice changing on a weekly, if not daily, basis I urge you to check for 

any new guidance on the page. 

We are in weekly discussions with North Lanarkshire Council management to encourage and support 

our employer to comply with the general duty to maintain health and safety for all our members.  

Through this forum, UNISON have raised – and will continue to raise – a variety of prescient issues, 

some of which are noted below. 

In discussions about returning to work outside the home, UNISON is clear on these issues. We will be 

fully involved in all aspects of our members’ health and safety prior to any type of phased return 

following the end of the most restrictive lockdown measures. 

UNISON also continue to ensure specific COVID-19 risk assessments are undertaken in conjunction 

with the union and that these risk assessments are available for all employees to access. We are clear 

that our employer must ensure that workers feel safe before returning to work, and we believe that 

workers’ mental health and wellbeing must be prioritised alongside physical safety. Our employer 

must ensure sufficient preparation has been undertaken to make all working environments as sterile, 

safe and clean.  Members deserve to feel confident that health and safety at work is a priority, and it 

is our employer’s duty to instil such confidence.  Completion of necessary risk assessments, in 

conjunction with UNISON, is the best way to achieve this. 

We have raised concerns over social distancing and queried whether members can work safely within 

their workplace setting.  Our members are understandably concerned about the risk of contracting 

this virus and passing this to their own family members, and to those whom they support.  UNISON 

will therefore continue to push for adequate access to appropriate PPE. Where the necessary PPE 

cannot be supplied, UNSION are firm in their position that work should not recommence. 

Testing 

Recently, the Scottish Government have advised that all front line workers can receive a COVID-19  

test if they are displaying signs or symptoms of the virus.  Testing will also be made available for family 

members too.  This is essential in order that workers can protect their health and can safely return to 

work, confident that they do not have the virus. In the coming weeks, contact tracing programmes 

will be introduced to limit the spread of the virus. 

Schools and Nurseries  

UNISON are about to discuss with management the major issues around front line workers who have 

who have school aged children, if schools are to return with reduced class sizes or a rota system.  This 

will have massive impacts on the way our members in Education and Facilities Support and the wider 

council. We acknowledge that social distancing rules will follow into the class room setting however 

we are aware that childcare issues will need to be negotiated with our employer if the school week is 

reduced.  We are also aware of significantly increased cost of childcare, afterschool care and 

childminders.  Members who ordinarily rely on grandparents to provide childcare are no longer able 

to do so, due to older people falling within the high risk categories, and the subsequent need to shield 

https://www.unisonnorthlan.org.uk/
https://mynl.co.uk/?s=risk+assessment&ht-kb-search=1


them from the virus.  We trust that North Lanarkshire Council will take this into consideration in the 

coming weeks. 

Extended periods away from education poses a concern for the welfare of children and their parents 
and carers.  There is a significantly increased risk of trauma due to the pandemic, the uncertainty and 
the sudden change. Supports services will need to be considered and made available.  For some 
children school is their only constant refuge, their only constant meals and their support system. The 
impact of this on these children, and the additional stress children at home places on families is both 
difficult to establish and a significant risk of harm. 
 
 
Your union will continue to press for clear guidance on all the above issues and we will constantly 
post updates on our UNISON Facebook page. Given the nature of this virus we receive changing 
advice from our government therefore we recommend all our members visit our page regularly. 
 
The future remains uncertain, however I can assure you that your UNISON representatives shall 
remain available to support our membership during these most difficult times.  The UNISON branch 
are incredibly proud of how our union is pulling together. In the most extreme of circumstances our 
members are stepping up to the monumental challenge of saving lives, protecting vulnerable people 
and keeping essential services running wherever possible.  Your efforts are truly magnificent.  Thank 
you all again for all you are doing on behalf of our members, our union, our communities and our 
country in these uncertain times. 
 
 
 
 
John Watson 
Service Conditions Officer 
North Lanarkshire Branch. 
Special thanks to Angela Medford, Unison Rep, 
 for preparation for publication. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


