40th T&G Biennial Delegate Conference 2003

 This years 40th Biennial Delegate Conference 2003, took place in Brighton. Over 400 delegates attended with delegates representing all the regions, and a particularly impressive turn out from region one. The conference was Bill Morris’s last as General Secretary; he gave a long speech to the conference, which in effect argued for no change. Whilst Tony Woodley the new General Secretary elect, gave a rousing speech, which was warmly received. He set out his vision of the unions future direction, which included a pledge to turn the T&G into a fighting back union, that always challenges injustice in the workplace and encourages the aspirations of working people. He also pledged that in future when a problem arises the T&G will meet the members first and not the governor, and where members of the union decide they need to fight to secure improvements to pay and conditions etc or to save jobs the union will get behind them 110%. This marks a change of direction for the T&G away from the business culture of recent years, back towards a brass tacks trade unionism where members and the real workplace concerns of members are once again central to the unions agenda.

  The conference passed a number of useful resolutions, not least of which was a motion to set up regional international committees. There was a general recognition by all delegates that international issues were central to the unions business, as globalisation affects the vast majority of workplaces that the T&G represents in some form or other. Most of the composited motions passed did so with the over whelming support of the majority of the delegates.  The major complaint made by many of the delegates at the conference was that they had supported similar motions at a number of conferences over the years, and that no progress had been made. It can only be hoped that Tony Woodley will be able to make a real difference during his time in office, by taking up and promoting some of the issues contained in the motions.

 Delegates warmly welcomed a number of international guests from trade unions around the world including an excellent speak from Zimbabwe and one from Malta. Other guest speakers included Gordon Brown, who basically urged delegates to stick with the Labour Party, as they are the party of wealth distribution and because the Tories would be worse. And Brendan Barber   who urged the T&G to get involved in Europe and to fully take up the challenge of working in the European environment.

 Overall the conference was a very interesting experience and I would urge all T&G members to go along to the next delegate conference in 2005, either as a delegate or as a visitor, it is a great way to learn about the union and how you can influence policy. I would also urge all members to put motions to the conference. The more motions there are the greater the level of debate and in my view the more vibrant the internal democracy of the union becomes. 

Do I have any criticisms of the conference? There was an over whelming number of delegates getting up to speak in favour of every motion to conference and hardly any speakers against. In my view more genuine debate, and less overwhelming agreement, would be good for the union democracy. The amount of time given to officers to respond to motions to should be restricted, everyone else has to stick to rigid time limits when they speak and so should they!!. Where the GEC oppose a motion the movers of the motion should be notified in advance, and not have it sprung on them at the last moment when they are offered the right to reply. And lastly as the conference is a forum to debate motions, motions should be given priority over guest speakers etc. This year a number of motions had to be remitted to the GEC (presumably never to be seen again) as there wasn’t sufficient time to debate them on the conference floor.
Jackie Seymour

