
 Council staff in one of London’s most ethnical-

ly diverse boroughs have accused bosses of in-

stitutional racism, claiming that racial tension is 

escalating at the local authority with devastating 

consequences.  

In a strongly worded letter to councillors in 

Lambeth, a group of staff who call themselves 

Lambeth Black Workers write of the “despair, 

humiliation, disappointments, rejection and loss 

of staff unity that are direct consequences of rac-

ism at work”.  

“We write to you to impart the reality of daily 

working life for black staff who work for this 

borough,” the letter states.  

A group of around 20 workers ranging from sen-

ior to junior staff met to arrange the open letter, 

the Guardian has learned. They are from various 

parts of the council, working in housing, envi-

ronment, social services and finances.  

Complaints made by staff centre on racist com-

ments and slurs, and inequality of access to jobs 

and flexible working. “We watch as teams that 

are primarily white are permitted flexible work-

ing while teams that are primarily black have 

little or no access to [it],” the letter says.  

The staff call for councillors to intervene, saying 

they have “exhausted all formal routes”.  

A Lambeth council spokesperson said: “We take 

the allegations made within this anonymous let-

ter extremely seriously, and it is essential that 

staff feel valued and respected and are given the 

opportunity to be heard.”  

The deputy leaders of the council, Jennifer 

Brathwaite and Jack Hopkins, offered to meet 

staff who had concerns. “We would urge you to 

raise these allegations through the proper formal 

channels,” they wrote back.  

The group agreed to a meeting but said formal 

channels of complaint were blocked.  

The staff added: “Institutional racism operates in 

a much more insidious and often less immediate-

ly obvious way to perpetuate racial disad-

vantage. White job applicants are more success-

ful than black job applicants. White staff tend to 

progress more readily than black staff. White 

staff seem to have fewer problems with discre-

tionary management decisions than black staff.”  

Last year Lambeth Unison conducted a survey 

of black members of the union about racism. Of 

the more than 100 workers who responded, half 

(50%) said they had witnessed or experienced 

racism from managers in the past two years, and 

more than a third (35%) said they had witnessed 

or experienced racism from colleagues.  

Almost two-thirds (65%) said they did not be-

lieve white managers treated all people equally 

during the course of a restructure, and 56% felt 
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reorganisations were used as an opportunity to 

make BAME staff redundant.  

Hassina Malik, an assistant branch secretary at 

Lambeth Unison, said the results were shocking. 

“In March 2017 we shared the results of the sur-

vey with the councillors and with the chief exec-

utive of the council. They agreed it was im-

portant to address the problems we had high-

lighted and said they would engage a third party 

– someone independent – to look into staff expe-

rience of institutional racism and the survey.  

“More than a year later that person has still not 

been engaged. The council have reneged on their 

agreement to investigate and address institution-

al racism.” She said the situation in relation to 

race was “seriously escalating”.  

An anonymous staff member said managers had 

told her they had “white privilege”, and white col-

leagues had made it clear black staff members did 

not belong in certain areas of the building. She said 

in the eating area there was segregation between 

white and BAME staff.  

“I have friends in the council who are white but 

that is me personally … some white people 

won’t integrate and the council is fostering that 

attitude and behaviour. It has got worse since the 

Brexit referendum. Before that I noticed it was a 

white versus black thing, but now I can see east-

ern European people are also being treated bad-

ly.”  

This is not the 

first time Lam-

beth council has 

been accused of 

institutional rac-

ism. In 2003, an eight-month investigation con-

cluded that a key part of the south London au-

thority, which was then Labour-led, had a cul-

ture of discrimination, bullying, victimisation, 

sexual harassment and unprofessional conduct.  

A majority of Lambeth staff (59%) are BAME, 

according to the annual workforce diversity pro-

file report. But while Lambeth has the third 

highest BAME staff profile among councils in 

the capital, minority ethnic staff remain under-

represented at senior levels. Of the top 25 man-

agers, 24 are white, according to Unison.  

A Lambeth spokesperson said: “The council is 

taking a series of measures to improve develop-

ment and progression for BAME staff and start-

ing diversity awareness and unconscious bias 

training for managers and staff.”  

The spokesperson said the council was commit-

ted to delivering measures recommended by the 

Lambeth equality commission, including setting 

up a leadership programme for BAME staff and 

new diversity forums to give staff an opportunity 

to help identify and address equality, diversity 

and inclusion. 

UNISON is Britain’s biggest trade union with over 1 million members. Joining gives you protection at work 

from day one but also importantly a voice 

in how the Council is run.  

Visit our website at lambeth-unison.org  

Email Branch Secretaries Ruth RCash-

man@Lambeth.gov.uk or Simon SHan-

nah@Lambeth.gov.uk— or call  020 7926 

2858.  



An Open letter to Councillors from Lambeth’s Black 

staff  - sent 20 July 2018  

Dear Councillors, 

We make no apology for the frustration, anger and 

sadness within this letter. We write to you to impart 

the reality of daily working life for the Black staff 

who work for this borough. This letter will tell the 

story of our despair, humiliation, disappointments, 

rejection and loss of staff unity that are direct con-

sequences of racism at work. The alarming in-

crease of bigotry and intolerance in the world out-

side is also devastating our working lives.  

Racism has always been a factor in the working 

lives of Lambeth’s Black staff. However over the 

past ten years, since the financial crash in 2008 and 

the harsh reality of austerity, some in our society 

have chosen to blame immigrants and the children 

of immigrants. This is also being reflected in our 

working environment. Increasingly Lambeth’s Black 

staff have experienced the rising tide of hatred in 

numerous ways and at every level in the Council.  

Segregation, racist comments and slurs, inequality 

of access to jobs, inequality of access to flexible 

working, unequal pay, misuse of policies to target 

us are commonplace in our working lives.  

In the past when we have tried to raise this with 

senior white Officers we were told that they are 

quite sure that this is not happening. We assured 

them that it was happening and demonstrated this 

with facts and asked that something be done before 

things became much worse – our facts were reject-

ed and our pleas denied. Time after time grievanc-

es against racist conduct have not been upheld de-

spite overwhelming evidence. We now know that 

we cannot rely on policies or procedures to work 

equitably for us.  

We remember when Lambeth had many senior 

Black managers who reflected us and gave us hope 

that we too would have opportunities. Yet in every 

restructure we have seen nearly every senior Black 

manager made redundant and far too many Black 

colleagues leave. We watch as they are replaced in 

newly created jobs filled by incoming white staff. 

Our workplace is definitely a lot whiter. We have 

recognised that we are not valued by our employer.  

We listen in shock and dismay at the boldness of 

white staff who confidently tell us ‘you don’t really fit 

in here’, and that the reason we do not have equal 

access to flexible working is because we ‘do not 

have white privilege’. When we tell senior white 

managers how we are being treated and ask for 

their support to challenge this rising tide of hate the 

only response we get is that the Council is actively 

encouraging the development of BAME staff. By 

this we observe that the abuse we face is sanc-

tioned by the employer.  

Eventually in early 2017 Senior white Officers and 

Councillors promised to engage an external third 

party to look into ‘institutional racism’. However sen-

ior white managers have since rejected that that 

this was related to ‘institutional racism’, and have 

purposively delayed engaging the named third par-

ty. To date this has not happened. This demon-

strates to us that our hostile working environment 

does not matter to the employer.  

In the meantime, in the lead up to the move into the 

Civic Centre and Town Hall we were told that there 

will be five desks to ten staff which will mean that 

staff must work flexibly. Two former Chief Execu-

tives have told staff that ‘flexible working will be the 

default position’. We watch as teams that are pri-

marily white are permitted flexible working while 

teams that are primarily Black have little or no ac-

cess to flexible working. We have raised this with 

white senior managers at every possible forum, 

continually for over two years. We have been given 

every conceivable reason why we cannot have 

equal access to flexible working. We know we are 

not permitted to work flexibly because we are not 

trusted as our white colleagues are. The employer 

has sanctioned our micro management. We go into 

work knowing that our situation is not a far cry away 

from that of our ancestors who were considered la-
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zy and untrustworthy. We go into work with the 

knowledge that our mortgages and rents are the 

shackles that now bind us to the ill treatment and 

inequality we face.  

After having exhausted all formal routes we even-

tually asked the Council to permit an online peti-

tion on the Intranet (in line with the Constitution) 

we were told that this was not permissible until the 

matter has been resolved using internal forums. 

Despite providing evidence that this has been 

raised without resolution for over two years, the 

petition was not permitted. Our messages to 

Councillors are ignored. We see that we are not 

even permitted to protest our inhumane treatment.  

As our efforts to use all available means to com-

municate and reason with Senior Officers and 

Councillors have been rejected and denied we 

then sought permission to make Councillors aware 

of our horrendous working conditions through a 

deputation to Council. This too has been rejected 

with the excuse that this is an internal matter. We 

are told that the Chief Executive and the Labour 

Party Chief Whip have agreed that we should not 

be heard. We are aware that in the past we have 

often taken our concerns to Council meetings with-

out objection. We now believe that the employer is 

committed to ensuring that Black staff are not giv-

en a platform to protest the racism we are experi-

encing, thus ensuring our continued subjugation to 

white superiority. Even our requests for a safe 

space for Black staff to meet and offer each other 

support have been denied.  

Racial tension is escalating within the workforce. 

We do not want this deteriorate any further. We 

will need to consider further action if you are un-

willing to address this.  

We are saddened and horrified that our beloved 

Lambeth seems lost to the intolerance and bigotry 

that has infected the world around us. But we re-

main hopeful that Lambeth will rediscover and re-

claim its proud past. Black History Month was cre-

ated in Lambeth. Lambeth pioneered equality poli-

cies at a time when this was not popular. Lambeth 

had Black Chief Executives when other boroughs 

were trailing behind us. Have these great achieve-

ments and many others been forgotten? Have 

Black staff not given our lives to this borough? Will 

Councillors not intervene to stop what is happen-

ing to us?  

Yours hopefully, 

Your Black employees  

Lambeth Council BAME 

FORUM news 

 

IF YOU ARE ATTENDING THE COUNCIL’S 

BAME FORUM ON 9 OCT VOTE  UNISON 

Assistant Branch Secretary HENRY ROB-

ERTS will be standing for chair.  

If you think that the Council needs to do 

more around race relations and you want 

the BAME Forum to reflect the priorities 

of council staff then come to the meeting 

and vote for Henry. You can email Henry 

at HRoberts@Lambeth.gov.uk to find out 

more. 

Lambeth UNISON Black 

History month event 

Come along to Lambeth UNISON’s Black History 

Month event on 24 October 2018  

Venue: Assembly hall time: starts at 12noon 

[Refreshments provided] 

Speakers: Ansel Wong – the man behind the 

concept of Black History Month  

Marc Wadsworth – founder of Black Sections in 

the Labour Party in the 1980s 

Contact Jocelyn JCruywagen@Lambeth.gov.uk 

for more details. 

mailto:JCruywagen@Lambeth.gov.uk

