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Thank you for allowing us to make this statement regarding the industrial dispute in 
Sirona. My name is Fred Jerrome, I am an organiser for UNISON. We represent the 
residential and extra care workers currently on strike there

About 170 of these staff, almost all women, earning base rates of the minimum wage 
or not much above, have made the difficult decision to go on strike. It is a choice that 
causes them money problem and anxieties over the wellbeing of their residents. But 
it is also the case that they feel a duty to stand up for not only their families, but for 
the provision of safe care in Sirona.

I am sure you are all aware of Sirona’s proposals that have caused the problem, but 
I have seen some descriptions from council officers that do not capture the entire 
issue.

Care workers are not simply being asked to replace a paid break with an unpaid 
break. For starters they currently receive no official break on shift. In several homes 
there is nowhere staff can even take a break. Sirona have not answered questions 
about how a thirty minute uninterrupted break could be guaranteed while still 
maintaining safety, particularly overnight. UNISON will circulate a briefing on this. 
The nature of care work, exacerbated by frequent staff shortages, is constant and 
unpredictable demands. If Sirona senior managers spent time on the shop floor they 
would know this.

If this proposal is forced through by Sirona, there will not be unpaid breaks because 
it will not be realistic or safe to take them. There will simply be a reduction of thirty 
minutes pay per shift.

The alternative for care staff is to build up a time debt of thirty minutes per shift. They 
would then owe back extra shifts, for no extra pay. Some would have to work 
another sixteen shifts per year.

I know it is not your role as the Health and Wellbeing Board to make decisions on the 
internal affairs of one company. But I would ask you to consider the effects on the 
wider health economy in B&NES.

First and foremost, if this change is forced through, Sirona will shed experienced, 
committed care workers. They know their residents, they know their jobs, they go the 
extra mile. But as colleagues from across public services will know, you cannot run a 
system on goodwill forever.

Many of the affected staff have worked for Sirona, and B&NES before that, for more 
than ten years. That sort of knowledge is rare and valuable in care. It won’t be 
replaced with a recruitment drive, particularly given the demographics of the care 



workforce – put simply; care workers talk to each other and Sirona is getting a 
reputation.

Staff are already leaving in the face of this. Recruitment and in particular retention is 
also a problem, despite what Sirona say. Sirona spent over £1.1 million on agency 
and bank staff in extra and residential care alone in 2016/17. From April to 
December 2017 the organisation had already spent another million in this area.

If the care that Sirona provides takes a hit as staff leave or burn out, then that has 
knock on costs for the rest of the system. It will mean more ambulance call outs, 
more hospital admissions, more calls to the police. It will mean people who currently 
live relatively independently in supported housing decline faster and those with 
serious conditions get less continuity of care.

Sirona say they cannot deliver the contract value that they agreed with B&NES 
without making these cuts. B&NES say there is no money left. Yet for the sake of 
£170,000 per year – a quarter of one percent of Sirona’s turnover, or slightly more 
than their highest paid director takes home each year – this proposal will impoverish 
people and turn extra and residential care into a problem for the rest of the system.

I would implore you all to use your influence as health and public service 
professionals to press B&NES and Sirona to work with UNISON to find a solution to 
this before it is too late.



QUESTIONS TO HEALTH AND WELLBEING BOARD
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FRED JERROME - UNISON

These questions relate to the ongoing industrial dispute between Sirona and 
UNISON members in extra and residential care. See attached briefing for 
background. 

1. The B&NES health and wellbeing strategy 2015-19 identifies a need for 
enhanced care for older people and people with dementia. How will cutting 
wages for Sirona staff responsible for delivering this help achieve this priority?

2. Sirona has on its website adverts for at least seven jobs with hourly rates of 
£7.58 - that is 25p below the legal minimum wage. How much confidence 
does this give you in Sirona’s managerial competence?

3. We have surveyed Sirona workers affected by the plan to cut their pay or 
make them work extra shifts for free. Over one third say they are considering 
leaving due to the harmful impact of the changes. What impact do you predict 
on care outcomes from this predicted exodus of staff?

4. Sirona staff have highlighted to us that the plan to insert 30 minute unpaid 
breaks into shifts would leave only one person on duty, particularly during 
night work. Do you have any concerns about this? 

5. Problems identified by Sirona staff workers from the lack of safe staffing 
during unpaid breaks include: risks for health and safety, fire safety, 
movement of patients, dealing with aggressive residents, administering time 
critical medication, and lone working. Do you feel the unpaid breaks are a 
workable option?

6. The health and wellbeing strategy draws attention to the importance of a 
skilled health workforce. Do you think forcing staff to choose between working 
extra shifts for free or losing hundreds of pounds pay is likely to achieve this 
outcome?

7. Service users feeling safe and secure is a stated outcome of the health and 
wellbeing strategy. Will this be achieved if service users know there will not be 
enough staff on shift during their 30 minute breaks should an incident occur?



Background to the Sirona dispute

120 Sirona care workers are set to take strike action at the start of June. These staff, 
mainly women, work in residential and extra care for older people in Bath, Keynsham 
and Midsomer Norton. Their pay scales start at the minimum wage and don’t go far 
above it. Only staff working unsocial hours would have an hourly rate higher than the 
Real Living Wage.

The strike is happening because Sirona management plan to make care workers 
choose between a pay cut, or working longer hours. Even working longer hours will 
in practice result in a loss of earnings to the workers, because they will be less able 
to take up bank work or other sources of additional income.

The specific plan would see a thirty minute “unpaid break” inserted into most shifts. 
Currently the workers do not get a break during their shifts. So the result is a cut of 
half an hour’s pay per shift.

Sirona have presented an alternative. This would see workers paid as normal for 
shifts including the “break”. But they would accrue a “debt” of thirty minutes per shift, 
and then pay those back by essentially doing extra shifts for free. Some are 
predicted to be liable for up to sixteen extra unpaid shifts each year. The more shifts 
worked, the more time debt owed.

To make this change Sirona asked these workers to sign new contracts. Care staff 
have refused to do so en masse, so Sirona now say they will dismiss and re-engage 
all the staff to force them onto the new contracts.

In response to this, care workers in UNISON have voted overwhelmingly (95%) to 
strike. Their first strike was 24 hours from 0800 on 6 June to 0800 on 7 June. They 
are now striking for two hours every other day throughout June, at times around the 
clock.

Why is Sirona cutting pay for care workers?

Sirona have handled the situation badly, failing to provide information to care 
workers in a timely fashion and putting undue pressure on them to sign the new 
contracts before they have the full facts available.

Sirona have provided staff with incorrect figures and have failed to establish how 
safe working practices would be possible under the new breaks system. Even if staff 
were to accept the breaks system they would not be able to take breaks because a) 
it would leave insufficient numbers of staff on shift, particularly on nights, and b) 
some Sirona homes have no appropriate break facilities.

But UNISON does not believe that responsibility for this situation sits solely with 
Sirona. Sirona claim they have been left with a £215,000 hole in their budget by 
B&NES council, who set up Sirona in 2010 and commission the service. B&NES 



claim they have not cut Sirona’s funding. The situation is complicated by the fact that 
in 2017 Virgin Care won a large contract that Sirona had previously delivered. This 
resulted in Sirona renegotiating their remaining contracts with B&NES, which is 
where the problem seems to have arisen.

To solve the dispute B&NES council needs to provide sustainable funding for Sirona. 
UNISON has already agreed some cost saving plans with Sirona, so additional 
investment of just £170,000 would protect the incomes of the care workers and the 
service for the individuals in care.

What will this mean for care workers?

Care workers do not want to go on strike but they cannot endure the conditions 
proposed by management. The shift changes present a number of problems

 The impact on the workers’ already precarious finances. They are low paid, 
living in an area with a high cost of living. They cannot afford to turn down the 
extra shifts.

 UNISON members have told us they are already forced to use food banks 
because their wages do not cover the essentials.

 Even if they do take the extra shifts, this means the workers cannot make up 
their incomes using bank shifts, unsocial hours shifts, or other second jobs. 
This will cost them hundreds of pounds a year in lost income.

 The staff are almost all women and a very high percentage having caring 
responsibilities of their own, either for children, for elderly parents, or for both. 
They will be faced with unaffordable extra childcare costs or in some cases 
simply have to leave if the changes go through.

For further information please contact John Drake on j.drake@unison.co.uk 

mailto:j.drake@unison.co.uk


RESPONSE

Whilst the Council does value and have an interest in the welfare and conditions of 
staff working for our commissioned providers, any employment dispute is for staff 
and their representatives to resolve with the employer.

There was a meeting on Friday 15 June between senior representatives of the 
Council and Sirona and Unison representatives to discuss the current dispute.  As 
part of that discussion, the Council did clarify its position, which is summarised 
below.

Bath & North East Somerset Council understands that Sirona needs to makes 
savings to ensure that people continue to have their care needs met. 

Whilst the Council has not reduced the funding it has specifically allocated for these 
services, the Council recognises that the funding available to Sirona to run 
residential services is less because the size of their overall contract in Bath and 
North East Somerset has reduced; meaning they have less overall flexibility to 
absorb cost pressures.

The Council is itself managing the impact of reductions in government funding for its 
own services, including losing 300 full time equivalent posts and reducing services. 
The Council is not, therefore, in a position to supplement the Sirona contract for 
residential services, but remains committed to their on-going improvement and 
development; for this reason the Council has invested £700,000 in upgrading the 
buildings and has provided some transitional support to allow Sirona to move from 
residential to nursing home provision.

The Council has undertaken its own due diligence with Sirona and believes that the 
current contract sum is the right level of funding to run the services, but understands 
that a number of changes have to be made to enable Sirona to live within the 
contract amount and continue to provide safe, good quality services. These changes 
include reducing overheads and the contractual change which will achieve greater 
consistency of the Terms and Conditions of some members of staff with the wider 
care sector. 

The Council recognises the difficult decisions being made and their impact on staff 
but supports the need to reduce the cost of provision to continue to provide the 
service within available resources.


