UNISON 10th National Conference
This year was UNISON’s 10th Anniversary National Conference but my first time to conference. I had the privilege of being a Joint Delegate along with Wendy Biggin and the pleasure of being part of the Branch delegation comprising Tom Silverlock and Oliver Thomas for the week. We were joined for the first two days by Sarah Alleemudder and for the last two days by Andre Burbidge and Stephanie Smith so Conference was also a good opportunity to get to know better some of my colleagues from the union and hopefully to have come away with some new friends. Although there was a light, celebratory atmosphere at UNISON’s 10th birthday, there were more serious issues at hand and an action-packed, meeting-filled week was at hand. 

One thing that conference really brought home for me was feeling part of a much larger organisation and at over a million members, union’s in the UK don’t come any bigger. It was reassuring though sad to realise that issues that we tend to see as affecting us locally at UCL are part of a broader situation that affects UNISON members nationally and just how important it is to be part of such an active trade union campaigning on behalf of, and providing support for its many members. A prime example is the Conference theme; No Racism, No Them and US. I felt proud to be part of a branch that has been doing so much in spearheading the fight against institutional racism yet very sad to see how few black members were at conference and again, how few white members attended a fringe meeting on institutional racism. I’ll never know what it is like to be a black member on the receiving end of racism but I do know that racist practices and attitudes are a blight on all our lives, preventing a greater understanding and tolerance of what should be valued workmates and is just another of the many things that can be used to try and divide us as a workforce and undermine our unity.

Highlights of the week for me included Dave Prentice’s opening speech to the conference that was warmly received. Dave Prentice, along with some other union leaders has recently been branded by some sections of the media as being part of some lefty ‘awkward squad’. It seems quite clear to me that a union that seeks to stand up against creeping privatisation, attacks on our pay and conditions and seeks to promote the equality and equal rights for all of our members is simply doing the right thing. It is quite shocking that those who try to undermine us dare to call us ‘awkward’ for defending all that we have gained and trying to protect our rights further. If that makes us awkward, then I guess we are.

Meeting other delegates from around the country and attending fringe meetings again highlighted to importance of being a union member and just how national UCLs ‘local’ issues are. We met strikers from Whipps Cross Hospital who have been involved in an active strike to improve their pay and conditions and bring their hourly rate above £5.00 per hour. It was inspiring and it made me realise how lucky we are here at UCL but how important it is that we continue in our campaign for an increase in London Weighting.

Amidst all of the issues that affect us all nationally, I couldn’t help my heart slipping back into reflecting on our branch locally and how pleased I am to be a part of it. UCL UNISON, I reminded myself, is playing such an important part in improving terms and conditions for staff here at UCL which again feeds in to the union nationally. I’d never realised what our Branch Secretary, Tom Silverlock, had meant when he said that UCL branch had a high profile.

Seeing the tireless efforts of activists from our branch, how much ground we have covered, how much ground we have still to cover and yet how much more ground we have covered compared with some other branches made me realise just how important our branch is to us here and how important UNISON is nationally. I’ve not always appreciated in the past (due to coming from an inclusive background where everyone had a voice) just how important our self organised groups are and will continue to be. I was surprised to learn that there are other branches that don’t have self organised groups. I was pleased when a motion promoting Self-organised groups was passed and that the union is behind us nationally. It was just a shame there was not enough time for our branch’s motion to be heard.

UCL UNISON’s example shines like a light for other branches and highlights how there are so many things UNISON can do to make membership such a worthwhile and valuable thing, way beyond the comfort and knowledge that the union provides representation in disciplinary matters. I’d been saddened to learn recently that some members had left the union and given up so much but heartened to learn that even more new members had joined. I wished, if only those people could be at conference to see just how important unions are and just how special our branch is.

Although conference ran out of time so the UCL branch motion was not heard, the week ended on a highlight as communications awards were made on the Friday morning. Although we didn’t win a major award, we did receive a special merit award for our newsletter, website and leafleting campaigns which was great considering how many branches must have entered.

In all attending conference was fantastic experience, I’d recommend it to anyone and would certainly encourage others to go along in future either as a visitor or a delegate. Whether you’re a delegate or not, there’s always so much to do and we all came together to attend fringe meetings, meet new people and learn about issues that affect us all. Along with the many fringe meetings was a Stop the War coalition meeting on the eve of the emergency motion on Iraq. It made me realise this is an issue people feel strongly about and I felt a lot less isolated to know I’m not alone in my abhorrence to the war and killing and how many others shared my belief that, at the end of the day, our public services, pay and conditions will suffer to pay for it all.

I’m so glad I went along, so interested to learn more about how the union works and so lucky to belong to UCL branch and so pleased to have had the chance to spend some time with but a few members of such a special branch. Am I glad I’m in a union? Yes! And such an interesting and special week was made all the better by getting to share that time with the other visitors to the conference from UCL branch, thanks to all of you. If ever I’d had any doubts about being in a union, all I can say is;

Do we need a union? Yes, now more than ever







