TUC Women’s Conference 2006 

Report by Tricia Clarke

When BT backed down on the compulsory transfer of staff to a new company called Barclays Private Equity the strike in BT Media and Broadcast called for Thursday 9th, Friday 10th and Saturday 11th of March was called off. After hastily renegotiating the time off I arrived in Eastbourne for the 2006 Women’s TUC late on Wednesday night. The agenda on the Wednesday had covered Pensions, Equality Reps and Equal Pay. The CWU had an emergency motion on the Women and Work Commission and the limited demands its report had made on the private sector. Conference made policy including the demand for mandatory pay audits, rights for equality reps and the duty to promote equality in all sectors.

On Thursday morning the women’s conference called on the TUC to take steps to identify the particular challenges in recruiting and organising women migrant workers and produce a practical guide for affiliates on organising migrant workers and their legal rights. It reaffirmed its opposition to all forms of violence against women and urged the TUC to establish a coherent national strategy to end all forms of violence against women and girls in the UK and internationally. In the composite motion on the trafficking of women and children, Keren Bender from Community called the trade a raging cancer in our cities and reported that human trafficking is now a bigger trade than drugs. She said that the range of legislation should be geared to combating trafficking and should not further victimise the victims. Conference called on the general council to press the government to sign the European Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings whilst providing a basic level of support and increased protection for its victims. Napo spoke on the treatment of asylum seekers and the welfare of children. Section 9 of the Asylum and Immigration Act 2004, leading to withdrawal of benefits from asylum seekers facing deportation is in direct contravention of principles of human rights and places children at risk.

Nazanin T Ali Head of Women in the Kurdistan Workers Union addressed conference saying that women in Kurdistan are free to take part in political work and civil society and called for solidarity with women workers on International Women’s Day. Violet A Essa Qalaab, the president of the Oil and Gas Union in Basrah also addressed conference and reported that before the war Iraqi women enjoyed many rights and could assume any role in society, this was achieved through many years of struggle, suffering and marginalisation under Saddam Hussein. The situation for women in Iraq hasn’t improved after 2003, there is a lack of security and women are leaving work because of terrorism and attacks on women. Iraqi women are campaigning for a sovereign state free from foreign troops.

The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy moved a motion on pregnancy discrimination stating that 30,000 women lose their jobs every year because of their pregnancy and only 3% of those seek compensation. Only half the women in an EOC survey said their employers had done a risk assessment. The union called on the TUC to eliminate pregnancy and maternity related discrimination, called for stronger enforcement of the obligation on employers to provide risk assessments for all pregnant women and a joint campaign between Government, trade unions and employers promoting the benefits to employers and society of supporting pregnancy and maternity. The Fire Brigades Union moved a motion demanding that the TUC ensures that provision of quality childcare is an integral part of any conference or course run by the TUC. 

At lunchtime on Thursday I attended a fringe meeting on Pensions chaired by Vie Lawrance of the CWU and addressed by Janice Goodrich of PCS. She said that 30 years ago advances in technology promised more leisure and here we were 30 years later fighting to stop the raising of the pension age. She said we should look at the way society organises income and retire 5 years earlier not later. Pat Healy from the National Pensioners Convention and the NUJ congratulated delegates on passing the composite motion on pensions but noted that 60% of workers are not in an occupational pension scheme. In most Western countries the state pension is 60% of income in this country it is 16%! The pension credit level is below the poverty line. The Turner report noted that women’s pensions are less equal because of family responsibilities and broken records of payment and are unlikely to achieve equality for 20 years. She called for a basic state pension for all women and men giving equality and dignity.

After lunch on Thursday afternoon conference held an informal session to discuss involving women in the TUC. Rights for equality reps and encouraging of young members were covered. Michelle Emerson, the CWU National Equality Officer, noted that often women are type cast into roles that do not have power or influence. Diana Holland of the TGWU called for a shift in the balance of power as “power sure beat influence any day”.

PCS moved an emergency motion on the Funding of the Equal Opportunities Commission calling on the Women’s Committee and the General Council to mount an urgent and high profile campaign to ensure that the EOC and the CEHR that replaces it are funded at the level required to address sex discrimination and gender equality both now and in the future.      

In reply to a question from the floor referring to a paragraph in the report on Iraq, the committee stated that the TUC Committee on Iraq is open to all trade unions and is co-ordinated by the international department; they said they will listen carefully to the Iraqi Workers Federation and had made a complaint to the government regarding the treatment of unions in Iraq by the current government, decree 8750 passed last year has paralysed trade union activities there. 

An emergency motion on Abortion rights was passed noting the end of the pro choice majority in the US Supreme Court for the first time since the 1973 Roe vs Wade case legalised abortion, the motion called on conference to oppose moves, including a private members bill, to ban all abortions and called on the TUC to work with Abortion Rights and other pro-choice organisations to defend the current legal upper time limit for abortion at 24 weeks and to ensure that workers in sexual health and abortion services are free to carry out their work free from fear of abuse or attacks and to make earlier access to abortion easier for women.

On Friday morning the CWU’s motion on The Importance of Equality and Equality Structures was narrowly carried when Unison and others abstained. Maria Exall from the CWU NEC asked conference not to be afraid of direct representation from the TUC equality conferences onto the TUC General Council and asked the General Council to consider the right of the equality conferences to submit two motions to Congress and the right of direct representation from the equality conferences to the General Council.    

