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Trade Union Rights are changing
What SPA members need to know!

One of the most significant employment law reforms coming into force shortly is the introduction of a new statutory right for trade unions to be allowed access workplaces. Expected to come into force in October 2026, the new rules will allow qualifying unions to request both physical and digital access to workers for purposes such as recruitment and representation.  
Keep in mind that this access requirement will apply regardless of whether you recognise a union or want to.  

What is changing?
The new right will apply to employers with 21 or more workers and will allow unions to seek access to:
· meet workers
· recruit and organise workers
· support and represent workers
· facilitate collective bargaining
Importantly, a union will not need to demonstrate any existing level of membership within your workforce before making an access request.

How will the process work?
A union will submit a written request to you for access and you will have 15 working days to respond.
If agreement on the request cannot immediately be reached, the parties will enter a negotiation period. Ultimately, disputes can be referred to the Central Arbitration Committee (CAC), a specialist court dedicated the union issues, which will have powers to determine access arrangements. It is important to note that any agreements or determinations may last for up to two years. 
What should employers be thinking about?
Employers will need to balance access requests against legitimate operational challenges, such as:
· health & safety 
· security 
· protection of confidential processes
· production schedules
· restricted access areas
The key question is likely to be whether any limitations on access are reasonable in the circumstances.



Prepare now!
Although implementation of this new law is still a few months away, you should consider reviewing:
· who in your management team will take the lead on responding to any such access requests
· where you will obtain your legal advice from (hopefully Menzies Law!)
· your existing visitor and site access procedures
· your likely ways of responding to a request.
Early preparation will help businesses respond confidently when the new regime arrives.

Looking ahead
The new right of access represents a significant shift in UK industrial relations. For manufacturers, the challenge will be accommodating legitimate union access while maintaining safe and efficient operations.
Those that start planning now are likely to be in the strongest position when the changes take effect.
Trade Union recognition: a new Industrial Relations landscape
While the forthcoming new right of workplace access for unions has attracted significant attention, it is only one part of a wider package of trade union reforms that are about to come into force. There are also imminent changes to the statutory trade union recognition process that could have an impact on SPA members too.

Easier routes to recognition
These reforms are designed to reduce some of the barriers unions face when seeking recognition from an employer. In particular, the existing hurdle of a union having to demonstrate it is likely to win a recognition ballot before an application progress is being removed. The direction of travel is clear: recognition is becoming easier for a union to achieve.

Access to workers during recognition campaigns
The new access rights will also play a role in recognition campaigns. Once a recognition application has been accepted, unions may be able to request access to workers as part of the process.
This makes it increasingly important for employers to have clear procedures in place and to understand their obligations from the outset.

A new information requirement
Employers will also be required to inform workers of their right to join a trade union as part of their employment documentation.
While relatively straightforward administratively, it reflects the broader aim of strengthening awareness of workplace rights.


What does this mean for manufacturers like you in the SPA?
These reforms do not mean every business will face a trade union recognition campaign. However, they do signal a more union-friendly framework, and you need to be ready for the possibility of an approach by a union.  As manufacturers, SPA members are likely to be high on the target list for unions, given that union recognition remain standard in larger manufacturing workplaces.  
You should take the opportunity to review your current employee engagement strategies, workforce communications and other ways in which you listen to your workforce and allow them some participation in the operation and direction of the business. Strong workplace relationships, where workers know they have ways of you hearing their voice and responding to feedback, remain the best way to reduce the chance that unions will be knocking on your door or that your workforce will want union recognition.  

Have an Employee Forum
If you don’t already have an Employee Forum, now is the time to set one up.  Having a well-run Employee Forum, which demonstrably delivers effective worker-management communication and allows employees to feel their voices can be heard, is probably the most effective step in reducing the risk of a union recognition request.  

Final thoughts
The recognition reforms represent a significant development in the UK's industrial relations framework. Understanding the changes now will help you prepare for the evolving landscape ahead.
Menzies Law will be happy to advise you further on all these things, including helping you establish an Employee Forum if you don’t already have one.  
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