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Foreword
Overview of 
the Work of 
NIPSA’s Equality 
Committee
Welcome to this edition 
of NIPSA Equality News. 
It’s 2 years since we 
produced an issue of 
Equality News. We really 

have been so busy organising training, seminars, 
events, guidance and policy that we haven’t had 
time to produce our usual annual publication. This 
overview is just a flavour of the work of the Equality 
Committee over the past couple of years. 

Equality Events
Austerity Through the Lens of Equality examined the 
impact of the cuts to jobs and services, including 
welfare and social policy reforms. Kellie Turtle from 
the Women’s Resource and Development Agency 
gave a presentation on the impact of spending cuts 
on Women’s Community and Voluntary organisations 
in NI. Louise Kennedy from Women’s Aid Federation 
NI delivered a presentation on the 2-Child Tax Credit 
Cap and Rape Clause. Other speakers included Les 
Allamby from the NI Human Rights Commission who 
spoke about in-work poverty and Tony O’Reilly from 
the North West Forum of People with Disabilities 
who highlighted the impact of welfare reform on 
people with disabilities.

Women of the Trade Union Movement Past, Present 
and Future was the title of our celebration event for 
International Women’s Day and the Centenary of 
Women’s Suffrage. Keynote speakers at the event 
were Carmel Gates, President of NIPSA and Sheila 
Nunan, President of ICTU. We traced women’s action 
from the Suffragette movement to our work in 
getting more women involved in the trade union 
movement and other areas of public life. Each 
speaker and attendee received a commemorative 
badge which was a lovely finish to an uplifting event.

Domestic and Sexual Violence and Abuse
We continued to promote and campaign on the 
issue of Domestic and Sexual Violence and Abuse by 
supporting Women’s Aid in their campaign to get the 
Istanbul Convention ratified. We organised training 
events in Belfast and the North West and a Branch 

Reps pack was developed and distributed. The NIPSA 
Guide on Domestic Violence was revised to take 
account of changes which emerged from the DHSSPS 
and DOJ Domestic and Sexual Violence and Abuse 
Strategy and launched at a training event, issued to 
branches and posted on the NIPSA website. We issued 
information to branches in support of Women’s Aid 
and encouraged reps to promote the issue in their 
branches by organising awareness raising and training 
in their workplaces and ensuring the issue is on the 
agenda for trade union – management forums and 
that each workplace has a Domestic Violence Policy. 
The Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme has been 
launched in NI and you may have seen the ads on TV 
and public transport. We continue to campaign for 
the introduction here of Domestic Violence Homicide 
Reviews. Several members of the Equality Committee 
represent NIPSA on Domestic and Sexual Violence and 
Abuse Partnerships where their contribution is valued.

Delegates and Presenters at Domestic and Sexual 
Violence Training Event in the North West.

Alanagh Rea, Chair, Tina Creaney, Vice-chair, 
Geraldine Alexander (HQ Official) and Catherine 
Ferrin (Belfast and Lisburn Women’s Aid) at 
launch of Guide in NIPSA HQ
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Disability
A major focus of the Equality Committee was raising 
awareness of issues faced by members with a 
disability, engaging with NIPSA Disability Champions 
and equipping NIPSA branch representatives and 
Disability Champions to deal with the many, varied 
and sometimes very complex issues they encountered. 
The Disability Champions Forum continued to provide 
support, training and an exchange of knowledge 
and experience for the Disability Champions. A 
representative from Carers NI delivered a session on 
support available for working carers and the impact 
of welfare reform at a Champions event. Tony O’Reilly 
from the North West Forum of People with Disabilities 
spoke at a Champions event on the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
Concluding Observations. Ciaran Trainor from the 
Equality Commission provided a refresher session 
on the law that bans disability discrimination against 
disabled employees and job seekers. The session 
also focused on the reasonable adjustment duty and 
how the duty may apply to absence management 
procedures. A series of posters were developed 
highlighting hidden disabilities and were issued 
to branches and posted on the website. Marcel 
Dummigan from the Equality Committee was elected 
Chair of the NIC/ICTU Disability Committee and Tina 
Creaney from the Equality Committee also sits on the 
committee. Disability Champions also attended the 
annual ICTU Disability seminar.

Trust Women
In line with NIPSA policy, a training event on the 
campaign for progressive reproductive rights was 
held at NIPSA for branch reps and a response was 
submitted for law reform.

NIC/ICTU Women’s Committee
Geraldine Alexander and myself continued 
to represent NIPSA on the NIC/ICTU Women’s 
Committee. NIPSA was also represented at the ICTU 
Women’s Seminar and at the Women’s Council of the 
Isles conference.

The 2018 ICTU Biennial Women’s Conference being 
held in June will be attended by several NIPSA  
members who will speak on several Motions 
including, Better Work, Better Lives for Women 
Workers; Insecure and Precarious Work; The 
Menopause and the Workplace; Sexual Harassment; 
Women and Leadership in the Trade Union 
Movement; Representation of Women in Public Life; 
Ending Violence Against Women and Investing in 
Childcare. 

Sling the Mesh
Women from Sling the Mesh, a grassroots campaign 
led by women affected by vaginal mesh implants, 
gave an awareness raising session to the Equality 
Committee. We have arranged a donation to 
their campaign and have raised awareness within 
branches and in NIPSA News on this issue.

Childcare 
There continues to be a delay in publishing a 
Childcare Strategy and we continue to be involved 
in the campaign for the realisation of universally 
affordable, accessible, high quality childcare 
provision in NI. A charter was produced by Childcare 
NI and the NIPSA logo included.

Gender Pay Gap Regulations
We continue to keep a watching brief on developments 
in this area, speak at conferences and write articles on 
the issue and raise it within branches. 

Consultation Responses
Responses were submitted on behalf of NIPSA on the 
Gender Equality Strategy; the OFM/DFM Childcare 
Strategy; Abortion Law Reform; DOJ Consultation 
on Domestic Abuse Offence and Domestic Violence 
Disclosure Scheme.

Other areas of work by the Equality Committee 
reported on in this Newsletter include: Menopause, 
Breastfeeding, Working Carers and Racism and 
Migrant Workers.

We hope you enjoy reading this issue of Equality 
News and that it interests and informs you.

 
Alanagh Rea 
Chair, Equality Committee
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Breastfeeding
According to the World Health 
Organisation, Breastfeeding is an 
unequalled way of providing ideal 
food for the healthy growth and 
development of infants; it is also 
an integral part of the reproductive 
process with important implications 
for the health of mothers and, as well 
as benefitting mother and child, robust 
breastfeeding policies can also help 
employers.

Whilst it is acknowledged that not all mothers can 
or wish to breastfeed, and this should be a matter of 
personal choice, it is important that there are policies 
and support mechanisms in place for those who do.

In order to aid both breastfeeding mothers and 
employers, NIPSA’s Equality Committee has produced 
a guide which covers the benefits for baby, mothers 
and employers, looks at the legal framework and 
best practice policies supporting breastfeeding 
and links to support groups and organisations for 
breastfeeding mothers.

NIPSA Reps can utilise this guide in discussions with 
employers when negotiating workplace policies, 
pushing the notion that having robust breastfeeding 
policies in place are of benefit not just to mother and 
child but also to the employer directly and to wider 
society.

A copy of the guidance is available to download 
from the NIPSA website at https://www.nipsa.org.
uk/NIPSA-in-Action/Equal-
Opportunities/Guidance-
on-Breastfeeding

Hard copies can be 
obtained by contacting 
Aidan McDonnell at 
NIPSA HQ by email: aidan.
mcdonnell@nipsa.org.
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Disability Champions in the Workplace
According to Bacon, N. & Hoque, K. (2015). The 
influence of trade union Disability Champions on 
employer disability policy and practice. Human 
Resource Management Journal, 25(2), pp. 233-249 the 
role of the Disability champion is defined as such

Disability Champions are a new type of lay workplace 
trade union activist, whose role is to encourage 
employers to audit and improve disability policies 
and offer independent advice and guidance on 
disability issues to employees. 

While the majority of Disability Champions report 
having had a positive impact, they report greater 
influence on employer willingness to conduct 
disability audits and to amend and improve 
employer equal opportunities practices with regard 
to disability than employer willingness to make 
reasonable adjustments. 

The analysis also identifies several factors that 
are likely to be important in improving Disability 
Champion effectiveness. Their research suggests that 
Disability Champions have the potential to enhance 
the ability of unions to represent disabled people and 
help manage disability issues within the workplace. 

NIPSA currently have 43 Disability Champions who 
have received training and accreditation through 
the Open College Network.

NIPSA’s Equality Committee regularly holds Disability 
Champions Forums. These sessions are designed 
to enhance the knowledge and share the practical 

experience of all those who regularly represent 
members at making reasonable adjustment requests 
or managing attendance hearings and appeals.

The change in Government policy towards those 
people who are disabled and manage to work 
through attacks against welfare support namely PIP 
and the increase of workplace targets and change of 
roles can all have a negative impact on our members 
and as Disability Champions we must fight to protect 
their rights and support them for fair and equal 
treatment in the workplace.

If you feel you would like to become a Disability 
Champion please contact any committee member 
of your local branch or NIPSA Headquarters.

Disability Champions, Equality Committee Members and Tony O’Reilly from the North West Forum of People 
with Disabilities at a Forum event on 14 December 2017 in NIPSA HQ. 
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Working Carers, Your Rights
According to Carers NI there are over 220,000 carers in Northern Ireland with 15% 
of the Northern Ireland workforce juggling work with caring for family or friends.

As a working carer you have certain statutory 
rights, you may also have additional contractual 
rights. The following information is about 
statutory rights. However it is also important 
to check your contract of employment, staff 
handbook or letter of appointment to see if 
you have any contractual rights on top of your 
statutory rights

Right to Request Flexible Working
If you care for a child or adult, you have a right to 
request flexible working. To make a request you 
must:

 ● have worked for your employer for at least 26 
weeks;

 ● have not made a statutory request in the last 
12 month period;

 ● apply in writing to them, stating how you 
would like to change your working pattern – 
your union rep can help you do this.

Your employer must meet you within 28 days of 
receiving your application and you are entitled to 
take a union rep or a work colleague with you to the 
meeting. Your employer does not have to grant your 
request but they must give it due consideration and 
must give business reasons for rejecting an application. 
For more details click on the cover icon to download 
a copy of Flexible Working, The right to request and a 
duty to consider, A guide for employers and employees 
available from the Labour Relations Agency website.

Examples of flexible working include:

 ● annualised hours;
 ● working compressed hours;
 ● home working;
 ● flexi-time;
 ● term-time working;
 ● part-time working;
 ● job-sharing;
 ● shift working;
 ● staggered hours.
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Right to Time Off for Emergencies
You have the right to take unpaid time off work to 
deal with an emergency or an unforeseen matter 
relating to the person you care for – a dependant. A 
dependant could be a spouse, partner, child, parent, 
or someone who depends on you for care.

You can use the right to time off for dependants when:

 ● a dependant is ill;
 ● a dependant is injured or hospitalised;
 ● there is a disruption or breakdown in care 

arrangements;
 ● the death of a dependant;
 ● to deal with an incident involving a child 

during school hours.

Check with your union rep or your employer as some 
employers may offer paid leave.

Right to Parental Leave
If you have worked for the same employer for 12 
months and you are responsible for a child under 
18, you are entitled to 18 weeks of unpaid leave 
per child, which must be taken by the child’s 18th 
birthday. Check your workplace policy or check with 
your union rep as your employer may offer better 
parental leave and pay arrangements.

Right to Protection from Discrimination
Under Disability and Sex Discrimination legislation 
carers are protected against discrimination in some 
circumstances. If you are looking after someone 
who is elderly or disabled, you are protected from 
unlawful discrimination or harassment because 

you are ‘associated’ with someone with a protected 
characteristic. See latest Northern Ireland Case Law. 
Carers are protected under the Human Rights Act 
and Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act, which 
requires public bodies to promote equality of 
opportunity for carers.

Your Union Rep Can Help
If you are struggling to juggle your job with 
caring responsibilities, speak to your Union Rep. 
NIPSA has negotiated many agreements which 
go beyond the minimum requirements set out 
in legislation. For example, some employers 
offer paid time off for emergencies or paid 
parental leave. Even if such an agreement doesn’t 
exist in your workplace by raising your caring 
responsibilities as an issue with your rep you 
can make sure that carers’ rights are put on the 
bargaining agenda.

New Sample Carers Policy and Guidance
The NIPSA Equality Committee have produced 
new sample carers policy and guidance for 
Branch Reps which will be launched during Carers 
Week (11-17 June 2018) and will be available to 
download from the NIPSA website.



INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY 2018  
– ‘NO WOMAN LEFT BEHIND’
The Belfast weather did not 
dampen the spirits of NIPSA 
members who marched in this 
year’s International Women’s 
Day rally in solidarity with 
women around the world to 
celebrate the achievements of 
women who have overcome 
barriers to inequality but also 
to send out a clear message 
that women still face major 
inequalities.

This year was particularly 
significant as it marked the 
100th Anniversary of Women’s 
Suffrage.  On 6 February 1918, 
the Pankhursts and other 
suffrage campaigners won 
a hard-fought victory.  They 
secured the first vote for some 
women, a movement that 
paved the way for universal 
suffrage ten years later.  100 
years on, we are witnessing a 
huge resurgence in the women’s 
movement around issues like 

sexual harassment, the #Metoo 
and #TimesUp movement, the 
Repeal the Eighth movement 
and the movement on abortion 
law reform in Northern Ireland.

On International Women’s Day 
NIPSA members, at an event held 
in NIPSA HQ, sent a clear message 
to politicians that there must 
be no rolling back on the hard 
won fight for women’s rights; 
there must be an end to the 

gender pay gap and an end to 
violence against women and girls.  
Members also demanded better 
support for victims of rape and 
sexual abuse, and universal, good 
quality, affordable and accessible 
childcare provision in Northern 
Ireland.  We must continue to fight 
for full equality for women around 
the world – leaving no woman 
behind.
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 Sling the Mesh
Polypropylene mesh can cause horrible pain and side 
effects when implanted in the human body
No independent reliable long term studies 
are available to gauge how the mesh reacts 
years after implantation. Thousands of men 
and women have been maimed by the various 
procedures and when they seek help from the 
medical profession they are often told it’s all in 
their head.

There are very few surgeons around the world who 
know how to deal with this matter and people are 
left in permanent life limiting pain and disabled. 
Historically patients have not been fully informed 
of the risks of this surgery so were unable to make a 
proper decision on whether to have the procedure 
or not.

Sling the Mesh Northern Ireland support and 
campaigning closed group on facebook was 
created to ensure that all those facing mesh 
surgery or suffering from the after effects have 
all the information and options at hand as well 
as friendly advice from women who have gone 
through the mesh surgeries and the lenghty 
complicated procedure to have it removed.

The group’s main aims are as follows:

1. Women and men in Northern Ireland suffering 
from mesh complications should have the same 
opportunity as people in the rest of the United 
Kingdom to be referred to surgeons who are 
experts in this area and have the expertise to 
remove mesh implants in their entirety or as 
much as is feasibly possible without causing 
further harm;

2. We call for the use of mesh implants to be 
banned. We state that as sufferers of this barbaric 
procedure the benefits do not outweigh the 
risks. If there is no immediate ban then we 
demand the same protection, albeit temporary, 
as the women in Scotland, in the form of a 
moratorium on the use of all mesh implants 
pending an independent review;

3. We demand a national register to track and 
monitor mesh complications accurately;

4. If mesh implants continue to be used we call for 
all risks and alternatives to mesh be explained so 
that women and men can make fully informed 
decisions about their treatment;

5. We demand choice in that non mesh 
surgeries should be available for hernia, stress 
incontinence and prolapse. All surgery has 
risks but we contend that Mesh surgery has 
unacceptable risk.

Further information on the campaign is available 
on Sling The Mesh N.Ireland Facebook Group or on 
Twitter @meshcampaign
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Stand Up Against 
Racism
Make Our Workplace Racism 
Free
NIPSA has a long history of opposition to racism and 
xenophobia, and a proud history of organising and 
campaigning against the discrimination faced by Black 
and Minority Ethnic (BME) workers in the workplace 
and wider society. 
Racism at work can take many forms.  Racial 
harassment and bullying at work significantly 
disadvantages BME workers in the workplace.  It 
undermines their confidence and can affect their 
performance in their job role.

In addition to bullying, harassment and verbal and 
physical abuse based on their ethnicity, BME workers 
also frequently have to experience racist comments, 
jokes and online material being shared within the 
workplace.  This creates a hostile environment for 
BME workers, leads to isolation from work colleagues 
and undermines collaboration and team working in 
organisations.  BME workers should be able to work 
in an environment where people are respected 
and treated with dignity – not one which is hostile 
because employers have tolerated racist material 
or views being shared and have not ensured the 
wellbeing of all their workers.

To coincide with International Day for the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination on 21 March 
2018 the NIPSA Equality Committee launched 
a series of posters and a leaflet.  The aim is to 
stimulate and support workplaces to:

 ● Be free from discrimination and harassment;

 ● Be welcoming to black and minority ethnic 
(including Traveller and migrant) employees 
and customers / service users;

 ● Accommodate, make adjustments for and 
value cultural and linguistic diversity among 
employees and customers alongside a wider 
accommodation of diversity including making 
reasonable accommodation for people with 
disabilities;

 ● Take practical steps to achieve full equality in 
practice;

 ● Communicate a message promoting greater 
equality for black and minority ethnic people 
within the wider community.

NIPSA is calling on all of us – workers, employers, 
politicians, members of society to ‘Stand Up Against 
Racism’ and make our workplaces and wider society 
racism free.

Copies of the posters and leaflets are available to 
download from the NIPSA website https://www.
nipsa.org.uk/NIPSA-in-Action/Equal-Opportunities/
Race-and-Migrant-Workers/Stand-Up-to-Racism.  A 
small supply of hard copies are available from NIPSA 
by contacting Lesley-Anne Scott at lesleyanne.
scott@nipsa.org.uk. 
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The Gender Pay Gap 
Regulations
The Gender Pay Gap Regulations NI were to be in 
place by 30th June 2017. The gender pay gap is the 
difference between average earnings for men and 
women across an organisation. However, with no 
functioning Assembly in NI this is one more thing that 
didn’t happen. 
In GB, the Gender Pay Gap Regulations came into 
force in April 2017. Employers with 250 or more staff 
are now required by law to annually publish their 
gender pay gap figures. However, there are calls 
in Northern Ireland for that threshold to be much 
lower. The threshold for fair employment reporting 
is 11 or more employees and some say this should 
be the same for the gender pay gap regulations. 
Previously, in 2014, the European Commission 
recommended that the threshold for mandatory 
gender pay reporting by employers should be 50 
employees. 

It is important to note that legislation in Northern 
Ireland is planned to go further than GB with the 
additional requirement for companies to publish 
statistics on workers within each band based on 
ethnicity and on disability. The Employment Act 
(NI) 2016 also introduced a stipulation that the 
Department should draw up a Strategy and Action 
Plan, in consultation with trade unions, to tackle 
the reasons for the continuing gender pay gap. 

It is imperative that the Gender Pay Gap  
Regulations are brought forward in Northern  
Ireland as a matter of urgency with rigorous 
enforcement and monitoring. It would be a  
welcome step towards more equal  
workplaces and could be one step  
towards lifting women and children  
out of poverty.

Latest news from the Equality Committee 
 equality 11

The Menopause in the 
Workplace
Employers have been slow to recognise that women 
of menopausal age may need special consideration 
and for too long it has simply been seen as a private 
matter.  It is important that as a trade union we 
raise the issue in the workplace and make sure that 
employers are aware of their responsibilities to 
ensure that conditions in the workplace do not make 
the symptoms worse. Women who are experiencing 
the menopause also need to know  that there is 
someone they can go to discuss any difficulties 
they are having so by highlighting and educating 
our employers we can help remove the barriers 
that have existed around the menopause for many 
years.

What is the Menopause?  It has been called 
many things “mid life crisis”, “that time of life” 
etc derogatory comments that in no way reflect 
the real issues around the menopause.  The 
menopause is the time in a woman’s life when her 
reproduction system begins to shut down. The 
reproduction system is managed over a woman’s 
lifetime by the production of hormones and as 
the system shuts down the erratic behaviour of 
these hormones can cause problems for women 
on a daily basis. No two women will be affected 
in exactly the same way so the best way to gauge 
individual needs is to body map on an individual 
basis. This can then become a record of members’ 
specific needs in the workplace and can be 
used as a tool while requesting any reasonable 
adjustments that may be required.

As Reps we can help dispel the myths and bring 
the issues of the menopause out into the open 
so that they can be dealt with in the same way as 
any other debilitating condition that has adverse 
impact on a person’s ability to function on a day 
to day basis. 

The NIPSA Equality Committee 
is drafting up a sample policy 

and guidance which it intends 
to issue to coincide with 

World Menopause Day on 
18 October.  Keep 

an eye out for this 
very important 
information.  
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are visible

For help and support contact your NIPSA Branch Representative:

 ● Epilepsy 

 ● Depression 

 ● Diabetes

 ● Autism

 ● Bipolar 
Disorder

 ● Fibromyalgia

 ● Lupus

 ● ADHD

 ● Anxiety

 ● Dyslexia

 ● OCD

 ● Irritable 
Bowel 
Syndrome

 ● Arthritis

Just because a person doesn’t look 

disabled, doesn’t mean they are not.

Supporting members with visible 

and invisible impairments in the 

workplace.
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