Report back on UNISON National Conference, 17-20 June 2003 Brighton.

I travelled to Brighton straight from work on Thursday 19th June catching the 17.10hrs Thameslink train from London Kings Cross station.  I was surprised as to the long train journey.  Nethertheless, I arrived in Brighton at approximately 18.45hrs with just enough time spare to find my way to the hotel where the fringe meeting on institutional racism was to take place, starting at 7pm.  I arrived in good time to walk into the meeting with other members of our delegation (Wendy Biggin, Kenn Brown, Andre Burbidge, Tom Silverlock and Oliver Thomas.  Sarah Allemudder had left by this stage to return to London for work the next day, so I was unable to meet her).  The meeting was organised by the movement for Justice of which UCL UNISON Branch had donate £50 to the cost of the organisation.  The meeting mainly spoke on the Alex Olawade case and going out to the Lambeth community for their help.  Although I had followed the case up until then, the meeting was very interesting.  It was interesting to hear other branch members views on the public enquiry and what is also happening in their areas of work.

The UNISON London regional social took place on Wednesday night of which we all attended and returned to our hotel rooms at about 01.30 hrs in the morning!!!!

My first day at the main conference was Thursday.  Conference commenced at 09.30hrs.  As a visitor, myself and the rest of our delegation, excluding one of the shared delegates, sat in a galleried area, which was specifically nominated for visitors.  The conference on Thursday morning was particularly interesting for me as guest speaker; Councillor Mohammed Azam from Oldham spoke on racism in his area.  He also related this to the BNP.  

Motions relating to the race relations (amendment) act 2000, Asylum seekers rights and tackling racism and promoting equality came up and were all carried unanimously – I only hope that these motions are actually put into practice.

Thursday’s conference went on until 17.00hrs.  Myself and Oliver Thomas went on to a black members group caucus at 17.30hrs.  The main topic of this meeting was the Black Members conference 2003.  At which it was brought to our knowledge that the BM conference that was arranged for November 2003 in Cardiff was cancelled and rescheduled to February 2004.  The reasons stated were; because of the clashing of the Rugby Union in Cardiff and Dewali and Ramadan taking place during this period.  At the meeting clarification from a member was given that although Dewali and Ramadan will fall in November, there are two clear weeks when the conference could take place.  Members could not understand why the venue or date could not be changed.

Members were livid and wanted to know who had made such a decision to change the date and why branches were not involved in this decision process.  Members felt that as this year (2003) marked the 10th anniversary for UNISON and also the 10th anniversary of the death of Stephen Lawrence a BM conference should take place this year.  Members wanted to know:

1. What steps should be taken to see that the conference takes place in November this year. 
2. What would happen to the funds of approximately £190,000 if not spent on BM conference.  
3. If BM conference did not take place in November 2003 would two conferences take place in 2004 if we go back to November.  
The national BM officer did not give satisfactory answers to all these questions.  Members felt unclear on what to report back to their branch members.  The meeting ended where members went unsatisfied with the responses and were planning on taking further action.  

After leaving the BMG caucus, Oliver and I met up with the rest of our delegation and went on to a further fringe meeting on the War in Iraq.

By Friday morning the motion which was submitted and accepted by UCL branch had moved from the very end of the list of motions scheduled for business to close to the end of the list of motions scheduled for business.  From this it was clear that there was a possibility that our motion may not be heard, but we had to still prepare ourselves.  Wendy and Kenn were the shared delegates and Wendy volunteered to move the motion if it was heard.  

Presentations of the communication awards took place and UCL was among the branches that received an award.

Amongst the motions for Friday that were carried, were motions on Prostate Cancer, Cochlear Implants, Freedom and Justice for Samar Jawad.  The afternoon heard motions on Iraq and employment rights for women with premature babies.  Unfortunately some branches had to leave by 15.00hrs and left no one to move motions such as union recognition and trade union rights.  

Our delegation attended conference to the bitter end but unfortunately our motion was not heard – Never mind there is always next year!

All in all I found the conference very tiring but highly interesting and I recommend other members to experience conference for themselves.  I felt that I had gained a lot from the short period of time that I had spent there and felt that 2.5 days was sufficient enough time to get a good idea of the conference.
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