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The legal provision
Union learning reps are workplace union reps with statutory rights established by the Employment Act 2002.  The Act sets out the five key functions for which it grants statutory rights to reasonable paid time off:
Analysing learning or training needs
Providing information and advice about learning or training matters
Arranging and supporting learning and training
Consulting the employer about carrying out such activities
Preparing to carry out the above activities
What ULRs actually do
Not every ULR does everything specified in the Act.  They may be a specialist in a team of ULRs, or it could be that some of the functions are not seen as appropriate in certain working environments.  
Unionlearn
 conducts biennial surveys of ULRs, and asks what they have actually done in the previous 12 months.  The responses for 2009/10 are shown in table 1
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Table 
1
Activity
%
Provided information and advice to colleagues
94.2
Accessed funding for learning
48.5
Arranged (or helped to arrange) courses
76.7
Recruited (or helped to recruit) new members into the union
74.3
Conducted a learning needs assessment
53.2
Met and/or networked with ULRs from other workplaces
79.3
ULRs were also asked about consultation and negotiation with employers around training, with 77% responding that they engaged to some extent in this type of activity.   
Training for ULRs
Under the Employment Act 2002 the ULR needs to be sufficiently trained to carry out his/her duties either at the time of their notice of appointment or in normal situations within six months of the appointment. To do this, ULRs in recognised workplaces have a statutory right to paid time off to train.
All ULRs are given initial training for their role through courses provided by the TUC or individual unions and accredited by NOCN
There is also a suite of follow on course
s that are optional for ULRs, such as skills for life and the union role, supporting learners, and negotiating skills
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What makes ULRs effective?
The data from the last two surveys of ULRs and their managers has been analysed to establish what factors contribute to producing an effective ULR.  Two different measures of effectiveness were used, the first being the average number of colleagues helped over the previous  12 months, and the second being a composite of all activity reported by the ULRs, converted into an index as high, medium and low activity. 
The average number of colleagues helped by all ULRs was 44.  That average increased significantly when calculated for just those ULRs reporting conditions that can be construed as supportive. The most important of these are shown in table 2
Table 
2
Supportive condition
Mean number of colleagues supported
ULR has reduced workload for ULR activities
68.53
Employer has signed the skills pledge
58.81
A learning agreement has been signed
55.90
A learning agreement has been signed 
55.18
ULR has cover for ULR activities
51.3
There is a learning partnership in existence
43.89
The index of ULR activity was used to test whether there were any organisational factors that had an impact on the effectiveness of a ULR.  As can be seen in figure 1, if the organisation was in the public or the private sector, or was large, ULRs were almost equally likely to report high levels of activity as low levels.  Only in SMEs was there less likely to be high levels of activity, and in organisations with a formal learning agreement significantly more ULRs reported a high level of activity than low.
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