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BPIF & Unite - Bringing Partnership
Alive In The Workplace
On 16 December 2005 the then Employment
Minister Gerry Sutcliffe MP launched a New
National Partnership Agreement and Joint Code
of Practice for the UK printing industry. The
Partnership deal was the result of over fifteen
months of discussions between the British
Printing Industries Federation (BPIF) – the
employers’ association representing employers in
the printing industry in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland, and the Graphical, Paper and
Media Sector of Unite (formerly GPMU) - the
trade union representing employees in the
printing, paper and media industries throughout
the UK. 

The BPIF/GPMU national agreements had, over
the years, not only addressed issues relating to
pay and benefits, but had also put in place
provisions covering areas crucial to sustaining the
competitive position of the industry and to
improving the working conditions of employees.
However by 2003, there were increasing signs the
national bargaining framework was in need of a
major overhaul if it was to address the challenges
the industry would face in coming years. In
particular it needed to address issues relating to
skills development and the work-life balance of
people working in the industry, as well as
enabling companies to respond to increasing
competition arising from the development of
new media and the sourcing of print overseas. 

The parties agreed that the new partnership
document needed to address the following:

• Increasing dialogue and co-operation between
employers, employees and employee
representatives

• Building an effective partnership between the
BPIF and Unite GPM Sector that recognises and
seeks to address their mutual and separate
interests   

• Improving productivity and profitability 
• Reducing excessive overtime working
• Ensuring fairness of treatment in the workplace
• Protecting the health and welfare of employees
• Assisting employees to adapt to changes

affecting their employment
• Enabling representatives to represent their

members effectively and to acquire the skills
they need to work in partnership with
employers

• Providing a means for resolving disputes and
differences

• Implementing workplace legislation and good
employment practice

• Enabling effective recruitment and
development of people 

• Simplifying and modernising the National
Agreement

They also agreed that the new partnership
document had to offer the potential to deliver
real benefits to employers and employees in the
industry, by ensuring that issues of concern to
both employers and employees were addressed
through dialogue and co-operation. The resulting
partnership agreement and joint code of practice
seeks to address issues that are important to
employers and employees alike, and to address
these collaboratively rather than
confrontationally. 

The following were identified as areas of
common interest to employers and employees
alike and are listed as such in the text of the new
Agreement: 

• achieving significant improvements in company
profitability both now and in the future

• providing companies with the flexibility they
need to respond to fluctuations in customer
demand

• providing employees with a safe, secure and
satisfying working environment

• ensuring that employees’ contributions to the
company are properly recognised

• providing employees with information on, and
consulting them about, decisions that impact
upon them. 

• providing employees with the training and
retraining necessary for them to perform their
jobs efficiently and safely and  to cope with
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changes to their duties and responsibilities
• ensuring that managers and employees adopt a

culture of joint responsibility

The Agreement recognises that a partnership’s
success depends on maintaining an on-going
dialogue that seeks to meet the interests of both
employer and employees and that it is also
dependent on the recognition by the parties that
such cooperation should take place at all levels of
the organisation. Five key partnership principles
were set out in the new Agreement: 

• both management and employee
representatives must have a common
understanding of the performance of the
business and the areas where change is needed

• the building of trust and respect between all
individuals is important. 

• Effective and regular communication and open
sharing of information as a two-way process
based on well-established arrangements and
processes are essential  

• employee representatives must ensure that they
effectively represent their colleagues and that
they seek out ideas and opinions which they
can make available to management in the
consultation process

• the importance of partnership, and its benefits
for companies and for employees alike, must be
espoused widely within the company, employee
representatives, consultation forums, and
ultimately at all levels of these representative
bodies 

Following confirmation by the BPIF’s National
Council that they would endorse the proposals,
the union held a national ballot of their members
covered by the BPIF National Agreement, with a
recommendation from the GPM Sector committee
in favour of acceptance. The ballot was
subsequently carried by 2 to 1 in favour.   

The principles of the new document – part-
agreement, part-joint code of practice - are that
in today’s ultra-competitive, increasingly
globalised economy, the fortunes of business
owners and their employees are more tightly
intertwined than ever before.  No entrepreneur
can afford to keep their head in the sand when it
comes to the welfare of their most valuable asset,
or ignore the need to embrace aspects of
contemporary employment culture.  Likewise,
employees increasingly recognise that the
printing industry is now a 21st century,
technology-driven manufacturing operation,
where flexibility and productivity are essential to
winning (and keeping) business. 

Of course, employees also want to improve the
quality of their working lives, and companies
realise the importance of this.  New proposals
provide for fair treatment in the workplace,

reduce excessive overtime, ensure protection of
the health, safety and welfare of employees and
assist companies to implement workplace
legislation and good employment practice.
Similarly, employees and employers alike suffer as
a consequence of skills gaps: both stand to gain
from on-going investment in training and for the
first time the new partnership commits companies
to this. 

The next key issue was how to address the
common challenge to partnerships in general –
how to turn a national agreement into
something that comes alive in the workplace. The
BPIF / Unite workplaces are diverse in terms of
numbers and industrial relations practice so
dissemination of tools and techniques to support
the partnership agreement and code of practice
was always going to be a step by step process. 

The first step of this process was a series of four
workshops, facilitated by the IPA, held in late
2007 and early 2008. The high attendance at
these workshops illustrated a huge commitment
from both the BPIF and Unite to ensure that all of
hard work expended in setting up the
partnership agreement and code of conduct
would translate into a practical tool for the
workplaces.

These workshops set the BPIF / Unite agreement
in the context of other partnerships ranging from
those which have sustained over a period of ten
years to those which are relatively new. The key
challenge, however, was to create a means of
dialogue that would allow local managers and
union representatives to talk about the key
strategic issues that their particular business was
facing. The IPA’s Option-Based Consultation
Model was illustrated and discussed in some
detail at the workshops and was seen as an ideal
starting point for discussions at all levels.

Not only would it address issues of early
involvement, dealing with confidential
information and building trust through
transparent exchange of information, Option-
Based Consultation provides the flexibility for
both parties to negotiate from a foundation of
openness which, in turn, encourages the
behaviours set out in the code of practice.

There is, of course, still a long way to go but
these workshops have provided an effective
starting point to create the exemplars that will
persuade other workplaces to follow. Both the
BPIF and Unite are fully committed to making this
happen and, by doing so, turning their landmark
agreement into a reference document to create
“good work” throughout the printing industry.

continued from page 1
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The innovative Lafarge Way Ahead
Agreement is now celebrating the start of
its second decade as a fine example of
industrial relations partnerships.  When it
was signed back in 1997 it was recognised as
leading edge and it still is today.

Human resources director Nick Peall explains
more:  “The Agreement was founded on
Integrated Working which was a pioneering
initiative based on annualised hours,
salaries, no paid overtime and multi-skilling.
This revolutionised the way the company
and employees worked together.

“The Agreement is based on a relationship
between the company, the employee and
the Trade Unions which forms a framework
within which constructive employment
relationships can be maintained and
developed.”

The three key principles are: 

• employees are prepared to develop
themselves, embrace change, improve
standards and work together as a team
with loyalty, integrity and good faith

• the company invests in capital projects
and the development of people and to
respect individuals in a relationship with
mutual trust and confidence

• the Trade Unions represent their
members’ best interests, recognise and
support the needs of the business to assist
in employment strategy and encourage
best practice.

Nick Peall continues:  “The success of the
Way Ahead Agreement, its use as a model
to follow by other companies, and its
durability as a solid base for employee
relations are all down to the hard work of
the Company-Wide Action Team, Trade
Unions and the support it receives from
managers and employees right across the
UK.”

To celebrate this milestone for the
Agreement we have collected comments
from three key people who were involved in
the setting up and supporting of it over the
last 10 years.  

Ronnie Charles, national GMB Trade
Union steward based at Cookstown –
member of the Company-Wide Action

Team since 1997 and one of original
team who helped develop the
Agreement.
“The Way Ahead Agreement was built on
the platform of Integrated Working set up
between the company and the Trade Unions
between 1996-1998.  It has been a vital tool
in removing Industrial Relations conflict with
the Trade Unions, and has given the
company stability in terms of long term pay
settlements and no industrial relations
problems. It has also given employees
confidence in long term pay deals and
employment security.”

Allan Black, national officer for the
GMB Union, a founder signatory to the
Way Ahead Agreement.
“Ten years on, the essential principles are
still well accepted and established, which
says a lot about how strong and forward-
thinking this partnership was from the start.
It says a lot for the effectiveness of
employers and unions working together and
it is also a credit to the Company-Wide
Action Team which has been extremely
efficient at solving problems for the
company, in line with the Agreement.” 

Willy Coupar, former director of the IPA
“The partnership at Lafarge Cement is one
of the best examples of management and
unions working together we have seen in
the UK in the last decade. It has helped
keep UK plants at the front of the field in
the fiercely competitive international
cement market.  And at times when tough
business decisions were needed, the unions
have worked to achieve the best outcome
for the workforce - even when it has meant
closures. 

“Two aspects of the partnership stand out
for me. The Way Ahead group, a task force
of managers and senior stewards, has always
been on hand to give help at local level
when things get tough. That was a Lafarge
innovation which I have often advised
others to follow.   Secondly, I have been
struck by the commitment of so many of the
people who have helped make it work.
Throughout the last ten years and more,
people such as Derek Warren, Ross Dunn,
Ronnie Charles, Tommy Grieve, Mike Gibson
and many others, really have put their
hearts into making the Lafarge Cement
partnership the success it is.”

AGREEMENT STILL WAY AHEAD
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NEWS IN BRIEF
Draft code of practice on
discipline and grievance
issued by Acas

Acas has issued a revised code of
practice on discipline and grievance
for public consultation. The new code
will ultimately aim to encourage
businesses and individuals to resolve
disputes internally, saving money and
time.

The code has been revised to take into
account the changes being made to
workplace dispute resolution by the
Employment Bill, currently before
Parliament, particularly the removal of
the statutory dismissal and discipline
procedures.

Minister for Employment Relations,
Pat McFadden, said: 
“The new code is a key element in the
Government’s plans to streamline and
simplify the dispute resolution system
to the benefit of employers and
employees. 
“It will complement the removal of
statutory measures by establishing
flexible, principles-based guidance to
help resolve disputes early.” 

Commenting on the launch of the
draft code John Taylor, Acas Chief
Executive said: “The revised Acas code
on discipline and grievance is one of
the first steps to simplify the dispute
resolution process set out by the
Michael Gibbons review.”

The revised code is considerably
shorter than the existing code and
provides basic practical guidance to
employers, employees and their
representatives and sets out principles
for handling disciplinary and
grievance situations in the workplace. 

The decision to shorten the code was
influenced by the fact that many

responses to the Government
consultation on the review of dispute
resolution undertaken by Michael
Gibbons called for a shorter more
principles based code.

The Government plans to introduce
the changes in workplace dispute
resolution in April 2009 and Acas
anticipate the revised code will come
into effect on the same date.
The draft code and guidance on how
to contribute to the consultation can
be found at: 

http://www.acas.org.uk/CHttpHandler.
ashx?id=880&p=0

Comments on the content and
structure of the revised code should
be sent via post, e-mail or fax by
25 July 2008 to:

George Boyce
Acas
D & G code revision
Brandon House
180 Borough High Street
London SE1 1LW

Fax no: 020 7210 3664
E-mail: dandgcode@acas.org.uk

Company made age gap
an issue between
managers, says Tribunal

A 51-year old employee won his claim
for age discrimination and unfair
dismissal after an employment
tribunal accepted that his employers
would have followed a different
procedure if he had been younger.
The employer apparently concluded
that the employee did not like being
managed by two young women, and
dismissed him as a result.
In Hussain v Live Nation (Venues) UK
Limited and others, Live Nation
alleged that Mr Hussain was dismissed

for conduct - notably his difficulties in
being managed by two women
younger than himself. The tribunal
found that Mr Hussain had no such
difficulties and the fact that Live
Nation had made the age gap an issue
helped to raise the inference that his
dismissal was on the grounds of age.

Promoting
opportunities for older
workers
With Europe experiencing dramatic
demographic change, companies and
policy makers are increasing having to
revise their attitudes towards older
people – in particular older workers.
In order to minimise the shrinking of
the European workforce, and protect
social security systems, employment
opportunities for older workers must
be improved.  However, to do this
requires a rethinking of assumptions
and company, national and EU level.  

To contribute to this project,
Eurofound (European Foundation for
the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions) has launched an
information campaign entitled
“Working longer, living better –
Europe’s coming of age”.
Accompanying the campaign is an
information pack that brings decision-
makers up to date with the latest
findings from research, and with
recommendations and examples of
best practice in tackling the challenges
and exploring the opportunities
associated with active ageing.  The
information pack will be distributed at
a range of events dealing with the
issue of ageing, and is also available
on the Eurofound website at
www.eurofound.europa.eu/resourcepa
cks/activeageing.htm

Research & Information Manager
Salary: £30,000 to £35,000 plus contributory pension

The IPA is the UK’s leading independent body associated with raising the performance of organisations through helping them to engage with
their workforces.
The Research and Information function is a key part of a small core team based in Islington, North London.
The IPA is looking for a graduate with real enthusiasm for workplace issues and a demonstrable track record in research who will:
• Gather information and maintain the IPA’s extensive database of good practice
• Produce high quality original research, case studies and reports for the internal team and for IPA clients
• Work with the IPA team to identify and exploit future opportunities for the organisation
The successful candidate will be self-reliant, comfortable working in a small team, IT and web-literate.
The IPA offers a friendly and flexible working and excellent holidays in return for commitment and enthusiasm for the role.
A job description is available by emailing sarah.dawson@ipa-involve.com.
To apply please send your CV to Lorraine.Modeste@ipa-involve.com. Deadline for applications is 19 May 2008. Interviews will be held on 3
June 2008.


