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The Rt Hon Baroness Smith of Malvern
Minister of State

Department for Education

20 Great Smith St, London SW1P 3BT

30" April 2026 | via email
Dear Minister,

We are writing to you as the lay leadership of the recognised trade unions in further
education (FE), representing staff working across colleges in England. As we
approach this year’s pay negotiations, we believe it is nhow necessary to raise
serious concerns about the future of industrial relations in FE, and the growing risks
this poses to workforce stability, delivery of skills policy, and the success of the
government’s reform ambitions.

The single greatest threat to stable and constructive industrial relations in Further
Education is the continued absence of meaningful, binding national pay bargaining.
The current system does not work. In England, pay talks result only in non-binding
AoC recommendations, which colleges may adopt, amend, delay or ignore
altogether. This leaves thousands of staff without any meaningful voice over their
pay, produces inequity across the sector, and entrenches low pay, poor morale and
recruitment/retention challenges.

Pay in FE has fallen drastically in real terms over the past decade. Many support
staff now sit at or close to the statutory minimum wage, while teaching staff
continue to lag far behind schoolteachers and sixth-form college colleagues. Our
members are struggling with the ongoing cost of living crisis: rising housing costs,
energy and utility bills and food prices. Many are increasingly questioning the
sustainability of working in the sector at all. As your department knows, recruitment
and retention problems are now endemic.

The joint unions have consistently sought to address this issue constructively,
offering joint research, shared proposals and a clear roadmap towards national
bargaining. While discussions have taken place, including with a group of
principals in autumn 2024, these offers have not been meaningfully taken up. Most



recently, the AoC declined to engage further while industrial action continues, even
though no substantive progress has occurred even during periods of stability.

We met with a working group of principals in the autumn term of 2024 and
presented our roadmap to national bargaining, demonstrating the steps that need
to be taken to ensure that pay and conditions are made a priority in FE. Although
the presentation was well-received, the AoC have not made any moves towards
bringing this system to fruition. We remain hopeful that this can be resolved
collectively, with employers and unions working together in the interests of staff
and learners, as we have done on other issues such as a just transition to net zero.
However, it is increasingly clear that we do not have a willing partner on the
employer side in the AoC to bring about the necessary change on this issue.

National pay bargaining would ensure fairness by ending the postcode lottery,
where staff are paid differently for the same role depending on location. It would
improve efficiency by replacing hundreds of separate local negotiations with a
single, streamlined national process, saving time and resources for colleges and
unions. It would strengthen accountability by ensuring that public funding for pay
reaches staff, rather than being diverted elsewhere. Crucially, it would also support
recruitment and retention by making further education a more attractive and
competitive sector to work in, with clear, consistent pay and conditions that help
colleges attract and keep skilled staff.

We welcome many of the government’s ambitions for further education and the
collaborative approach demonstrated through the Improving Education Together
workforce group and the skills white paper. However, delivering these ambitions in
practice requires stronger national structures, and given the AoC’s track record, we
are concerned about how far any outcomes of this work will be endorsed,
implemented, or translated into real change for staff without stronger leadership
and direction from government.

It is important to underline that functioning national pay bargaining is not novel or
untested. It already exists in Further Education in Wales and Scotland, and across
other parts of the education system, including sixth-form colleges and higher
education. The devolved governments undertook active engagement themselves
to achieve the current structures. We are seeing growing frustration among our
members about the continued time and energy spent in national discussions that
do not deliver binding outcomes. Increasingly, members are questioning the value
of remaining engaged in national negotiations with the AoC at all, given that they
consistently fail to produce meaningful results. While we agree that additional
funding is essential to address chronic underinvestment in FE, we do not accept
that the lack of funding prevents the establishment of binding national pay



bargaining. Bargaining structures determine how pay is negotiated and distributed;
they are not themselves dependent on additional funding to exist.

The Employment Rights Act 2025 is a major achievement for the government,
providing the opportunity to enter a new era of partnership between workers and
their employers. It represents a decisive shift towards a more balanced, modern
and mature system of industrial relations. We recognise the political courage it took
to bring this legislation forward, and we commend the government for delivering it
in the face of sustained opposition. We are excited about the opportunities this new
framework creates, and our clear preference is to see these strengthened rights
underpin a constructive transition to a binding national pay bargaining body for
further education in England, rather than being used defensively in response to
continued stalemate. However, it would be disingenuous not to acknowledge that
the failure to address national bargaining, despite years of offers of joint work and
engagement, is increasingly driving our members to demand that these new
regulations are used to secure outcomes that the current system has consistently
failed to deliver. We continue to resist calls from some members to abandon the
national joint forum altogether, however our ability to maintain this position
depends on establishing a bargaining framework that can deliver binding and
meaningful results.

We recognise that the Department for Education has previously rejected the
Education Select Committee’s recommendation to establish a Pay Review Body for
FE, and whilst we agree that this is not the most appropriate model, we believe that
the committee correctly identified the underlying problem, which is the absence of
any national mechanism capable of delivering binding outcomes on pay and
conditions. This is particularly important in the context of SEND reform. While the
Schools White Paper recognises the value of national bargaining arrangements for
school support staff, staff in colleges, who play an equally critical role, have no
equivalent. Without addressing this gap, there is a risk that workforce pressures
will grow and reform delivery will be undermined.

This Labour government has shown a willingness to take on difficult challenges and
demonstrate real leadership in the education sector. With the government’s
renewed focus on sKills, there is a real opportunity to put pay, fairness and stability
on a sustainable footing. Without action, however, industrial relations in FE will
continue to deteriorate to the detriment of staff, learners and the government’s
wider skills ambitions. We are not asking government to impose a settlement, but
to recognise that where public funds, statutory duties, and national workforce
objectives intersect, neutrality is not a sustainable position. Active facilitation of
national bargaining would be consistent with the government’s wider approach to
social partnership across the public realm.



We are therefore asking you to take a more active role in addressing this issue.
Specifically, we are requesting that you:

e Meet with us as a matter of urgency, and our officers, as the joint FE unions,
to discuss the future of pay bargaining in the sector;

e Ask your officials to work with us to develop and assess models for binding,
fully funded, national pay bargaining for further education in England;

e Use your influence to press the AoC to commit to a clear and time-bound
pathway towards the introduction of national pay bargaining in England;

e Consider the necessary legislative changes required if sector-led proposals
do not come to fruition.

We stand ready to engage seriously, constructively and in good faith. We know that
you want to deliver a further education system that works for students, for local
communities, for staff, and for the country’s wider economic needs. Those
ambitions are shared by the staff who keep colleges running every day and by the
unions that represent them. Without active leadership from government, and
without a genuine commitment from employers to engage meaningfully, the current
arrangements will continue to hold the sector back.

Yours sincerely,

Gavin Cartwright
Chair, Further Education & Sixth Form Committee
UNISON

Suzi Toole
Chair, Further Education Committee
University and Colleges Union

Kevin Brandstatter
National Officer
GMB

Duncan Blackie
Post-16 Executive Member
National Education Union

Stephen Davison
FE National Negotiator
Unite the Union



