
Speech for Congress to move General Council report: 
 
Thankyou President.  And as your incoming General Secretary, I hope 
you will allow me to take a moment, to pay tribute to your tireless 
contribution, judgement and leadership, in what has been an extended 
and intense period of work for the General Council.  In Jackson 
Cullinane, I couldn’t have asked for a wiser, or more experienced 
President, to be by my side, at this crucial time.   
 
Likewise, I also want to thank my predecessor Grahame Smith. The 
timing of Grahame’s retirement, has meant, we’ve not had the 
opportunity, to properly mark, the huge contribution he’s made to our 
movement, during his 34 years with the STUC.  
 
All those who know Grahame well, will know he’d rather avoid any fuss, 
but nonetheless, we will be ensuring, that as soon as possible, his time 
as General Secretary, is given the full recognition, it deserves.  
 
Congress, I’m deeply honoured to be moving the General Council’s 
report as the first woman General Secretary in 123 years. But we 

women are not a recent addition to this movement, we’ve always been 
at it’s heart. When the STUC was established, it’s first Secretary was a 
trade union organiser called Margaret Irwin.   
 
Today I stand on her shoulders, and those of so many other strong 
women, who’ve made an immesurable contribution, through their 
struggles, to our movement.  It’s my job going forward, to do them all 
proud. 
 
But breaking glass ceilings, and putting new faces in high places, is only 
one part of the solution.  To end the systemic inequalities that exist 
across our society. We need to ensure that we address the sticky floor 
as well, as well as the glass ceiling.  In Scotland today, women, Black 
Asian & Minority Ethnic workers, those with disabilities and other 
protected groups, are still more likely to be on poverty pay, and less 
likely to be in positions of power.   
 
Trades unions should be proud of our track record on progressing 
equality. But, if we’re to be a truly effective part of the solution, it means 
facing up to the fact, that we, just like every other part of society, still 
have more to do.  So let’s take a long, hard, look at ourselves, Let’s be 
more proactive, at addressing our own structures, and together let’s 



build a movement, that has a diversity of workplace leaders, at every 
level & looks more like, those we seek to represent.          
 
Now, few would disagree, that the period between 2019, and where we 
are now, have been among the most challenging times, our generation 
has witnessed.  We’re all literally living through an epoch, moving from 
the pre corona era, to the post corona era, and It’s my belief, that the 
lessons we learn, & the choices we make now,  will determine our path, 
for generations to come. 
 
Pre Corona, in 2019 we were already living in a Scotland, where poverty 
& inequalities were baked into our system and getting worse. Where the 
collective wealth of the two richest families, was worth more than the 
poorest 20% of the population, in work poverty was at record levels, 
25% of our kids were living below the poverty line, we’d the highest drug 
deaths in Europe, & rising mortality rates across our cities.   
 
Economically we’d a service sector built on low paid precarious work, a 
public sector, underfunded and asset stripped, by decades of austerity, 
and long term lack of investment in our housing, manufacturing, energy 

& transport infrastructures.   
 
We’d also witnessed, the landslide election of a UK Conservative 
government, were bracing ourselves for a rough ride to Get Brexit Done, 
and preparing for the inevitable further attacks on jobs, trade union 
rights, and our standards of living. 
 
And throughout this period, the STUC actively campaigned for more 
investment in our public services, for more to be done to address 
poverty pay levels, particularly in areas like social care. 
 
We’d also called for state intervention in our rail and energy 
infrastructure, and in our renewables manufacturing sector. 
 
And crucially, we’d been supporting our affiliates, to share good practice 
on organising, and continued to highlight the need for workers in non 
union workplaces, to come together and join a union, with trade union 
membership growing in 2018 and 2019.    
 
In addition to this, the General council has continued to push the 
Scottish Government on it’s Fairwork agenda, driving forward sectoral 
bargaining in social care, looking to attach conditionality to all public 



sector funding, and calling for an overhaul of our public procurement 
practices.   
 
We also called out the UK Government, on it’s failure to deliver a well 
planned Brexit, and highlighted the real dangers for our environment, 
food standards and workers rights, that lay in potential trade deals with 
the US and others.   
   
Yet even at the close of 2019, when the virus was already spreading 
across the globe, I doubt any of us realised, the scale of what was about 
to hit, or the fundamental impact, it would have on all our lives. 
 
By March we were in lockdown, and hailing our NHS and key workers as 
heroes. And it’s true – they are. We owe them a great debt of gratitude. 
Because while many, were locked up at home, working via the internet, 
the workers in our food shops & factories, on post & deliveries, in our 
care homes, our schools, local authorities, and all those providing 
essential services, put themselves at risk, to look after us. 
  
But let’s recognise their contribution properly.  Claps and rainbows don’t 

pay the bills! It’s time to give them a decent pay rise, so they can care 
for their families. 
 
And as we head for a second wave of this virus, through a long, hard 
winter, let’s not forget, that although many of these crucial, and highly 
skilled workers, are still exhausted from the first wave, they’re being 
asked to do more, go faster, and reach further, in their work to take care 
of us, all over again.   
 
Congress – we know it’s not good enough, and we won’t accept it!  
 
Poverty pay has no place on the frontline against covid!  Both 
Government and employers, must do more for our essential workers! 
 
And I want to recognise too, and thank, the shop stewards, equality 
reps, learning reps & health and safety reps, right across our movement, 
the organisers and officers, who’ve worked so hard to support our 
members, to achieve safer working practices, and defend jobs, in the 
most difficult of circumstances.  
 
And also our great team  here at the STUC, for their amazing agility, 
passion, and teamwork, in the midst of the storm unfolding around us. 
 



Congress, Post pandemic, rapid union membership growth, has been 
reported  across a number of key sectors, because, working people are 
realising, that only the power of a strong collective, can ensure their 
voice gets heard. They’re learning that joining a Trade Union, is the best 
way to protect your workplace, in the face of this pandemic.  
 
& The need for workers, to seek the protection of a trade union, has never 
been more relevant. Our whole movement has been front and centre in 
defending working people, at this crucial time.  
 
We’ve taken their needs directly, to the door of the Scottish and UK  
Governments, and we’ve campaigned hard, to make sure workers voices 
& concerns, are heard across our media.   
 
Our aim, has been to increase trade union visibility, relevance, and 
influence across Scotland, and to support our affiliates to grow, and win, 
for their members. 
 
We’ve fought hard, on the immediate concerns of safety at work, defended 
attacks on pay and conditions, and most importantly, highlighted the huge 

number of jobs under threat, and the need for urgent and more effective 
government intervention.   
 
But we’re also fighting hard for a better future for our kids, for a fairer, 
more equal economy, greener industry, more high quality jobs, investment 
in public services and significant state interventions, to build a Scotland 
that’s fit for the future.   
 
And yes, that includes continuing to engage with the evolving debate on 
Scotland’s constitution.  Insisting on the right of the people of Scotland, to 
determine their own constitutional path, including holding a further 
referendum on independence, should that be their wish.  But if Brexit has 
taught us anything, it is that there is much more to this, than a simple 
binary choice, the devil will be in the detail, and the General Council 
supports giving the greatest possible choice to the Scottish people, should 
the time come for another referendum. 
 
Throughout the last century, the STUC’s played a key role, in shaping 
Scottish democracy and supporting home rule, and this will continue in 
the years to come. 
 
But we will also keep asking the hard questions, of all sides in this debate, 
what level of constitutional change is needed? how will that change create 



a more just Scotland? who will benefit? & will it address the inequalities 
faced by our people?  And whatever happens, we will continue to remind 
both our governments of their duty to prioritise our economy now.  We 
can’t afford to wait, until after a referendum! We need action now on jobs! 
 
That’s why we’re calling for a People’s Recovery – because we need a 
new track for Scotland’s economy.  For us, recovery means not going 
back to how things used to be – going forward we want a better deal.   
 
Working people were made to pay for the last recession, with austerity, 
Remember when they told us we were all in it together?  Now we know, it 
was a lie. 
 
So our message to the government is simple.  We tried austerity, it didn’t 
work, and we’re not doing it again.  We deserve better, than the tired neo 
liberal economics, and trickle down theories, of the late 20th Century.  
 
The actions set out in our People’s Recovery strategy, are the key themes 
we’ll be pressing all political parties on, in the run up to the Scottish 
Parliament elections, & I look forward, to our debate this afternoon on 

rebuilding an economy, that’s fit for all our people. 
 
Congress This virus has held up a mirror of truth to the state we’re in 
and taught us some key lessons,  
 
that those countries where inequalities were the least, have fared the 
best, in terms of being resilient and able to cope;  
 
that those countries that acted decisively, and put safety first, were the 
most successful at suppressing the virus and lessening negative 
economic impact.   
 
That our public services are underfunded to an unsustainable level, that 
bad jobs kill; & that the caring economy really matters. 
 
Because it doesn’t matter how fast our GDP is growing, if the gap 
between the richest and poorest isn’t narrowing, with too many left 
behind.   
 
& yes, its expensive, but if, to suppress this virus, we expect folk to 
comply with restrictions, then government must offer real support on 
which people can rely, and be prepared to dig deep, to rebuild our 
economy for the benefit of future generations. 



 
Instead we’re faced with a government in Westminster that did too little 
too late, to save tens of thousands of jobs; that’s outsourced key public 
health services; that flip flopped on public safety, placing both lives and 
livelihoods in danger,  
 
While our government here in Scotland, for all its talk of a renewables 
revolution, is unwilling to stand up for jobs in BiFab, and unable to stop a 
public health scandal, in our care services.  
 
Congress, I’ll finish on this. Yes we have much to do, and huge 
challenges to face, but in our darkest moments, let’s remember that from 
the ashes of WW2, the British working classes built the NHS, decent 
housing, and a welfare state that benefited and raised living standards 
for millions, and similarly from the ashes of this pandemic, we can grow 
the roses of a more equal & sustainable economy, where all workers, 
can get a fairer share, of our nation’s wealth.  
 
Congress, I move the General Council’s Report. 


