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ABSTRACT
This paper argues that networking and union 
activity through learning and employment 
strategies in relation to migrant communities 
requires a multidimensional understanding 
of the employment relationship and the 
local spaces it is structured within. The 
role of public funding is a vital feature of 
this process and its form is a determining 
variable in respect of developments. The 
paper locates the discussion on learning 
in relation to union attempts to develop a 
broader urban and community based view 
of organisation. It assesses the variety 
of ways learning strategies are deployed 
and the problems associated with it in 
the context of a liberal market economy 
particular within the UK which has poor 
levels of co-ordination amongst key social 
organisations and low levels of state 
commitment to the area of both training 
and new forms of learning for minority 
groups. The paper concludes that much 
of the learning initiative is disconnected 
from stable and consistent forms of local 
community based organisation, and 
remain enveloped in a project based 
approach which is piecemeal and financially 
dependent on the state.
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INTRODUCTION 
This paper illustrates how traditional 
social movements, such as trade unions 
in the UK, at various junctures within their 
existence and recent development, have 
used the specific strategy of learning as a 
key element of their politics of connection 
with the broader needs of migrant 
communities. It draws from a range of 
academic sources to show that networking 
requires a multidimensional understanding 
of the employment relationship and the 
local spaces it is structured within. The 
role of public funding is a vital feature of 
this process and its form is a determining 
variable in respect of developments. The 
paper shows how various third sector 
organisations including trade unions 
have responded and formed the basis of 
a significant intervention relating to the 
experiences and needs of migrant workers, 
particularly around the training dimension. 
The paper locates the discussion on 
learning in relation to union attempts to 
develop a broader urban and community 
based view of organisation.

The paper first outlines social exclusion 
and its effects on migrant workers and 
subsequently shows the way in which 
learning and training strategies are deployed 
by unions to alleviate the impact of it. It 
then assesses the variety of ways learning 
strategies are deployed and the problems 
associated with it in the context of a liberal 
market economy (Hall and Soskice, 2001), 
in particular within the UK which has poor 
levels of co-ordination amongst key social 
organisations and low levels of state 
commitment to the area of both training 
and new forms of learning for minority 
groups. The paper concludes that much 
of the learning initiative is disconnected 
from stable and consistent forms of local 
community based organisation, and 
remain enveloped in a project based 
approach which is piecemeal and financially 
dependent on the state.

The paper is based on the findings of two 
research projects. The first was a broad 
project involving a range of research 
questions focused on union engagement 
with migration in the UK – and included 

the role of different actors and bodies in 
questions of employment representation.1  
This was a project that involved 150 
interviews and lasted from 2004 to 2007 in 
terms of empirical research. The second 
project, which ran from March to September 
2007, focused on learning and qualifications 
and was focused on the way unions 
addressed the training needs of migrant 
workers.2  This was focused on a series of 
cases within a variety of learning centres; 
ten detailed biographies of migrant workers 
within the UK, and a series of interviews with 
interested groups such as trade unions, 
employment agencies, employers’ bodies, 
and voluntary sector and community 
organisations that represented the interest 
of migrant workers 

MIGRATION AND THE LABOUR MARKET
There are a wide variety of dimensions to 
the way in which migrant workers can find 
themselves forced into the most vulnerable 
parts of the labour market and society as a 
whole and thus find themselves in a position 
whereby they cannot effectively deploy their 
skills, abilities and qualifications – especially 
in the UK (See Martínez Lucio et al, 2007 for 
a discussion).  First, their entry into the UK 
labour market can be highly disorganised 
and the product of a relatively de-regulated 
and voluntarist employment system – much 
depends on the way in which they have 
arrived in the UK and purpose they have 
given to the relevant authorities. 

Secondly, migrant workers are most likely to 
be employed within low paid jobs requiring 
low levels of human capital. The very nature 
of such jobs means that there is often no 
framework of inclusion or support sufficient 
enough to allow migrant workers to plan 
for developing themselves throughout 
the organisation or using the skills and 
relevant qualifications they have acquired 
in their home countries. There is the failure 
within the UK labour market for skills and 
qualifications to be effectively recognised. 
This is a generic problem but it affects 
newly arrived migrants more directly as 
they do not have the access points or local 
knowledge to overcome this challenge. 
Third, the uneven nature of employment 
regulation in Britain means that getting 
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a basic wage and working conditions is 
an all-consuming task for many migrants 
who work in some of the most vulnerable 
forms of employment. Irrespective of their 
skill levels and competence in English 
language they are still considerably more 
likely to be employed in such vulnerable 
roles; it has become the social norm to the 
extent that migrant workers expect, and 
so actively seek, such employment. There 
are also both direct and indirect forms of 
racism and stigmatising that many migrants 
experience –this reinforces the problems 
outlined above and creates a greater sense 
of detachment in terms of institutional roles. 
This leads to a fourth challenge in terms of 
mapping social support and being able to 
use networks and services that can alleviate 
many of their economic conditions. This 
sense of detachment, direct and/or indirect 
discrimination, having their ethnicity linked 
to their labour market position, and lack of 
knowledge relating to support mechanism 
results in many migrants relying on their 
own ethnic communities in order to gain 
information, services and a sense of dignity. 
This has implications for how they are able 
to use their experiences and qualifications 
to map their way into an improved and 
dignified existence.

The first challenge facing migrants is on 
their entry into the UK labour market. 
‘Socially acceptable marginalisation’ of 
migrant workers means they find themselves 
in a mismatch in terms of jobs in relation 
to their level of skills. Often the financial 
circumstances in which they enter the 
country and thus the labour market means 
that they need to accumulate enough 
financial resources to survive in the first few 
months, or years.  This means that migrants, 
in many cases, accept work that limits their 
potential – especially those who migrate 
out of necessity or without a profession 
or trade. Many interviewees in this study 
found themselves building up career profiles 
that were downplaying their strengths and 
locking them into a cycle of low paid jobs 
and vulnerable employment.

Secondly, there is the effect of the nature 
of the job on the ability to create paths into 
better employment. This study found that 
those without formal qualifications were 
least likely to develop within the organisation 
they were employed at and were less able 

to find better employment elsewhere. Such 
migrant workers are often subject to menial, 
repetitive and exhausting labour and there is 
often very little possibility in the early years 
to develop their English as they are often 
isolated with other migrant workers from 
their home country. In one case, a Chilean 
migrant had a carpentry background but 
had not completed an apprenticeship in 
Chile, although he did have a series of 
qualifications in carpentry. However, these 
were not referenced, no UK equivalent 
could be proven and there had been very 
little opportunity to talk to any prospective 
employers in respect of his background. 
The nature of his employment constrained 
the possibility of him strategically planning 
all aspects of his life in the UK in the long 
term. This is a problem for both migrant and 
non-migrant labour – and in the case of the 
UK it is not uncommon for career profiles 
to be fragmented and for an individual’s 
strategy of learning and qualifications to be 
out of sync with their working experience.  
However, in the case of specific groups of 
migrants who enter the UK labour market 
through non-professional posts, there is a 
greater risk of an individual’s qualifications 
and networks limited and constrained by the 
nature of the work they adopt. In a second 
case in our study, a Polish migrant with a 
marketing degree faced a considerable 
challenge in having his work experience 
and qualifications acknowledged, this was 
crucial for him so as to find a position on 
the lowest rungs of the employment ladder. 
After a period of uncertainty and reflection 
he managed to gain employment as a 
painter and decorator through his personal 
Polish networks and agencies. Using his 
qualifications and skills proved to be very 
difficult and there was the undesirable 
prospect that he would be increasingly 
viewed as a painter and decorator by 
employment agencies in the future and not 
somebody with higher skills and a trade. 
His applications to organisations for posts 
in business related affairs proved to be 
unsuccessful, despite having a good degree 
from a business school. In part, this could 
be due to the nature of the recruitment 
of business students in the UK which is, 
in many cases, conducted directly from 
university. Therefore, any sign of different 
career portfolios may hinder a person 
applying, particularly if they also possess 
foreign qualifications, however it could also 
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be due to employers giving less credence 
to foreign qualifications and fears relating to 
language skills or cultural differences.

The third challenge relates to the nature 
of employment regulation in the UK and 
the extent to which migrant workers are 
able to acquire representation and voice 
in jobs. Many interviewees were aware of 
the minimum wage, although they had not 
always received this rate, it was interesting 
how the image and reality of a minimum 
figure for a wage was clear to the migrants 
interviewed. Yet in many cases compliance 
to the legislation varied and it was not 
uncommon to use the figure more as a 
standard benchmark than a minimum 
irrespective of the level of skill possessed 
by the migrant worker. Many also worked 
long hours and felt that they were not 
working for organisations which consistently 
complied with the legislation irrespective 
of the industry; this research highlighted 
examples from retail, building, textiles, 
manufacture and agriculture to name but 
a few.  Yet, because access to trade union 
organised workplaces and trade unions per 
se were scarce, in general, much depended 
on word of mouth either in the workplace or 
outside the workplace within the ‘community 
space’. There were colleagues who would 
provide relevant information of working 
rights with relation to wages, health and 
safety and working hours, but the question 
of implementation was another matter and 
the fear in respect of losing their jobs, which 
in many cases had they had sacrificed 
much for, was high. Hence, the failure and 
inconsistency of employment regulation 
impacts on migrants markedly. The lack 
of regulation within many workplaces 
means that it is difficult to go beyond a very 
minimal remit in terms of rights and self-
development. The relative weakness and 
shortage of trade unions in many areas that 
employ migrants clearly exacerbates this 
problem.

Fourth, it was common for many individuals 
to be uncertain of where to access services 
relating to employment and where to 
find advice more generally relating to 
the structures of society and living in 
the UK. Many turned to their own ethnic 
communities and networks, although much 
depended upon what community they 
were a part of and whether there was a 

community of fellow nationals to rely on 
in the relevant locality. For example, one 
Columbian migrant working in low paid and 
vulnerable positions felt unable to really 
connect with other people or seek advice 
or support in the area he worked and lived 
as there were few other Columbians in the 
that geographical location. He was aware 
of a higher concentration in London but due 
to his low salary, vulnerable employment 
and the high cost of accommodation, he 
was unable to move there. In terms of his 
own learning, he had been initially unable 
to establish a space to read and study. 
However, the central library of the city 
had provided information in the previous 
few months and he felt that access to the 
internet would provide some support. The 
idea of making his education transparent 
and making reference to it when taking up 
employment never occurred to him because 
this was never queried by prospective 
employers, perhaps inferring that he was 
being employed solely for the reason that 
he was a migrant and thus expected a 
lower salary, rather than being employed for 
the skills he possessed. However, as this 
paper will demonstrate below, the role of 
English for Speakers of Other Languages 
(ESOL) classes was one area where many 
of the interviewees felt they could really 
develop their language skills and thus 
employment prospects and gain broader 
information relevant to their employment 
status. This raises the importance of social 
support and networks. It appears then that 
the experience of a migrant is in great part 
related to the extent of information, social 
support and resources they are able to 
access and this seems to be contingent 
on the presence of pre-established social 
networks (often outside of the workplace). In 
many cases in this study, there was a sense 
of detachment unless people were able 
to turn to local business establishments, 
religious or political organisations, or social 
and/or family relations that were accessible.

To this extent, we can see that migrants often 
face (negative?) employment circumstances 
along the lines of the four dimensions 
outlined above. These may inhibit the ability 
of a migrant worker to develop themselves 
and use their skills and qualifications as 
part of a process of self-development and 
enhancing wellbeing. The situation is worse 
for those migrant workers who do not have 
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the required level of English as they are left to 
work with even less options and expectations. 
The four issues outlined above have a direct 
and indirect relationship with learning, skills 
and general labour market information. These 
issues have set up a major challenge to 
traditional social movements such as trade 
unions who have become disconnected from 
a large part of new forms of migration and 
who have not been in a strong position to 
influence the learning dimension associated 
with the issues outlined, especially in the 
case of the UK (Payne and Keep, 2005).

FROM THE WORKPLACE TO THE LABOUR 
MARKET: UNIONS AND THE ENGAGEMENT 
WITH LEARNING AND QUALIFICATIONS
The question of how traditional social 
movements have been addressing the 
question of the exclusion of migrants is 
the growing focus of much research but 
we need to highlight how the question 
of exclusion and inclusion has been 
defined in terms of particular aspects 
of the employment relation: in this case 
learning. How this has happened needs 
some refection in terms of the nature and 
change within trade unions in relation to 
the changing labour market. Trade unions 
are often perceived solely as workplace 
institutions representing only the needs of 
employees in grievance and disciplinary 
proceedings (Perrett and Martínez Lucio, 
2006). This has serious implications for 
both the role and influence of trade unions 
in the future on a number of dimensions. 
Firstly, the degree to which unions operate 
outside of the workplace is important in 
terms of their profile and accessibility 
(McBride and Greenwood, 2009). This 
is particularly important for employees 
within traditionally hard to organise sectors 
which raises important questions relating 
to ‘space’ and ‘community’. The second 
dimension is intrinsically linked to the first: 
not only have trade unions in the past been 
perceived as inherently contradictory and at 
times even racist organisations in the case 
of the UK, minority groups, and particularly 
migrant workers, are often concentrated 
within these traditionally hard to organise 
sectors. Therefore such employees are 
likely to have least exposure to unions so 
reinforcing the perception of unions as 
being white workplace based organisations. 
This leaves minority groups to seek support 
elsewhere, often ‘other actors’ such as the 

Citizens Advice Bureau (Abbott, 1998a, 
b) or community based voluntary sector 
organisations. Many of these organisations, 
however, appear to be distant or 
disconnected from trade unions (Perrett and 
Martínez Lucio, 2009).

The third dimension relates specifically 
to the perceived role of trade unions. 
Recently unions have tried to expand and 
diversify the roles they undertake. As way 
of example, one interviewee in the study 
stated that people go to see the union 
“when they want a cheap solicitor”. Yet, 
structural changes within industry and the 
changing composition of the labour market 
have resulted in unions more recently 
pursuing new approaches to membership 
in both the workplace and potentially in 
the community (Wallis et al., 2005: 286); 
Martinez Lucio and Perrett 2009) – the 
learning agenda being an important one. 
There has been a major shift in the way 
learning and skill formation has been 
approached during the past decade. Since 
the late 1990s it appears that trade unions 
have placed an increasing emphasis upon 
their learning agendas, predominantly within 
the workplace but also through community 
projects and learning centres (Stuart, 2007). 
The emergence of training and learning as 
a central plank of government and trade 
union renewal strategies has attracted the 
attention of many observers since the late 
1990s (Forrester, 2000, 2004; Heyes and 
Stuart, 1998; Rainbird, et al 2004; Wallis 
et al., 2005). This is seen as a potential 
point where unions can seek concessions 
from the state and employers. The debate 
surrounding the benefits and difficulties 
associated with union and management 
‘partnership’ or ‘co-operative’ relations is 
wide and beyond the scope if this paper. 
However, unions have attempted to 
increase their profile and influence within the 
workplace through a greater involvement 
with, what can be termed, ‘non-adversarial’ 
topics. These can be seen as issues where 
both management and the unions have 
a vested interest and therefore can work 
together for a mutually beneficial outcome. 
One such non-adversarial topic is that of 
training and learning.

Within the UK, one of the central features 
of state and trade union policy in the 
context of the labour market has been 
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the development of lifelong learning and 
training strategies. The development of the 
Union Learning Fund and of Union Learning 
Representatives (ULRs) has become a 
central feature of trade union renewal. The 
development of such representatives since 
1998 has meant that certain workplaces 
may employ representatives whose 
objectives are to consult with management 
on training needs and respond to calls for 
information from the workforce on related 
issues. This has been a central feature 
of government policy and trade union 
renewal since the late 1990s. Unionlearn, 
the learning arm of the TUC, has supported 
a national network of learning centres. 
These union learning centres offer a wide 
variety of courses usually held either in the 
workplace, local colleges or union offices. 
Most participants undertake IT and ‘Skills for 
Life’ courses; the centres increasingly also 
provide information, advice and guidance 
(IAG) services. ESOL courses have also 
achieved good enrolment figures and can 
be seen as a positive way in which trade 
unions can engage with, and offer support 
to, new migrant workers. Unionlearn’s 
initial target was to train 22,000 ULRs by 
2010, this target was, in fact achieved 
a year earlier than anticipated in 2009. 
Furthermore, a survey of ULRs and their 
managers (Unionlearn, 2009) found that 35 
per cent of ULRs were new to working as 
a representative for a union; 56 per cent of 
new representatives were also women; 75 
per cent of ULRs report having a positive 
impact on training; 61 per cent of managers 
agree that ULRs had helped address skills 
gaps; and 79 per cent of managers agreed 
that ULRs had raised awareness of the 
benefits of training.

The learning agenda has had the potential 
to alter the ‘traditional’ image of trade unions 
and show that they can, and do, improve 
the working conditions of employees in ways 
other than simply negotiating over pay and 
conditions and around grievance issues. 
Typically the union role in learning is isolated 
to the workplace, yet through ULRs giving 
information and advice, arranging training 
courses and undertaking learning needs 
analysis sometimes through workplace 
based learning centres established in 
conjunction with management, a more 
dynamic role has been possible for unions 
according to some perspectives (Wallis et 

al, 2005). The learning agenda pursued by 
trade unions also has the potential to extend 
into the community, raising the question of 
learning and space. For Forrester (2004), 
union learning initiatives offer unions the 
opportunity for fresh partnerships and 
alliances with external agencies around a 
common agenda – for example, gender and 
ethnicity: “… a learning perspective informed 
by ‘divisions and differences’, for example, 
provides a more imaginative and politically 
innovative basis for linking community and 
workplace audiences around, for example, 
the recent anti-racist campaigns by the TUC” 
(2004: 418). Forrester (2004) believes that 
such initiatives encourage the reformation of 
trade unions as “societal actors” rather than 
workplace partners.

One dimension to this new learning role 
has been how it has dovetailed with a 
more community based approach (See 
Stewart et al, 2009 for a discussion of 
community unionism, and McBride and 
Greenwood, 2009). Wills and Simms (2004) 
view the community dimension and the 
role of community actors as a fundamental 
feature of the employment relation that 
contextualises the experience and approach 
to work. They also suggest that the scope 
of traditional trade unionism cannot reach 
beyond the confines of the workplace due 
to its institutional and strategic focus, so it 
must renew along these lines or connect 
with the community through alliances. 
Recent work on community-based Worker 
Centers in the US has shown how migrant 
workers are becoming integral to their 
development; the argument is that we need 
to rethink the way we view these relations 
in more dynamic ways (Fine 2005). The 
role of faith-based organizations has also 
proved important. The recent development 
regarding the living-wage campaign in 
London has been greatly influenced by 
religious organisations in alliance with trade 
unions (Holgate, 2009). This community 
dimension highlighted by Wills (2004) 
illustrates how The East London Community 
Organisation project (TELCO) brought 
together academics, community groups, 
faith based organisations and some trade 
unions in a campaign to develop a more 
social oriented understanding of the living 
wage. Heery (1998) and Heery et al. (2004) 
outline the role of coalition building in 
the logic of trade union renewal in recent 
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years, and this requires – in our view – a 
discussion and study of more than just trade 
unions as worker representatives. Moreover, 
survey evidence (Perrett and Martínez 
Lucio, 2009) indicates that BME community 
based voluntary sector organizations 
actually have a high propensity for 
working in collaboration with trade unions, 
especially around anti-fascist campaigns, 
employment issues and especially training 
and learning, despite the unions’ apparent 
inability to adequately engage with them. 
Although, the reality is that the fit between 
these community approaches and learning 
strategies is not so clear.

Ultimately the learning agenda has been 
perceived by unions as an opportunity 
to generate new forms of activism and 
contribute to increased influence and 
membership. As a non-adversarial issue - 
where employers may not see a threat or 
challenge but benefits in terms of employee 
development - it has allowed unions to 
illustrate their mutual value to employers, to 
extend their influence across the workplace 
on a day-to-day basis therefore effectively 
changing their role within the workplace; and 
is a viable tool in extending their influence 
and links with BME constituencies and 
community groups. Social inclusion has, 
in great part, become viewed through the 
prism of learning.

THE TROJAN HORSE OF LEARNING – 
APPROACHES AND DILEMMAS 
As highlighted above, since the late 1990s 
trade unions have placed an increasing 
emphasis upon their learning agendas, 
predominantly within the workplace but 
also through community projects and 
learning centres. The election of the 
Labour government in 1997 represented 
a greater commitment to the lifelong 
learning agenda. The government sought 
to involve trade unions in skill formation 
and learning policies as it was perceived 
as a ‘positive sum game’ – linking to the 
New Labour vision of partnership (1997-
2010). It provided government funding 
making union learning partnerships an 
attractive and economically viable option 
for unions. Furthermore, structural changes 
within industry, the changing composition 
of the labour market, potential links to 
networks and the community and the 
desire to expand the depth and breadth 

of union influence rendered the learning 
agenda another important tool in the unions’ 
organising toolbox. The following section 
comments on five very different learning 
strategies undertaken by trade unions and 
asks to what extent they form a coherent 
and grounded approach to the issues of 
exclusion and migration.

A key feature of the first two cases is the 
extension of migrant skills and labour market 
inclusion through the development of ESOL. 
Trade unions have been firm advocates 
of ESOL and the cases illustrate how the 
new learning agenda has the potential to 
positively affect both trade unions and local 
migrant communities. At the heart of many 
migrants’ approaches to the labour market 
is learning English for this is a vital first step 
to the task of gaining meaningful and well-
remunerated employment. It transpired from 
the following cases that those attending 
ESOL courses gained a lot more than simply 
learning English.

In collaboration with trade unions and 
Bradford Information, Asylum and 
Support Network, an ESOL course was 
developed at Bradford Resources Centre. 
One interviewee, originally from Russia, 
outlined the benefits she had achieved 
from attending the course. She explained 
that her English language was very weak 
when she first arrived in Bradford and that 
the ESOL course not only enabled her to 
steadily improve her English but also helped 
in several other respects. For instance, 
she used the resources at the Centre to 
deal with her work, to raise issues and 
suggestions she previously found difficult 
with her deficiency in English and also to 
assist others who were facing obstacles and 
difficulties. Throughout this development, 
she stated that she was supported by trade 
union activists and officials linked to the 
Amicus branch on a range of issues. In 
another example, a Polish migrant used the 
trade union and legal links of the Centre to 
challenge her employer for an improved pay 
rate. She stated that she also benefited from 
attending this course in other ways. Mainly 
in the access to Polish support services 
on the internet, which is provided without 
charge by the Centre.

What also became clear during the research 
was that the networks between and within 
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migrant communities steadily allowed such 
Centres to develop a broader supportive 
attitude. For instance, the Centre offers 
learners facilities in the form of a homework 
club that can allow them to bring their 
children to study without distractions and 
to socialise and practise their language. 
Many of the participants were progressively 
building their levels of confidence and 
seeking support across a range of 
issues. Furthermore, social networks and 
friendships emerged across different ethnic 
boundaries. This was evident through a 
series of meetings and social gatherings 
involving Russians, Afghans, Poles and 
other nationalities. Therefore, in this 
particular case, ESOL was not only utilised 
as a learning and training method, but also 
formed the basis for helping to develop 
social networks in the local community. The 
trade union Amicus was able to establish 
itself through being able to focus on 
individual cases directly at the Centre. This 
could then help expand their influence and 
link into the local migrant communities.

There was a similar experience for trade 
unions in other community-based learning 
centres. In particular, the second case study 
at UCATT’s Learning Centre at Lewisham 
College is illustrative of the impact of such 
initiatives. The Centre was based at the 
heart of the new financial capital complex 
in East London, Canary Wharf, and the 
study followed a cohort of eight students 
and their tutor during a 10-week module of 
ESOL and basic health and safety at work. 
Over this period, it was discovered that 
this group, consisting mainly of Polish and 
Russian migrants, not only benefited from 
gaining qualifications in both of these areas, 
but also developed a strong social and 
supportive unit. The facility itself became 
an important point of reference for them, as 
did the tutor who played a broader role in 
providing the group with advice on a range 
of matters such as National Insurance and 
support services. Furthermore, when it was 
identified that there was a paucity of IT skills 
among the cohort of learners, the module 
tutor trained the students with basic IT 
skills, developing their ability to use various 
programmes and the internet. Following 
this achievement, the majority of students 
continued to embark on advanced health 
and safety modules through the UCATT 
Centre. Such was their level of expertise and 

qualifications in this area that the members 
of this cohort subsequently became health 
and safety managers. What is more, these 
students have served as a link into various 
local communities and show potential for 
mentoring and teaching others. Such links 
now extend to progressive employment 
agencies that have used the UCATT learning 
centre for training and who have as their 
objective the recognition and effective 
utilisation of migrant skills and qualifications. 
Therefore, a clear network based around 
learning centres, local colleges, trade unions 
and employment agencies has begun 
to combine around this ESOL learning 
facility.  ESOL in these cases was not simply 
concerned with language training. It clearly 
has had some effect in these local migrant 
communities with the learning centres being 
a point of reference that allows for a sense 
of belonging, personal improvement and 
well-being across cultures and ethnicities. 
It is therefore potentially a catalyst for other 
developments that empower migrants and 
facilitate social inclusion. It is also a means 
by which trade unions can expand their 
engagement with migrant communities 
through a new learning agenda. However, 
trade unions have had difficulty in sustaining 
the momentum of such approaches due to 
the absence of clear and stable community 
centres and spaces – unions rarely have 
community based offices and structures 
and so learning and other approaches to 
engaging with migrants have been more ad 
hoc. Increasingly then, it is being realised by 
many within the labour movement that trade 
unions need to extend their influence and 
focus beyond the confines of the workplace 
into the community in respect of their 
learning agenda. The following three cases, 
to varying degrees, also illustrate this. Yet 
one of the salient features of this is the 
absence of the clear support and funding.

As seen elsewhere across much of the 
manufacturing industries in the North of 
England, Leather Mill PLC (a major leather 
tannery) had witnessed an increase in the 
number of migrant workers it employed, 
predominantly Iraqi and Polish. The 
dangerous nature of the work, splitting 
machines and the use of razor-sharp knives 
led both management and union officials 
to express health and safety concerns 
due to the lack of English language skills 
possessed by these workers. It was believed 
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that they were less able to understand 
direction given by supervisors or were 
unable to read health and safety notices 
and, as such, absence due to injury was 
higher amongst these workers. Trade union 
intervention by Community (formed through 
the merger of KFAT and the ISTC), with 
management support, led to the introduction 
of a 13-week ESOL course taught at the 
workplace. All migrant workers attended 
the course and, according to the senior 
shop steward and the training manager, 
accident levels immediately began to fall 
and morale and attendance rose, along 
with the level of communication on the 
shop floor. Furthermore, all of the workers 
became trade union members. Later, a 
Dignity at Work course was introduced 
for all employees, designed to eradicate 
bullying in the workplace whereby 
management and the union identified “…
an unexpected desire for learning, not only 
by the migrant workers, but also by many 
of the white British workers, most of whom 
had very few academic qualifications”. 
According to the union’s Deputy General 
Secretary, this opened the door to more 
adventurous workplace learning plans, 
namely a permanent workplace-based 
learning centre. Not only were courses 
and facilities available to all workers but 
the courses were also promoted and 
attempts were made to remove barriers to 
participation. Learning reps were seen as 
the key link between the shop floor and 
the learning centre and were viewed as of 
seminal importance to its success. This was 
particularly the case in respect of migrant 
workers who, according to a learning 
representative, exhibited less understanding 
of union functions and benefits and required 
greater levels of support. The majority of 
employees undertook courses within the 
learning centre, accident levels dropped and 
morale was reported to be high amongst the 
migrant workforce as communication had 
improved and they felt more incorporated 
within the organisation. The unfortunate 
closure of the company soon after did not 
end the learning centre but did raise serious 
questions relating to how the success of 
such an initiative is dependent, not only 
upon the employer, but also on the state, 
funding and training providers. With the 
closure of the company the union was in 
the unusual position of having the staff and 
equipment for a learning centre but nowhere 

to locate it. After numerous obstacles, 
and a general lack of assistance from 
the council, the union shifted the learning 
centre to a sports centre located within 
a less affluent part of the inner-city. This 
is an important point for it highlights how 
unions can effectively ‘export’ the concept 
of learning beyond the workplace and into 
the local community to those ‘harder-to-
reach’ learners who are often isolated in 
the community context, a category that 
many migrant workers find themselves in. 
At this stage of the fieldwork it appeared 
that, for the second time, the union would 
be able to develop an advanced learning 
centre offering greatly sought after courses 
but within the community rather than at 
the workplace. Once again, however, 
circumstances beyond the control of the 
union prevented this. Only a few weeks 
before the learning centre was due to open, 
the private training provider contacted the 
union to inform them that they had gone 
into receivership and could no longer 
honour their contract. Without a state funded 
Learndirect contract the union could not 
provide the courses. Whereas previously 
they were able to provide the training but 
had nowhere to locate the learning centre, 
this time they had a learning centre but were 
unable to provide the training.

Some unions during the late 90s and 00s 
started to realise that they might not be 
the best placed to deliver learning, or to 
offer information and support to migrant 
communities. They recognised that the 
best way to raise their profile within minority 
communities was to work alongside, or 
employ the services of, existing community 
groups or influential individuals. The 
following two cases illustrate this and add a 
further development to these points.

The approach adopted by the GMB in a 
town near to Manchester was based on 
working through Pakistani trade unionists 
that had lived and worked in the town 
for most of their life since coming to the 
UK. As active GMB members, they had 
always been involved in community events 
and regeneration. They were therefore 
well known and had developed extensive 
personal networks through the Mosques 
and the local council. Three to four years 
prior to fieldwork the GMB were seeking to 
launch a new community campaign in the 
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town area, focussed around anti-fascist 
activities given the growing influence of 
the BNP in the area, extending the GMB’s 
learning agenda, and also to further 
engage the community and raise the 
profile of the union. Key Pakistani figures 
were identified as ideal project workers to 
spearhead the campaign. The anti-fascist 
campaigns received considerable media 
coverage and support from the council and 
community alike. The learning agenda was 
extended into various communities across 
Manchester’s suburbs through the GMB 
applying for funds for computers and other 
resources for learning centres. Finally, the 
profile of the union was raised considerably 
through the numerous activities the local 
activists were engaged in. For example they 
acquired a list of voluntary sector support 
groups from Manchester’s community 
and voluntary sector CVS and personally 
wrote to them all, offering them, and the 
communities they represented, free advice 
from the union. Through personal contacts 
they developed and nurtured a relationship 
between the GMB and a well established, 
influential, not-for-profit community support 
and advice centre in the heart of the town. 
Part grant funded, part commercially 
funded through private project management 
contracts, this organisation ran a variety of 
short-term community projects, provided 
advice and information to the community 
covering issues such as housing, migration 
and benefits, advised other voluntary groups 
on bid writing and ran a resource library. 
The GMB’s contribution came in the form 
of funds for an advanced learning centre 
with ten computers. In this case the GMB 
realised that their lack of influence and 
profile within this area, for whatever historic 
reason, meant that they were just another, 
and certainly not the most prominent, 
of many actors offering support to the 
community and therefore the success of 
a community project around learning was 
dependent upon building links and trust 
within the local community. Yet the tenuous 
nature of funding and the inability of the 
union to connect systematically with the 
project and extend it meant that the project 
soon came to an end. Unfortunately, there 
were no clear stable community structures 
or areas of engagement locally and spatially 
which could sustain and strategically 
develop the initiatives.

This absence of a systematic territorial 
dimension was even clearer from this final 
case which brought some of the internal 
problems within the union to the fore. In 
another northern English city, the regional 
training official for Amicus along with his 
local activists had identified a growing 
number of Polish workers occupying 
jobs within less skilled, unrecognised 
and traditionally hard to organise sectors 
within the city. It was understood by the 
union official (though not a policy usually 
associated with his union) that the best 
way to recruit, represent and provide a 
service for these workers was through 
pursuing a community approach. Their 
early attempts to organize within the 
community by handing out leaflets and 
organising small one-off advice events were 
described as “completely unsuccessful”, a 
common problem for many unions in the 
past caused by not fully understanding 
the communities they are trying to engage 
with and a failure to develop sensibilities 
in terms of community dynamics (McBride 
and Greenwood, 2009). However, this gap 
in community specific knowledge began to 
deteriorate as local officials developed a 
relationship with two English speaking Polish 
colleagues. They advised the union officials 
that the vast majority of Polish workers 
would attend one of the city’s three Polish 
Catholic Churches and that if they wanted 
to advertise an advice and information drop-
in event within the community it would be 
best to do it through the Church. A date 
was set and arrangements were made for a 
community advice and information drop-in 
evening. The union training official designed 
flyers advertising the event and had them 
translated into Polish and went with his 
Polish colleagues to the ‘club/bar’ located 
next to one of the Polish Catholic Churches 
to seek permission to advertise the event. 
A chance encounter and discussion with 
the Priest resulted in him giving his support 
and taking more than 500 flyers. The official 
described this as “pure luck” and for which 
he was grateful. The drop-in event was held 
within the community at a nearby union-run 
resource centre. Representatives from the 
union were present, as were Polish-speaking 
advisers and translators. Furthermore, a 
number of other organisations including the 
Citizens Advice Bureau, local housing trusts, 
solicitors, and careers advisors had been 
invited and had stalls at the event. Also, 
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specific advice useful to new migrants or 
workers to the city was offered, for example, 
how to register children at school, how to 
register with a doctor, how to get an MOT 
for a car, how to open a bank account, 
access to housing, immigration forms and 
benefit issues, the minimum wage and 
workplace health and safety, advice and 
guidance on writing and structuring CVs, 
how to vote in locals elections and how 
to campaign against the far right. This 
event allowed the union to raise its profile 
within the Polish community; to better 
communicate its function and the services 
it provides, not only traditional issues of 
pay and grievance in the workplace. It 
provided a face and also a space for the 
union, it allowed the community to meet the 
officials and spend time in their premises 
which happened to be a union resource/
learning centre, once again illustrating their 
accessibility as well as their involvement in 
providing training. This event subsequently 
developed into a broader approach with 
open meetings and cultural evenings held 
at the resources centre, which extended 
the link between unions, local bodies 
and migrant communities. The growing 
popularity of these events, as the union 
became more trusted, allowed the passing 
of information, access to social services 
and support between workers. One group of 
Polish workers explained that they were able 
to find out more about the minimum wage 
through such events and felt more able to 
gather information about their rights on a 
more systematic basis. There was growing 
evidence of more Polish workers seeking 
information from the resource centre and 
enrolling on training courses. Yet, once 
more, such an initiative was short-lived. It 
was not able to seek long term financing 
from the union or public sources. Moreover, 
it was in effect the individual initiative of a 
set of union officers who were concerned 
and impelled to act on such developments. 
The inability to connect into a stable 
community centre was an important factor in 
the limited nature of its development.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
The cases reveal some significant yet ironic 
aspects of the way learning strategies as 
a response to social exclusion in relation 
to migration have been mediated and 
developed by trade unions in the United 
Kingdom. The role of learning has been 

seen as a major vehicle for engagement 
with migrants, dovetailing with the way 
unions have used learning and education 
as a vehicle of renewal more generally 
(McIlroy, 2008). This has not gone without 
some degree of polemic given that much 
of this is funded by the state and therefore 
raises some social and political questions 
of the trade union movement. However, 
the development of basic skills courses, 
language courses, and others have been 
seen to forge a link between the union’s 
non-traditional workplace role and new 
constituents of workers. However, what 
emerges is a range of issues in spatial 
terms which mean that the absence of clear 
structures in terms of these dimensions 
have major repercussions on how strategies 
of social inclusion are developed.

Firstly, trade unions have approached 
this question of learning and migration 
in a haphazard manner. Whilst we can 
see learning departments develop in 
unions with substantial investment when 
compared to other initiatives, the problem 
is the way work in this area is organised 
around particular projects. The initiatives 
are driven by and require a focus on a 
range of clear competitive funding streams 
which do not always coalesce or relate 
to each other in a systematic manner. 
The challenge to seek funding prioritises 
‘funding skills’ and therefore leaves the 
union responding to funding calls in a 
haphazard and uncoordinated manner. 
This tends to lead to major problems in 
how learning projects are linked together, 
strategically tied to local union work, and 
in turn linked to workers more generally. 
The ‘commodifying’ of learning appears to 
create complex and internally competitive 
environments between unions and even their 
subsections. What is more, the knowledge 
and organisational skills required to deal 
with such organisational processes creates 
an elite of individuals within the union who 
are the arbiters of links with the funders 
and learning community. They become a 
separate unit in terms of union and labour 
movement structures in certain cases.

Secondly, the level of funding in terms 
of learning increased during the Labour 
Government of 1997-2010. However, the 
level of funding remained towards the lower 
end of European averages for learning and 
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was never able to break the low skills culture 
of the UK in general terms (Keep and 
Payne, 2005). In fact, the dependence on 
the state for such funding meant that there 
was a political cost to such engagement 
in terms of what funds could be used for. 
The tendency was to prioritise minimal 
approaches to skills and learning. Inclusion 
was reduced to basic levels of skills and 
not long term mentoring and support. The 
strategies and services were in many cases 
ad hoc and tend to be more similar to the 
latter three cases in the paper and not the 
first two: the first two being the outcome of 
a broader range of networking and local 
alliance building in the relevant cities. This 
is a major challenge in spatial terms as 
the main ‘alliance’ is between funders and 
service delivers.   

Third, the role of the local state in such 
initiatives is also highly variable. One could 
argue that the ability of local trade union 
structures to link with the local state on 
such initiatives has been limited due to 
the market of service providers and the 
competitive element it contains. This has 
meant that unions and BME community 
groups compete for limited funds. What 
is more, trade union structures in British 
cities as a whole have declined leaving 
individual unions to negotiate and develop 
their strategies in a variety of un-coordinated 
ways. Hence one begins to see that 
the socialising of servicing in terms of 
learning and its extension to other areas of 
workplace and employment issues has been 
low.

This brings us to the question of the 
absence of a community approach 
and a serious question of local spatial 
strategies. The limited nature of community 
developments in the British labour 
movement can be measured in terms of the 
way unions have to develop local initiatives 
as those above without clear frameworks 
in community terms (see McBride and 
Greenwood 2009 for further discussions). 
That is to say, there is an absence of a 
community discourse that locates different 
coalition partners in terms of inclusion 
strategies. There is also a lack of local 
community union structures that are external 
facing and not just linked to the union’s 
internal structures or membership. Learning 
support structures are being developed 

independently from unions as they are seen 
as disconnected from community.

In effect, the question of learning and 
inclusion is therefore subject to a marketised 
logic which emphasises a fragmented 
approach based on minimal inclusion 
and rights. It is not in effect designed 
consciously and deliberately in this manner, 
but is the outcome of a desire to transfer 
regulation and the role of social support 
to the market and the third sector. In this 
case, the absence of an urban and spatial 
discourse within British trade unions and the 
absence of stable and community based 
structures exacerbates the manner in which 
learning and servicing of migrant needs are 
fragmented and marketised. In terms of the 
four dimensions of exclusion we referenced 
earlier, such a learning based strategy does 
not tackle the core problem of the initial 
point of entry into the labour market for 
migrants, nor – secondly - have any major 
relevance and influence to the nature of 
the jobs done by migrants given the lack 
of employer engagement (Stuart, 2007). 
Thirdly, regulation in terms of work is not 
advanced or strong enough to allow unions 
and social groups to support consistent 
learning and training initiatives. Finally, 
the lack of trade union links with networks 
and community bodies within the migrant 
communities – irrespective of a small 
number of high profile cases – means that 
such strategies of learning are disconnected 
and not tied to spatial or community 
dynamics.
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