REPORT FROM HIGHER EDUCATION CONFERENCE

Shared delegate, Andre Burbidge

I enjoyed being part of the UCL delegation to this conference, one which I shall remember as being held on the day war broke out.

The delegation travelled up on the Wednesday. I was glad I’d been persuaded to travel up early, as there was time to relax and enjoy the attractions of Bournemouth, before meeting up in the evening to discuss how UCL UNISON would vote on the motions, and especially how we should move the joint UCL and Manchester Metropolitan University motion on pay. This was essentially a motion critical of the conduct and low level of settlement of the 2002 pay campaign by comparison with other public sector workers
After retiring to the hotel, I found it hard to sleep, and at about 3am turned the TV on to discover the bombing of Baghdad had started, contrasting the peace of Bournemouth with the horror that was unfolding thousands of miles away.
The conference itself was not without controversy. Stephanie Smith moved the motion on pay with a calm and measured delivery, her first public trade union speaking. At a later stage in the debate, Tom Silverlock, attempting to speak in favour of the motion found himself silenced and physically removed from the stage. The chair argued that as Tom was there in Service Group Executive capacity, he was not able to speak. One suspects this was because the Service Group Executive policy was to oppose the motion. However, the delegation later examined the rules as printed in the guide and found there was nothing to stop an exec member speaking in this manner. In the event, the decision went to a card vote, which was lost. Later in the day Wendy Biggin made a point of order about the silencing of Silverlock, to be told she was “wasting conference time”.
When Tom did speak for the executive (moving a motion on facility time), he made amusing reference to the earlier incident.

Conference agreed to hold a vigil in the Square in Bournemouth during the lunch break, attended by delegates, SGE members and some local groups. Dave Prentis, general secretary of UNISON made a speech confirming the opposition of UNISON and the TUC to the war, and arguing the best way to support the troops was for Tony Blair to order them home.

After the break, UCLUNISON and Middlesex University UNISON jointly won a prestigious recruitment prize – the Maggie McManus prize. With StoptheWar stickers boldly emblazoned across her attire, Wendy Biggin stepped up to collect this award, with the rest of the delegation stepping up in support. Disappointingly perhaps, there was no trophy. But it proves just how successful UCLUNISON has been in recruiting members.

On conclusion of conference business, most of the trade unionists travelled back to London, arriving around 5.30. In line with branch policy, our delegation headed to Parliament Square, where we were able to link up with the UCLUNISON banner and the many, many groups who had turned out to protest against the war, including major delegations from UCL, SOAS, LSHTM etc. I was pleased to see my own borough, Hammersmith & Fulham with their UNISON banner. Whistles, chanting, dancing, fireworks, speaking and a sit down vigil ensued. The Silverlock connection ensured that we were able to deposit our overnight bags in a safe area within walking distance. We dispersed around 8pm, very tired by this point.

So what was my overall impression of the conference?

It is still clear that there is a long way to go before the service group executive is dynamic and fully accountable to members ; yet I felt proud to be part of UNISON, hear about how issues manifested themselves in other branches, and seeing just how committed elected reps are to making the union work. I also felt that our delegation worked together well, both in terms of the formal business and the social side.
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