President’s Address 2009

Good morning delegates, comrades and friends, I would like to begin by stating that it has been a great honour and privilege to have been President of the STUC, and chair of the General Council for the last twelve months. It is also an honour to be the first STUC President from Unite. 

I first attended Congress in 1992 and I have been a member of the General Council for 8 years. During that period both my union and the STUC have gone through many changes. I originally joined the trade union movement with ASTMS a small but powerful scientific and professional union. Throughout the course of many mergers, many name changes and several general secretaries, Unite was formed, now the largest union in the UK representing, campaigning and lobbying on behalf of members in twenty three industrial sectors including manufacturing, health, engineering and finance.

Derek Simpson and Tony Woodley the joint general secretaries of Unite have been at the forefront of the campaign to defend jobs in the current recession and they led the union at the recent G20 rally on the 28th March

The STUC has also evolved throughout that period and although for many years the affiliated membership dropped, over the last five years membership has continued to increase in recognition of the campaigning and organising strategies and successes in the workplace. STUC has now established engagement processes with the Scottish Government, Shadow Cabinet, senior civil servants and employer organisations across Scotland to promote and progress policies and strategies that will improve working lives and make a real difference to workers in Scotland.

This past year has been a momentous one for the global economy. The prevailing economic system based on financial ‘innovation’, deregulation and a race to the bottom on business taxation has collapsed with appalling consequences for workers and their families across the developed and developing world. It is shocking to witness politicians who complacently bought into this system now scrambling around in the search for alternatives.

The market driven model which has held sway for the last 30 years hasn’t just failed – it has imploded in spectacular fashion. Trade unionists have long recognised that its success was massively exaggerated. It produced only moderate GDP and productivity growth. Unfortunately, it was very effective in generating an exponential rise in income and wealth inequality and a decline in social mobility. 

Now the collective prosperity of ordinary workers and their families is threatened by the prodigious costs of propping up financial institutions – institutions that were run for the benefit of a self-absorbed and arrogant economic elite whose influence stretched far beyond their own industrial sector. 

The most disappointing aspect of the global financial crisis was its inevitability. The reckless behaviour that characterised major banks around the world was a predictable consequence of the bonus culture. But the bonus culture was not the cause of the crisis – it merely served to hasten its coming. 

Rather the financial crisis represented the unravelling of an unsustainable model: one that undermined the bargaining rights of workers, seen real wages stagnate as a result and housing booms cultivated to fill the wealth gap. The demise of manufacturing employment was complacently ignored. A model of globalisation was promoted that attacked the rights of workers in developed and developing nations.  

On all the above issues workers were told that ‘there is no alternative’. But, as the grotesque sequence of events over the past 18 months has demonstrated, an economy run for and by economic elites leaves society not just less equal and less democratic but also much more vulnerable to systemic shocks and risks and less efficient as a matter of economics.
Unfortunately, the full impact of this recession in Scotland is not yet apparent. Employment is falling and unemployment rising but at a slower pace than the UK as a whole. GDP data suggests that the slowdown will be no less severe in Scotland and could, during this Congress, confirm that Scotland has followed the UK into technical recession.  

Substantial numbers of jobs have already been lost in the house-building and commercial property sectors. Services related to house-building have been badly hit. The closure of Woolworths reflects wider experience in the retail sector where staff who lose work are, for the first time in a decade, finding new jobs hard to come by. In manufacturing, far from benefitting from the fall in the pound, jobs are being lost due to the collapse in global demand. Banks will also suffer significant job losses and it will be our members, those who contributed nothing to the greed and downfall, who will however be the victims.

Dundee has been particularly hard hit and NCR which once employed 7000 has now ceased manufacturing in Dundee with the loss of a further 250 jobs. Only 450 remain in research and development posts and part of Dundee’s industrial history has gone forever. And like other large closures the effect goes much wider than NCR with suppliers and subsidiaries also suffering. I am also dealing with many job losses in other manufacturing and engineering companies and whilst most redundancies are linked directly to the recession some multinationals are adopting a protectionist strategy and protecting workers in North America and Europe at the expense of Scottish jobs and Scottish workers.

There are also increasing moves towards short-time working, pay freezes, cuts and redeployment. Once again, it is the people we represent in workplaces across Scotland who are carrying the can for the selfishness and recklessness of the short sighted economic elites and the complacency of Government. Whilst many employers will work with trade unions to address short-term pressures constructively, we are only too aware that others see the recession as an opportunity to further embed low road business strategies based on cost-cutting at every turn. 

In Scotland, we understand the damage that recessions can inflict on long-term social solidarity and cohesion. The recessions of the 1980s and 1990s and the disastrous labour market policies which accompanied them, left us with a legacy of ruined lives and decimated communities – a legacy that, in human and financial terms, proves costly to this day.

Government cannot be allowed to repeat the mistakes of the past. That is why the STUC’s Budget Submission argued strongly for another fiscal stimulus – one that focuses assistance on the low paid and unemployed. 

The STUC has been very active in pressing the case with Government at all levels that the opportunity cannot be missed to rebuild a more sustainable and fairer economic and social model. This week we are publishing our Agenda for Rebuilding Collective Prosperity which is supported by a number of detailed policy papers. In these papers and at our numerous meetings with Ministers and senior politicians, the General Council has focused on the following three areas:

-
Rebuilding the financial system 

Of course, it is hard to have a well-performing modern economy without a good financial system. But, the disastrous error of the past few years has been to regard financial markets as an end in themselves. The functions that should have been at the core of an effective system – mobilising savings, allocating capital, managing risk and transferring it from those less able to bear it to those more able - were performed poorly or not at all. 

Who can now disagree that fundamental reform is necessary? The STUC has argued since before the crisis that root and branch reform is required. In particular, regulators must take a far tougher line on the bonus culture, capital reserves, securitisation and the trading of securities. 

The public stake in our major banks must be used to create a new culture. The current situation where the Government is majority stakeholder without exercising control is wholly unsustainable – economically and politically.

-
Rebalancing the economy

As you are well aware, the STUC has continued to speak up for Scottish manufacturing even as the conventional wisdom dictated that Government was impotent in preventing the loss of manufacturing jobs. Nevertheless, there is no denying the ongoing importance of manufacturing to the Scottish economy in terms of exports, direct and indirect employment and research and development.  

Throughout this year the General Council has endeavoured to make the case for manufacturing – arguing that a sustainable economic model requires a manufacturing core. We have made the case for a low carbon industrial strategy; a Scottish Investment bank, increased investment in Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths, enhanced R&D tax credits, sectoral procurement strategies and increased state aid for manufacturing. All policies that could help sustain and grow employment in manufacturing workplaces.

-
Rebuilding collective prosperity

Most importantly the STUC has focused on rebuilding collective prosperity – continuing to pursue a model that produces extremes of wealth and income is unfair and unsustainable. We will continue to campaign for investment in and nurturing of the institutions necessary to ensure that wealth created in the economy is broadly and fairly distributed. As a starting point these must include: a complete overhaul of the taxation framework to create a truly progressive system fit for the 21st century; enhanced trade union rights and living wages. 

The current crisis has also served to highlight the fundamental role of the state in any well-functioning economy. For too long, employer representative organisations, elements of the media and some politicians – many who should have known better - have promoted the idea that Scotland suffers from having a bloated public sector. Unsubstantiated claims of “crowding out” and unfounded accusations of an overly protected public service workforce have led to a loss of confidence among the political class in the positive contribution the public sector makes. 

It is difficult to avoid commenting on the irony that this same bloated public sector saved our ‘dynamic’ banking sector; will play a key investment role in limiting the effects of recession and provide some important stability in the employment market.  Critics have ignored the fundamental role played by the public sector in connecting science and technology in public organisations like universities with private sector commercialisation evidenced by its role in supporting and funding the emergent life sciences sector.

Prior to my current position as a union official I worked for over 20 years in the NHS. I qualified as a biomedical scientist and worked in hospital laboratories in Edinburgh and Dundee. The NHS and the public sector employs hard working dedicated men and women. Workers who care for, treat and support those who are sick, elderly and less able to care for themselves. The public sector is not a drain on the nation’s economy and the public sector does not pay inflated wages with gold plated pensions. The vast majority of public sector workers will retire with a pension of around £5K per annum. Many public sector workers will retire in poor health with chronic illnesses and survive less than ten years post retirement. Hardly in the same league as Sir Fred Goodwin and his fat cat cronies with their handsome lump sums, and obscene six figure pensions. We must recognise, support and fund the public sector, for it is the public sector that will hold the keys to recovery through this current recession.

During the course of my presidential year, the STUC published a series of discussion papers on the role of the public sector in supporting economic development. The papers make the case that many of the national economies which appear best placed to weather the world-wide economic downturn, have a history of significantly higher public sector investment than the UK.  This is particularly true of northern European countries such as Sweden, Norway, Finland and Denmark.

In Scotland and across the UK, the STUC welcomes commitments to bring forward public sector projects to meet the immediate concern of boosting demand in the economy and mitigating job loss.  STUC is concerned that in the longer term, the extension of the level of Government debt (which we fully support), is paid for by progressive reform in the taxation system rather than cuts in vital services such as education, health and childcare which contribute to increased productivity and prosperity.

I would now like to turn to equalities and the sterling work that the STUC has been involved in since our last Congress

The Womens’ Committee has continued to be at the forefront of speaking up for women in the workplace – particularly now, as the economic recession sees hours cut and jobs lost. Many women, already on a low wage, with no savings, are facing serious hardship for themselves and their families. The STUC Women’s Committee is campaigning for investment in good quality public sector jobs, providing the services on which we all depend. 
 

The Women’s Committee also continues to campaign against human trafficking, and against exploitation and against sexual violence. The Committee is working with Scottish Women’s Aid and other organisations across Scotland to promote best employment practice in the workplace, to provide real workplace support to women who are experiencing violence at home.

 

The Womens’ Committee continue to work with women internationally, notably with women Members of the Movement for Democratic Change in Zimbabwe, and with the Federation of Cuban Women.

The STUC’s One Workplace Equal Rights Project has recently received funding to continue its work to mainstream equality and tackle racism in the workplace by building the capacity of Scottish trade unions on equality issues.  Working with a range of partners, the Project has delivered the following activities this year:
· working with Inverclyde Council and its trade unions, One Workplace has established the Inverclyde Equality Champions Network. One Workplace has facilitated this partnership and developed and delivered a training programme for approx 50 equality champions.
· A joint organising conference was held in March with 1800+ black and ethnic minority infrastructure in Scotland (BEMIS) organisations to promote dignity and respect in black and ethnic minority organisations and workplaces.  An employment rights booklet was also produced for the Conference.  
· The annual One Workplace Equality Award is to be awarded at Congress this year and work is progressing to develop the Scottish Trades Union Equality Forum and to commission a second mapping study to  identify areas of progress and continuing challenge in Scottish trade unions approaches to equality.
· In addition, further capacity building activities for trade unions, campaign materials and the website will be maintained and developed to support activities and outcomes beyond the life of the Project.
The Youth Committee continues to develop and grow in numbers by encouraging affiliates to send observers. In June 2008 the Annual Youth Conference, held in Perth, focused on empowering young workers through lifelong learning highlighting the positive relationship that the Committee has developed with Scottish Union Learning and the emphasis that the Committee places on developing a confident young workforce through developing workplace learning opportunities and improving everyday skills.

 

This conference sent out a positive message to young workers in Scotland and attracted 49 delegates representing 10 affiliates.  This was an increase of 20% on the previous year and was highly appropriate as 2008 marked the 70th anniversary of the STUC Youth Advisory Committee.  A booklet marking seventy years of Scotland's youth trade union movement was launched at the conference.

 

The Committee will continue to promote increased opportunities through participation in learning and is investigating the benefits of improving and developing advocacy skills in young people to increase their confidence and participation in all aspects of our working and trade union environment.

 

The Youth Committee is committed to developing links with young workers in other trade union centres throughout the world and hosted a delegation from trade unions in Austria including representatives from the Austrian Youth Labour Council.  The current Chair of the Youth Committee, Drew Smith was a member of the General Council Delegation to Israel and Palestine in March this year and helped the Committee to establish links with the youth section of the Palestine General Federation of Trade Unions.  

 

During the coming months the Youth Committee will investigate how they can develop these links and do what they can to highlight the plight of young workers in Palestine.

 

The Black Workers Committee is being particularly vigilant at this moment in time in addressing the potential rise in racism and xenophobia during the recession. They are concerned that minority ethnic communities and migrant workers will be targeted as unemployment rises. It is of course crucial that trade unions are in the vanguard of protecting these communities.

The Disabled Workers Committee is particularly concerned that the poor employment and training outcomes for disabled workers, which see disabled young people twice as likely to emerge from school without adequate qualifications and disabled workers twice as likely to be unemployed will only be exacerbated in the current economic crisis.

 

In the current climate the campaign to retain sheltered and supported employment projects such as Remploy takes on huge significance. There is a continuing need to ensure that the Scottish Government and public service providers make maximum use of Social Benefit and Community Benefit clauses to ensure that employment opportunities for disabled workers are maximised in both the sheltered and mainstream employment markets.

The Disabled Workers Committee has focused on the continuing discrimination by employers against those with mental health problems; the negative effects that compulsion and Job Centre closures will have on those claiming incapacity benefit and the importance of better advertising and promoting the use of Access to Work funds to overcome barriers to employment.

As with previous years the STUC has continued to engage with unions across the world and only a few weeks ago sent a delegation to Israel and Palestine. It is my one regret from my term of office that I was unable to participate in that visit. The issues which initiated the visit and which are detailed in the report to Congress will be dealt with over the next few days.

At this point I would wish to warmly welcome all our international visitors and send greetings and solidarity to other comrades who could not be present at this Congress.

One of the highlights of my term of office as President was when I visited Venezuela in November as one of a delegation of international observers for the regional and mayoral elections. This was an experience which will stay with me forever. It was an insight into a country with real extremes of wealth and poverty but a country with genuine socialist policies where there has been major investment in health, education and housing against a background of a former dictatorship. 
Venezuela has an electoral system which relies on biometric identification, electronic voting, mass public information and with an average turnout of 70% would put our electorate to shame. One of my lasting memories was the sight of thousands of voters queuing for hours in the baking sun, waiting to cast their votes at the polling stations. Queuing to exercise their democratic right, waiting, in the knowledge, that they were making a difference. 
I made many friends in Venezuela and took the opportunity to meet with unions and politicians and government ministers. Scotland has much in common with Venezuela, oil, whisky and the youth orchestra and it is one of my aims to utilise that commonality and cement further links. Following that visit I have been involved along with Phil McGarry and others in setting up a Scottish section of the Venezuelan Information Centre, to have a focus in Scotland to consolidate and strengthen our links with the labour movement in Venezuela.

I joined the trade union movement to make a difference, to change, to improve and to better the working lives of those around me. Those sentiments are also mirrored by the STUC and the STUC continues to represent, support and campaign on behalf of workers and communities in Scotland. I am proud to be a part of that movement and in these dark times of recession we will pull together, we will work together and we will push to promote the strategies that will see us through.

I would like to end by recording my grateful thanks to the General Council, the Secretariat and to my Vice President Martin Keenan for all their support and advice throughout the last twelve months. To my union, my colleagues, staff and members and in particular John Quigley and Hugh Scullion for their support, patience and words of wisdom. Finally deepest thanks to my family , and in particular my husband Sandy for all his understanding and support throughout the years.

Robert Kennedy wrote in 1966

Each time someone stands up for an ideal

Or acts to improve the lot of others

Or strikes out against injustice

They send forth a tiny ripple of hope

And crossing each other from a million

Different centres

Those ripples build a current that can 

Sweep down the mightiest walls of 

Oppression and resistance

Thank you and have a successful Congress.
