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Dear Mr De Abreu, 

I am writing in my capacity as General Secretary of the Free Speech Union after an employee at Bird College 
raised their concerns with us about the introduction of a mandatory email signature – for use by all staff – 
which includes various political flags linked to identity-based political movements, as well as the compulsory 
use of gender pronouns, indicating support for gender identity ideology. 

If the facts are as we understand them to be, we believe that Bird College is compelling staff to express their 
allegiance to contentious philosophical and political points of view they may not agree with, violating their 
Article 9 and Article 10 rights under the Human Rights Act. We understand this instruction has produced 
a climate of fear among many at the College who do not agree with these contentious views. 

Instruction to use pronouns and identity flags in email signatures 

In an email of yours sent to all staff, you instructed them to “all have the same version” of the email signature 
you circulated. The template format included your personal pronouns (“He, Him”) and therefore carried 
the implication that declaring one’s gender pronouns is now mandatory for all staff. This instruction was 
also made explicit, we have been informed, in a staff meeting in which staff were “told that when we 
introduce ourselves to new first year students that we must declare our pronouns as well”. The email 
template also included the flag of the Black Lives Matter organisation, and a rainbow flag including the trans 
colours. 

Declaring one’s pronouns in the workplace is not a politically neutral act, but a way of expressing your 
support for the agenda of trans rights activists, including their insistence that a person’s sex is not an 
immutable biological fact about them, but something that can be changed at will. However, some members 
of your staff do no share this view, whether because they are orthodox Christians or gender critical feminists, 
and to instruct them to declare their gender pronouns in your capacity as their employer, with the 
implication that they will suffer a detriment if they refuse to comply, is an act of unlawful discrimination 
under the Equality Act 2010, as confirmed in the recent Maya Forstator case in the Employment Tribunal. 
In that case, the panel found that gender critical feminists deserve the same protection from discrimination 
afforded to others. 
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By compelling them to express a belief that they do not hold, it would also be a breach of their Article 9 and 
10 rights, as Lady Hale made clear in the case of Lee v Ashers Baker Ltd. In that landmark case, Lady Hale 
reiterated the view of Lord Dyson that “nobody should be forced to have or express a political opinion in 
which he does not believe” and that the company in that case, which had declined to print a message in 
support of same-sex marriage, had been wrongly “required, on pain of liability in damages, to supply a 
product which actively promoted the cause, a cause in which many believe, but a cause in which the owners 
most definitely and sincerely did not”. 

Be in no doubt that some of your employees do not believe that a person can change their sex simply at will . 
The employee who contacted us has confirmed this: “The majority of the staff are going along with changing 
their signatures and we have been displaying pronouns in our email signatures for some time, but are 
unhappy about it and feel coerced.”  

The same objection applies to your instruction that all staff include the Black Lives Matter logo in the foot 
of their emails. As you may be aware, Black Lives Matter is a self-proclaimed Marxist organisation that has 
explicitly said on its fundraising page that it wants to defund the police, end capitalism and disrupt the 
nuclear family. Compelling all staff to profess their allegiance to this far left political agenda, and threatening 
them with a detriment if they don’t, is also an act of unlawful discrimination under the Equality Act and a 
breach of their Article 9 and Article 10 rights. 

In any community that prides itself on its diversity, there will be individuals with a wide variety of views 
about political issues and while we accept that not all views should be welcomed in the workplace, believing 
a person’s sex is an immutable biological fact about them and not endorsing the aims of a Marxist 
organisation are well within the acceptable range. These causes may appear to be entirely non-controversial 
and non-political to you, but that is probably because you haven’t understood them properly. To many of 
your staff, including the member who has contacted us, they are deeply contentious.  

Dissenting views 

Our contact at Bird College has set out in detail the effect these instructions have already had on staff who 
do not share these social views: 

Many of us were deeply uncomfortable at this, but have gone along with it, but this has affected the mental 
health of some staff members who feel compelled and bullied and that they are being forced to 
misrepresent themselves and lie about their beliefs. They are afraid to object as it has been made clear that 
the objection would not be welcomed and does not fit the college brand. But now this email telling us all 
to insert pronouns into our signatures and support the various organisations shown in the template he has 
sent out. It is not optional. It is definitely compelled. 

You may be unaware of the climate of fear which is reportedly developing among corners of the college 
community. According to our contact, students with gender critical views feel targeted by other students 
and in some cases feel harassed, being told that they “can’t say that” if they object to gender ideology. Your 
employee has also raised concerns about girls as young as 16 being made to change for dance classes in front 
of male-bodied trans students, and about the reluctance of these girls to raise their concerns for fear they 
will be socially ostracised or punished. 

Indeed, your employee is concerned about the effect of our writing to you and whether it might trigger 
further retaliation against those perceived as having ‘unacceptable’ views within the College.  

Further action 



While promoting tolerance between people with different characteristics is a laudable aim, the manner in 
which the College has gone about this has had the opposite effect. By forcing members of staff to promote 
politically contentious views they do not agree with, and express philosophical beliefs they do not hold, Bird 
College is discriminating against individuals who hold gender critical beliefs or who dissent from the hard 
left agenda of the Black Lives Matter organisation and breaching their right to free speech. 

We therefore ask that you make it clear to all your staff that whether they choose to declare their gender 
pronouns or include the BLM flag in their email signature is entirely optional and if they will not suffer any 
detriment, including harming their promotional prospects, if they refuse to do so.  

Further, you should make it clear that any staff member or student who does not express their allegiance to 
these political and ideological messages will not be bullied or punished in any way. An environment in which 
all but a minority of colleagues share an identical worldview could easily become a hostile one for dissenters 
if it becomes acceptable for those dissenters to be penalised in any way.  

Given your evident belief in the importance of diversity and tolerance, I very much hope you will take steps 
to make Bird College a less hostile environment for those who don’t want to signal their allegiance to 
politically contentious causes they do not support. 

 

Yours sincerely, 
 

 

 
 

Toby Young 
General Secretary 
The Free Speech Union 
toby@freespeechunion.org 

 
cc. The Rt Hon Kit Malthouse MP,  Secretary of State for Education  

Lord Wharton, Chair, Office for Students 
Ms Susan Lapworth, CEO, Office for Students 
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