Report from Women’s Conference Edinburgh
5th February 2011
A very good conference that was hosted by Scotland 1,2,5 & Highlands and the Grampians. The social on the Friday evening made everyone feel welcome and was very well attended. The conference on Saturday was held at a training centre. 

Chairperson opening remarks – Jackie Gatwood

Jackie opened the conference by thanking Scotland no 1,2,5 & the Highlands and Grampians for their hospitality, and said that the 1st Women’s conference was in 1999 and has grown from strength to strength, this year 69 branches had sent delegates.  She then made a very interesting speech about women’s history in Scotland and the women’s involvement. Jackie then explained some of the things the WAC are currently tackling – domestic violence, menopause, childcare, tax credits, under representation, and reserved seats to name but a few – stating that equality is the heart of everything they do. Finally she welcomed the new deletes and the new members to the WAC and said she hope everyone enjoyed the conference.
National Equality Officers Remarks – Linda Roy 
Linda welcomed everyone to conference and said that it was her 3rd year as National Equality Officer some of the things she has been involved with are the anti privatisation campagain, the WAC, and women’s regional committees. She then made a speech saying that women today have lots to celebrate with more choices in lives and careers, even so the struggle for gender equality is still not over. Progress has been made in the last 10yrs with improvements in family friendly policies, tax credits, sure seat, paternity, maternity and state nurseries. There are still barriers to overcome for women even within the union- being told that a union official was no place for a woman is something lots of women have had to endure. The macho culture the union had developed had started to change with the diversity and equality training being mandatory. Finally Linda thanked all the delegates for attending and the WAC for their hard work.    
General Secretary Remarks – Billy Hayes

Billy said that he went to the Chainmakers festival for the first time last year, and explained that a lot of the women’s history is hidden. Billy discussed that the country was under the most serious assault since WW2 with the coalition government. He said that the conservatives believe the welfare state should be dismantled. Women are going to be hit harder than men by the cuts as 65% of the public sector workforce are women. Inflation is also having an impact on women’s lives especially when take home pay fell on average by 12%. Billy said that the rally that is taking place on 26th March is very important, the TUC are hoping there will be more than 1million people there on the day. Finally he talked about the internal matters within the CWU and the need to change. There is a NEC document called ‘ mapping the future’, and he stated that we have to be careful that the changes are not just a reproduction of the past, women need to be proportionally represented, and that equality is an essential issue that should be at the heart of the debate.
Guest Speaker – Denise Marshall, Eaves Poppy Appeal 
Denise explained that she had run a domestic violence project for 25years. They work and provide accommodation for various women in difficulty from single, homeless, sexual abused, or drug abuse. She informed us that prostitution and trafficking has been taken off the agenda by the government. Prostitution happens to the most poor and disposed women and 80% of women who are prostitutes do not want to be in the sex industry. We have to take action just because it is one of the old industries does not mean it is right.  The poppy project is to support trafficked women. Most of the women were brought into the country thinking they would be studying or getting employment but then forced into the sex industry. Some girls are as young as 12 when they are brought to England they are selected because they are vulnerable, and many will be worked for at least 10yrs. 
The government is now cutting their funding by 60%, they are also stating that they can only care for the women for 30days and then they have to track them afterwards to make sure they do not get any more support (at present they work with women up to 2 years). The organisation must look for the cheapest accommodation to house the victims for the 30days, and all the expertise will be removed ie – counselling and legal representation.    
There was no consultation before these changes were imposed and the government have also tried to gender neutralise the issue of trafficking but 80% of trafficked people are women or children.

They desperately need our help by lobby government and putting the pressure on. It was also requested that we ask each branch for donations.
Debate for reserve seats
There was a lot of discussion with most women agreeing that more should be done at Branch level. As it was felt that there were more barriers at branch level ie – when facilities times drop usually the women will lose her facilities first. Branch meeting are held in evenings and in pubs making them inaccessible for some women. There should be an alteration to the branch constitution. Even though a lot of women did not want reserved right seat they felt they had an unfair advantage on gaining positions. Even though they sometimes would be the best person for the job they would not necessarily get it.

Grace Mitchell supported the reserved seats say that it was about changing the culture of the organisation. Once women were fairly represented and the culture had been changed the reserved seat would be removed.

Interesting debate but I still do not like the thought of a reserved seat.  
Motions

16 motions where debated and all but motion 3 where carried. Motions 4 and E1 where voted to be taken to national conference in May. The motions that are going to be taken to annual conference are - 
Motion 4

This conference is concerned that the recently announced Comprehensive Spending Review on the 22nd June 2010 is a direct attack on women and disproportionally affects their lives and the lives of their children.

Women are harder hit by cuts in pension credits, working tax credit, childcare support and cuts to public sector jobs mainly held by women, abolishing health and the pregnancy grants, sure start maternity grants with the added cost with the rise in VAT from 17.5% to 20% to name just a few as these hit low and the middle income working parents hardest.

This lack of fairness clearly shows that the Tories are not even going through the motions of considering what impact their policies will have on women. In addition the adequate Equality Assessments have not been considered.
This motion therefore asks the NEC to :

· Lobby this Con Den Government to reassess these policies

· To develop more partnerships with political contacts to challenge the political and economic policies that have detrimental and affect on women’s lives

· And that the NEC instructs the WAC to further highlight these issues and to circulate relevant information to female members

· To ensure that all aspects of Equality are adhered to and Equality Assessment carried out 

Not since the end of the First World War have we seen such a complete reversal of women’s opportunities and economic independence.

Motion E1

This Women’s Conference notes with dismay the announcement made by Rivan Vincent on 20th January where she stated that she would have to put her daughter into care because of the lack of respite care available. Her daughter is blind, quadriplegic and has cerebral palsy and epilepsy. This conference notes that the overwhelming number of carers are women who rely on respite care and local health service, all of which are under threat from a Government intent on a cuts agenda. This case highlights the need for awareness within the union for a plight that can affect all our women members – that of cuts in health, social security and jobs.
As part of its overall opposition to this Conservative led governments cuts to public services and spending this conference agrees that the CWU needs to ensure that we are at the cutting edge of the debate about the misery that will affect society and of which women will bear the brunt. In doing so this conference notes and welcomes the work done by the Fawcett Society in highlighting how these cuts will disproportionately affect women. The CWU also needs to take this message out to women in the workplace and rise to the challenge of changing and increasingly female and part-time workforces in our industries.
In order to do this the CWU, i line with its standing within the TUC and the wider labour movement needs to ensure that we continue to be seen as progressive force in this area particularly with regard to caring about the issues that affect women, those with disabilities all sexualities and ethnic minorities. We must also be seen to care about the plight of the young and the challenges that no retirement age will bring to the ageing.
To that end, this conference welcomes the commitments previously given by both the General Secretary and the Senior Deputy General Secretary that as long as they are holding positions in this union, there will be Equal Opportunities Department and Equal Opportunities Officer, given the challenges that will face our women members both in and out of work we affirm our support for this position.
Further this conference instructs the WAC to ensure that they are working with the Policy Department, Organising Department and with the NEC to ensure our approach and our response to members highlights the women’s dimension to these issues. 

Closing Comments
The conference was closed at 4.15pm by Jackie Gatwood who once again thanked the speaker and all the delegates for attending.
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