
UNISON National Conference 17th-21st June ’03 Reportback 

This was my second time as a National Conference delegate, so I was a bit more acclimatised to the processes and procedures of  the event; this helped in terms of  my nerves, i.e. I felt slight;ly less anxious at the thought of possibly having to go up on to the platform and speak for UCL’s Motion on Reserved Female Seats.

The delegation comprised of Tom Silverlock, Oliver Thomas, Kenn Brown and myself for the whole week, and Sarah Alleemudder attended from Monday to Wednesday, then Andre Burbidge and Stephanie Smith came from Wednesday to Friday.

The Conference itself heard many interesting motions and rule amendments, particularly an emergency motion on Iraq and one on Public Service Reform, which caused quite a stir when it was heard.

A “hot” area for debate was the question of the Political Fund and in particular the future of the Affiliated Political Fund, i.e. is UNISON happy with continuing to donate large sums of money 

to New Labour? General Secretary Dave Prentis spoke strongly in favour of keeping the link intact, as (he said) it gives UNISON bargaining leverage. It is a complex issue and one which, no doubt, will rumble on for a very long time…

Unfortunately UCL’s motion did not get a hearing, as it was put at the end of the agenda.

Something I found quite worrying was  a strange anomaly in the union rules which meant that if someone was disciplined by the union and they appealed against the outcome, they could be given  more punitive measures taken against them on appeal, even if the original charges were reduced! A case in the Northern Region of such an incident was cited. Happily, an amendment to the disciplinary procedure rules which makes this less likely to happen was voted in.

There was a motion “Tackling Racism, Promoting Equality” which was passed, but, I must say, made me feel very emotional when I looked at the sparse number of Black Delegates in the Hall. As one black delegate said, the current UNISON “buzz-phrase” is “No Them and Us”; the tragic reality is that it should be “So Them and Us”

Another very moving moment for me was a talk by Stephen Lewis, UN Special Envoy on HIV/AIDS in Africa; after listing the horrifying statistics of affected African women, children, and men, Mr Lewis’ message was painfully clear to those who could stomach hearing it: the people of Africa are being denied proper medication and access to education on how to prevent contracting/passing on HIV-AIDS: in other words, the situation is wholly avoidable if the West were to freely give medical supplies to the people of Africa. Like many others in the room, I found myself fidgeting uncomfortably in my seat, my heart breaking even more strongly than my conscience was pricking – the enormity of the tragedy filled the atmosphere of the conference hall  like a cloud of poison gas, choking us all, bringing streams of tears to our eyes….I nearly fainted with the emotion…a number headed for the exit so they could forget what they’d just heard; the rest of us stayed in the midst of the awful accounts, witnesses to the full horror of what we’d just heard.

There were many memorable fringe meetings, including one on Palestine, one on Iraq and Palestine, and two on Institutional Racism. I enjoyed them all.

Brighton has an abundance of nice eating places (although we were disappointed there were no Caribbean Restaurants in the area) and an apparent buzzing night-life – lots of clubbers milling around; it was good!

I shall end this report with the verse on Friendship by Persian Poet Kahlil Gibran- it is the only thing which sums up my feelings about my fellow delegates: 

Your friend is your needs answered. 

He is your field which you sow with love and reap with thanksgiving. 

And he is your board and your fireside. 

For you come to him with your hunger, and you seek him for peace. 

When your friend speaks his mind you fear not the "nay" in your own mind, nor do you withhold the "ay." 

And when he is silent your heart ceases not to listen to his heart; 

For without words, in friendship, all thoughts, all desires, all expectations are born and shared, with joy that is unacclaimed. 

When you part from your friend, you grieve not; 

For that which you love most in him may be clearer in his absence, as the mountain to the climber is clearer from the plain. 

And let there be no purpose in friendship save the deepening of the spirit. 

For love that seeks aught but the disclosure of its own mystery is not love but a net cast forth: and only the unprofitable is

caught. 

And let your best be for your friend. 

If he must know the ebb of your tide, let him know its flood also. 

For what is your friend that you should seek him with hours to kill? 

Seek him always with hours to live. 

For it is his to fill your need, but not your emptiness. 

And in the sweetness of friendship let there be laughter, and sharing of pleasures. 

For in the dew of little things the heart finds its morning and is refreshed. 
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