Biennial Delegates Conference 2007 – Report back

Dates: 2nd – 6th July

Location: Brighton

Observers from the Branch: Jonathan Cox (C33), Sue Evanson (C33), Liz Campbell (Equinox), Sam Crymble (Equinox), Temple Sambo (St. Mungos), Patrick Maher (St. Mungos), Rena Labongo (St. Mungos).

First of all a big thank you to the Branch for allowing us to go as observers. What this meant is that we were not official delegates to the conference and therefore could not contribute to debate, but still found ourselves informed and inspired by the conference and the people there.

We arrived in dribs and drabs on the Monday, and lost some time to lugging suitcases to the hotel, but found ourselves on the conference balcony by mid-morning. The conference was already in full swing although they were still on the welcomes and executive reports! We were sat up on the balcony in the Brighton Conference Centre and had a great view of the stage. There weren’t many observers but the conference floor was busy enough. Tony Woodley was there showing his usual charisma, and Jenny Formby was also spotted.

There was lots of mutual back-slapping about the fact the newly appointed chair is a woman – the first in the history of the TGWU. However, we all agreed Brenda seemed to lack the oomph required to keep big-mouths in line. Fortunately none of that was needed on the first day, so Brenda had a fairly easy ride. We had all gotten hold of copies of the agenda for the week but were clearly confused by them. And not without good cause, as the first challenge to Brenda arrived on the second day when an avalanche of people descended onto the stage to complain that the Agenda was unclear and confusing. A new agenda was promptly released to the unenlightened, although Brenda muttered in denial at any possibility of confusion.

Another thing we noticed (with our eagle observer eyes) is that most of the GEC had Liverpudlian accents. In fact, throughout the whole week there weren’t many speakers from Region 1 at all, making us wish we could take to the conference floor.

Most delegates were quite old (older than Sam) but we did spot a few youthful faces around, and in particular spotted one particularly charismatic young woman (Faz Velmi) who really ought to have been chair, and one chap who Liz thought would be the next Tony Woodley (but I thought he was a bit of a ham act). Neither of us however could deny his speaking talent.

Most of the motions were on fairly non-contentious topics, and the vast majority were passed unanimously. Motions on campaigning for Trade Union freedom, rights for migrant workers, and toilet breaks for lorry drivers, for example.

A note actually on lorry drivers, as a Branch they managed to profile themselves with huge success by speaking on pretty much every topic, and speaking well. Had we been on the floor I would have been quite jealous of this successful approach to profiling, and certainly picked up tips for 2009, when we will share the floor with Amicus.

The only truly contentious motion was on the Israeli boycott. As you can imagine Sue was not impressed with this debate, but the floor seemed to be fairly well split, with many speakers on both sides. All were in support of Palestine, but many argued a boycott would not help the situation. Even so, the boycott was passed by around 75% of the delegates in the end, primarily because the ‘General Executive Council Recommended that You Accept’ (delivered with zero aplomb by Brenda)

Although the observers from our Branch were fairly undecided, we were a bit disappointed that there wasn’t a tighter vote as it was just about the best debate all week.

There were some great speakers on Wednesday from South America. And on Thursday the Stop the War Coalition were awarded some sort of prize. (Fortunately Lindsay German let someone else do the talking who was possibly the best speaker I’d ever heard).

On Thursday night there was the big Union ball (this of course does not mean a certain amount of partying was not done on other nights, lol). They really laid it on, with delicious grub (all free) and free booze, and even some belly dancers. All week everyone had been muttering bad things about Gordon Brown, but we all got hit by the Brown Bounce when he turned up at the do! (Although he did have to step over Sue and Liz to get into the party!) He made a wee speech which basically was the usual blather although he did promise us he was going to restore the link between pensions and earnings which got a nice ‘ooooh’ from the star-struck crowds. I tried to touch his coat tails but couldn’t reach and am now embarrassed at how celebrity obsessed I became in that moment. Perhaps they spiked my wine.

In conclusion, we thoroughly recommend all who want to get involved in Union democracy to do so. There’ll be things to frustrate you for sure (such as the General Executive Council telling everybody how to vote) but it really is invigorating, and we came back feeling much more part of a movement than before we went.

Jonathan Cox, on behalf of the Observers.

