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FIRST DAY’S PROCEEDINGS:
SUNDAY, 7th SEPTEMBER 2025
(Congress assembled at 4.00 p.m.)

The President:  Will delegates please take their seats and would Congress come to order.  (Applause) 

Congress, I have great pleasure in opening this, the TUC’s 157th Congress.  Welcome to Brighton and thank you to Seima, the vocal group from Milton Keynes, who have been singing for us this afternoon.  (Applause)  

Congress, I will start with some important housekeeping.  If there is an emergency, you will receive instructions on what to do either from me or over the Tannoy.  Details of evacuation procedures are posted up on the doors of the hall.  There are no fire alarm tests scheduled.  If you hear the alarm it is for real.  If any delegates require first aid, requests should be made in the first instance to any member of the Brighton Centre staff.  We will have speech‑to‑text and a BSL interpreter for the duration of Congress.  Can I remind delegates that coats and bags should be left in the cloakroom on the ground floor.  There is also a no photography zone in the hall at the back of Block A and photographers are asked to respect that, please.  This year we will beginning each session of Congress by celebrating the successes of our unions over the last year.  We will now show a short film demonstrating how unions are winning for working people.  If you see your union do give them are a cheer and feel free to cheer for others.  

Video played to Congress

The President:  Thank you.  The first formal item of business is to ask Congress to approve the tellers as set out in the General Purposes Committee report within the final agenda.  Is that agreed?  (Agreed)   Thank you.  If any teller has not yet met Helen Bilton of the TUC’s staff please come to the tellers’ table located on the floor to my right.  

If any union has not received their voting cards these can be collected from the registration desk after close of business.  If unions have not yet informed the TUC office which motions you would like to speak to, please do so.  Requests must be submitted by the nominated union officer.  My aim will be to take a good range of speakers while making timely progress through Congress business. 

Congress, I would now like to welcome our international visitors to Congress who a seat to last three rows of Block A.  When I call out your country or organisation, please stand or give us a wave.  We have trade union visitors from Argentina, (Applause) Bangladesh, Belgium.  Brazil, Columbia.  France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Palestine, (Applause and Cheers) South Africa, Spain, Turkey, and from the ETUC and the ITUC.  Welcome, everybody.  Colleagues, you are very welcome and we thank you for joining us at our Congress this week.  This year’s delegate from the Trade Councils Conference is Joe Cooper and I think Joe is sitting with his delegation from UNISON.  Again Joe, you are very, very welcome.  (Applause) 

During the course of the week, Congress, I will be joined on the platform by the Vice President Maria Exall to my right and other members of the General Council, as you can see, including those with lead responsibilities for the relevant sections of the General Council report. 

Congress, I now call Linda McCulloch, Chair of the General Purposes Committee, to report to us on the progress of business and other Congress arrangements.  

Linda McCulloch (Chair, GPC):  Good afternoon, Congress.  The General Purpose Committee has approved 13 Composite Motions.  Composite Motions 1 to 13 are included in the final agenda that you have all received.  On behalf of the General Purposes Committee, I would like to all those unions who have cooperated and worked together to reach agreement on the composite motions.  I would like to remind Congress of the procedure for the distribution of emergency motions.  An emergency motion accepted onto the Congress agenda will be emailed to all delegates.  A small number of printed copies will be made available on the TUC information stand.  The text of any emergency motions will also be shown on screens on either side of the stage.  

Congress, can I remind you that only materials approved by the GPC may be distributed within the hall and venue.  Can I also remind delegates that the mover of each motion may speak for up to five minutes and all other speakers for up to three minutes.  Thank you for your co‑operation.  I will report further to you on business and other GPC decisions where necessary throughout Congress.  Thank you. 

The President:  Thank you, Linda.  Congress, I now invite you to formally receive the GPC Report.  Is that agreed?  (Agreed)  As Linda reported, it is very important to respect speaking times, five minutes for moving a motion, three minutes for seconding a motion and all other speakers, please, it is not compulsory to take all your time.  If I have one job this week it is to make sure we get through all of the business that we have to get through.  Today is particularly tight, so I can already imagine I am going to upset some delegates because I won’t be able to take their contributions after the motion has been moved and seconded.  So please bear with me during the week and we will do our absolute best to get as many people to speak as possible.  Delegates, can I also remind you that each delegate including myself has a bar code on our credentials.  When you are waiting to speak over here in the front row of seats a steward will scan your bar code and this will allow us to see your name and union on the main screen during your speech.  It is really important so don’t forget that, please.

Finally, Congress, can I remind you of our Statement of Conduct which was circulated to all delegates as part of the registration process and which is now on the screen.  The TUC is committed to organising activities at which everyone can participate in an inclusive, respectful and safe environment.  The TUC has zero tolerance of any type of harassment.  This supports the commitments set out in the TUC’s rules to promote equality for all and to eliminate all forms of harassment, including sexual harassment, prejudice and unfair discrimination.  This Code of Conduct applies to all events both in person or online and includes all forms of communication including postings on social media.  If you have any concerns about breaches of our Code of Conduct during Congress please speak to your delegation lead or to Kudsia Batool, TUC Director of Equalities.  The TUC has also established a confidential reporting line in partnership  with the Survivors Trust and their telephone number is in the delegates’ briefing.  Colleagues, we will be debating many serious and emotive issues over the course of the next three days.  Let’s showcase the best of the trade union movement, be kind and comradely to each other, and remember that our aim is to leave this Congress a more united and powerful movement.  

The President:  Congress, we start with Section 3 of the General Council Report, A fairer economy and strong public services, from page 31.  I now call Motion 27, School support staff deserve better.  


School support staff deserve better  


The President:  The General Council supports the motion.  It is moved by the GMB and seconded by UNISON, I will take Unite as a speaker, but I will not be taking any further speakers.  GMB, please. (Applause)

Barbara Plant (GMB) moved Motion 27.  She said:  Congress, our children’s education depends on school support service, classroom assistants, lunch time supervisors, site managers, office staff, to name a few.  They all keep our schools running.  I am proud to have been a teaching assistant in Lewisham for over 14 years.  When I started I was called a primary  ‑ reading with children, sharpening pencils and clearing away resources.  Like all my colleagues, the skills and workload I was required to hold increased but not my pay or conditions.  To work one‑to‑one with a child who had Down syndrome I had to learn Makaton sign language myself.  I was not taught it by my employer, nor did they pay for it.  I did it so I could give the child I was supporting the best start in life.  There are no enforceable standards for school support staff roles.  Schools are allowed to mark their own homework when writing our members’ job descriptions and evaluating them.  Because of academisation there are no national standards of training, career progression or rates of pay, but our members love working in schools.  They love the type of job that they do and they don’t all do it because they want to become teachers.  

School support staff are hidden professionals in their own right and they are fed up with being forgotten about on low pay and unequal pay, fed up of having less conditions and less voice than teachers do about how our schools can be better run for those who work in them because it is not just all about teaching.  We know that tens of thousands of school support staff are having to administer complex medical care for pupils without receiving proper training.  Imagine starting your career in a school and then finding out you are required to assist with stoma care, tracheostomy care or even oxygen tanks and then imagine doing all that on poverty wages because term time only contracts mean you are left unpaid when schools are closed, unlike teachers.  Congress, this is why support staff in Lewisham knew we needed to join a recognised union.  It is why the last Labour  government set up the School Support Staff Negotiating Body (SSSNB) to raise our pay and conditions.  Of course, the Tories scrapped it and patronised us as a mums’ army but support staff in our recognised unions ‑ GMB, UNISON and Unite - (Applause) kept organising and speaking out.  We made sure Labour committed to reinstating the SSSNB when back in power.  The SSSNB will transform education because when the  government support special educational provision in schools they will need support staff expertise.  And to stop the staffing crisis in schools Labour needs to turn the page on the sexist belief that predominantly women support staff are less valuable or worthy of recognition for the work they do.  (Applause)  

Congress, the SSSNB cannot come soon enough, but the  government has to get it right.  It is not just about having a seat at the table.  It is about having a whole bargaining table for school support staff in their recognised unions to make work better.  The SSSNB must deliver a nationally agreed terms and conditions handbook, fair rates of pay and training standards.  It must bring all out sourced school staff back in house (Applause)  And it must ensure pay awards are fully funded and implemented.  Congress, please support this motion so that, whether you are support staff in a local authority school in Bradford or an academy school in Brighton, you are paid, trained and valued equally for the work you do.  I move.  (Applause and cheers) 

Catherine McKenna (UNISON) spoke in support of Motion 27.   She said: President, Congress, we thank the GMB for bringing this important motion to Congress.  I am not only supporting this motion as UNISON President but as a school support worker who knows what it feels like to be undervalued and unseen.  I have supported children through trauma, through learning difficulties, through moments of crisis.  I have wiped away their tears, calmed them and helped them find their voice but yet so often my own voice and the voice of thousands like me have been ignored.  

This amendment is about justice and it is about dignity.  It is about calling out a system of reward which rewards those at the top while leaving the front‑line staff struggling to survive.  Congress, we know the facts.  Support staff are overwhelmingly women.  Many work in academies where pay and conditions have fragmented beyond recognition.  They are paid poverty wages, given insecure contracts and denied the recognition they deserve.  And while we are told there is no money, we had multi‑academy trust CEOs earning six‑figure salaries.  This is just not fair.  It is more than that ‑ it is scandalous and it is morally wrong.  Our amendment calls this out because every pound spent on inflated executive pay is a pound stolen from classrooms, from our children and from the staff who make education possible.  School support staff are not second‑class citizens in education.  We are professionals, educators, carers, specialists and we deserve to be treated as such.  That is why our amendment also calls for the promotion of our status and recognition; because it is not just about pay (though it matters deeply) it is about respect, being seen, being valued and being heard.  

Congress, we cannot fix the staffing crisis in schools without fixing the way we value our support staff.  We cannot deliver inclusive education while ignoring the people who make inclusion possible.  We cannot talk about fairness while CEOs take bonuses and our members visit foodbanks.  We cannot build a better future for our children while the very people who support them are exhausted, underpaid and overlooked.  So I say to every support staff worker out there: stand together, stand in solidarity because when we unite we are powerful. Let’s organise, let’s speak up in our schools, in our communities and in our unions.  Let’s  challenge the narrative that says, “Oh you are just support staff”, because we are essential educational professionals and it is time that is recognised.  We need fair pay, proper training and clear career progression, fully funded pay awards, not empty promises and an end to the scandal of term time only contracts that trap workers in low pay and pension poverty and to bring outsourced staff back in house where they belong.  So I say to the  government properly fund the SSSNB, end the injustice, respect the workforce and stop siphoning public money into executives’ pay.  Congress, please support.  (Applause) 

The President:  Unite. please.

 Vikki Thompson (Unite) spoke in support of Motion 27.  She said:  First‑time delegate to the TUC and first‑time speaker.  (Applause)  Congress, the commitment to reinstate the School Support Staff Negotiating Body was a major victory for every worker in the education system and for the children who rely on them.  A dedicated negotiating body collectively agreeing pay, terms and conditions is the only proper path to make sure the vital role of teaching assistants, catering staff and technicians to name a few, is properly acknowledged but, Congress, support workers cannot wait.  The SSSNB is not expected to make its first recommendation until 2027.  The staffing crisis in our schools continues.  Support workers face pay suppression and outsourcing.  In the technician field the disparity of pay in England compared to Scotland can be as much as £10,000 of a difference for roles like my own.  I am a senior science technician in secondary school in Scotland.  Employers use a broken patchwork of academies to drive down pay and conditions.  We think it is only right that the SSSNB coverage is extended to the 52,000 workers who are employed by agencies and other third parties within our school system.  Without this, these workers will find themselves at even greater risk of lower pay and insecurity.  Thousands of school transport and catering staff are being denied basic employment rights and job security while being forced to work in precarious arrangements.  

Conference, we would hope that negotiations through the SSSNB can also work towards improvement in conditions our workers face regarding violence sustained by pupils in schools.  For far too long our support workers (who are predominantly women) have been on the receiving end of physical and verbal attacks from pupils.  There are many reasons why this happens.  Predominantly, the systemic failings by our employers are partly to blame, not only for the failings they have for our pupils in relation to supporting them but also for the failings they have in supporting our staff in dealing with de-escalation of incidents and following up appropriately on reporting of violence, in whatever form that is.  Trying to report the violence is sometimes a challenge in and of itself because it can be sidelined in the systems, which are overly complicated and sometimes contradictory.  We must have trauma‑informed practice for both our children and our adults.  In supporting our staff properly, and recognising violence at work in any form is unacceptable, we may reduce some of the staff retention issues that we have.  School support workers deserve better.  Please support this motion.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you.  An excellent job for a first‑time speaker.  I now call the vote on Motion 27.  Will all those in favour please show?  Will all those against please show?  That is carried unanimously. 

Motion 27 was CARRIED. 

The President:  Thank you.  I will now call paragraph 3.10 and Composite Motion 9, Education system.  The General Council supports this composite.  It will moved by the UCU, seconded by EIS and supported by AUE.  

Education system
Comprising Motions 51 and 52 plus amendment

Maria Chondrogianni (UCU) moved Composite Motion 9.  She said:  President, solidarity to Palestine!  (Applause)  

Post‑16 education is facing an unprecedented crisis.  In higher education one in two universities are making job and course cuts with over 15,000 job losses announced this year alone.  Since 2006 the number of UK under‑graduate courses has fallen by 27 per cent, including a 14 per cent drop in arts and humanities.  This is the cost of marketisation where financial imperatives are pushed ahead of education itself, leaving staff burnt out, working‑class students short-changed and communities diminished.  Such cuts in jobs and educational provision impact heavily on the local economies of the towns and cities where universities are situated.  

Let me emphasise since there are many experienced trade union negotiators in this hall, that we are not talking about a level of job cuts which can be handled humanely through redeployment, early retirement and severance packages.  We are talking about a jobs massacre.  Take Dundee for example, 650 jobs saved through heroic industrial action, Newcastle 44 days of strike, Edinburgh on strike on Monday of next week.  In further education, staff are paid thousands less than school teachers, creating a recruitment and retention crisis which threatens the very future of life-long learning in our communities.  

Our New Deal for FE campaign demands pay parity, a 10 per cent (£3,000) rise and secure contracts to keep the sector alive.  Our proud FE is balloting shortly to ensure these goals are achieved.  Our AT members told us that they were preparing for industrial action, so watch this space and please show us your solidarity and support.  We demand fair pay, secure professional employment, a fully funded education service for all and we cannot ignore the assault on our subjects.  Cuts here do not just limit academic choice, they undermine culture, creativity and the very soul of our communities.  

The amendment rightly calls for the restoration of all arts provision in our institutions.  (Applause).  UCU members have taken strike action and fought back against job cuts and courses, but we need a UK‑wide approach to address the problems of the sectors.  We need a vision of something better ‑ much better ‑ for post‑16 education.  We seek to transform the services we are fighting to defend.  We need to remove the market from education and have a reliable funding system and democratic governance.  It is time to build a national education service: an education service for the many, not the few, not the privileged.  This means first affirming the principle that education is a public good.  Education can contribute to tackling the climate emergency.  It can help re‑build our communities and can contribute to the building of a democratic inclusive society and a fairer world.  

Congress, President, one issue which forms a major context to our discussions is how do we meet the challenge from the far right and from fascism.  We see on the far right denial of climate change, opposition to equality, diversity and inclusion and the politics of hate.  Much of this rests on a denial of evidence and the belief that the facts are whichever ones fit people’s prejudices.  There is much mis‑information, lies and myth on social media.  Some far-right politicians lie constantly.  Do I need to refer you to Reform, Congress?  Their view is that truth and facts are whatever people want to believe, irrespective of evidence and science.  In this context we really need high‑quality education now are more than ever.  

Please support the motion and campaign for a fully funded national education service free at the point of use, from the cradle to the grave.  Solidarity.  I move.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you.  I am going to call EIS now.  It was remiss of me not to mention there are a number of speakers but I am going to take only one.  I am also going to invite NEU to speak so if they could be ready.  

Andrea Bradley (EIS) seconded Composite 9.  She said:  Education is a quintessential public good.  What lovely wordsmithery from UCU, our sister union, which captures a fundamental truth about the power and the value of education.  Two and a half thousand years ago Confucius wrote similarly wise and prophetic words: “Education breeds confidence; confidence breeds hope; hope breeds peace.“ Those ancient words encapsulate the existential worth of education to human society and this composite speaks to the fact that today, in 2025, in one of the richest countries in the world, the amount of public investment in education at UK and Scotland level falls far too short of what is a needed.  Under-funding, means under‑staffing and unfair, unhealthy and unsustainable workloads for teachers in Scotland.  Their unpaid labour is massively propping up our education system and meanwhile, ironically, there are high levels of precarity, under‑employment and unemployment.  

That is the reality for thousands of qualified teachers in Scotland who have been driven to despair that their talents and efforts in studying to become teachers are going to waste.  These teachers are not being employed and deployed to reduce the class sizes that are amongst the highest in the OECD.  They are not being employed and deployed to support the 40 per cent of young people in Scotland who now have an additional support need and they are not being employed and deployed to help mitigate the impact of poverty for the more than a quarter of a million children in Scotland who are living the daily real‑life consequences of the politics of austerity and inequality.  

Comrades, it is nothing short of scandalous when you think of the entirety of the waste and the neglect of human potential at all stages and ages in this scenario that I am outlining for you.  The under-staffing of such vital public services as education, unsurprisingly, carries significant health and safety risks, unmet additional learning needs, the prevalence of poor mental health among students.  The daily struggle of teachers and fellow professionals to respond with insufficient resources and time and staffing means that violent and aggressive behaviour has become more commonplace than the relative rarity that it once was.  Schools need to be safe for our children and young people and safe for the staff who work in them, and they must be sufficiently well staffed to ensure that they are safe places for children to learn.  

Colleagues, safety and security are a prerequisite of sound learning.  They are axiomatic to young people’s acquisition of the knowledge, skills, values and attributes that are needed to navigate the world and the communities that they live in, to form and nurture good relationships, and to enable decent employment.  That our young people receive quality education is imperative to our collective prosperity, to our democracy, to our social cohesion and to peace itself.  

Confucius captured it perfectly: education breeds confidence, confidence breeds hope; hope breeds peace.  And comrades, confidence and hope derived from education are what is needed right now as we build the resistance to the influence of the far and the populist right.  Education must be funded in a way that reflects its quintessential common good and the fundamental protections that it affords to human society.  Comrades, stand up for quality education! Stand up for democracy and peace!  Please support the composite.  Solidarity with you all!  (Applause) 

The President: Thank you, Andrea.  AUE, please.  

Loraine Monk (Artists’ Union England) spoke in support of Composite 9.  She said:  We are particularly concerned about the arts provision in state schools and colleges as it continues to shrink through the pressure to teach science and technology subjects while budgets get cut.  Artists’ Union England continues to campaign for arts provision in all areas of education, nursery to university, and we congratulate the NEU for initiating the Arts and Minds campaign.  (Applause)  Thank you.   

However, still in the UK the class system is strong and the public school system is so pervasive in its influence in every aspect of the arts in the UK.  Like many unions, we expected the election of a Labour  government would result in a change, in a shift in the provision, which would reverse the destruction of the terrible Conservative years.  However, we are still waiting.  We still have unequal provision: one subject for the wealthy and one for the rest.  

Public schools know the worth of music, dance and theatre.  They know how important visual arts are.  Why else does Eton have three theatres and numerous art studios?  It has three museums, galleries and a library just to house its own collections.  The arts are one of the joys of life.  The  wealthy know that.  That is why the public schools are teaching a full range of arts subjects, just like all state schools should do.  

The arts inspire hope and dreams.  We want that for every child, every adult.  Arts education available for everyone.  A  door of opportunity open for all.  

This Labour government needs to seize its opportunities to change people’s lives for the better.  There is no better way to do that than ensuring that everyone has the chance to learn, to be inspired.  Conference, giving hope and dreams that is a good way for us to begin to make real change.  Thank you.  (Applause)
 
The President:  Well said, Loraine.  NEU and that is the only speaker I am going to take in this debate and I will move to the vote shortly.  

Holly Williams (NEU) spoke in support of Composite 9.  She said:  I am here today to speak not just as a trade unionist but as a primary school teacher of 15 years, a mother, an auntie and a friend.  Someone who believes that education is a public good, not a commodity.  

When I think back to my primary school years, I remember a time filled with awe and wonder; a time on the field by the pond picking daisies, looking at the clouds, learning about the change in seasons.  Fast forward some years and the contrast, unfortunately, is stark.  This week many children will have started or returned back to school and, sadly, we are already hearing of night time tears and morning battles.  

Our classrooms and educators are screaming out for change.  We want to be able to deliver a curriculum that caters to individuals and supports the needs of all our learners.  The time has come for a national education service, a system that enables teachers to deliver learning experiences, ones that inspire and motivate learners: built on the principles of equality, inclusion and public accountability.  

But let me be clear, if you are unsure, our education system is in crisis.  Across the country schools and colleges are being closed or merged, and not because demand has dropped but because funding has.  Class sizes are growing, support services are vanishing and in many areas education deserts are emerging where once thriving education centres stood.  Our  government, who could have done so much, has thus far left us disappointed and wondering who will value the workforce.  Recruitment and retention are now at breaking point.  Teachers and support staff are leaving in droves, crushed under unsustainable workloads, stagnant pay and a toxic culture of micro management.  We need a fair pay structure and employment and professional autonomy.  Without that we lose not just staff but the future of our children.  The solution is not tinkering around the edges.  We need to work together to reverse the cuts, stop the closures and invest in a unified, fully funded education system valuing early years to valuing lifelong learning.  We need to build a system that values a curriculum and which allows educators to be creative and nurture in their students the same love of learning that they have; a love that I have.  

In a system which squeezes out the arts and reduces education to a one-size-fits-all model where will our authors come from?  Where will be our playwrights, our poets, our dancers, our actors, music makers and dream builders?  Where will they be?  A national education service would ensure continuity, stability and opportunity not just for students but for staff.  It would put people before profit and learning before league tables.  Congress, education is the foundation of a fair society.  Let’s fight for an education system that works for everyone.  Let’s campaign together for a national education service.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you.  Holly.  Now I call a vote on Composite 9.  Would  all those in favour please show?  Would all those against please show? 

Composite 9 was CARRIED.

The President:  I will now call paragraphs 3.16 to 3.18 and Motion 53, Scrap audition fees and other hidden costs for arts courses in higher education.  The General Council supports the motion.  I will now call Equity to move the motion, seconded by UCU and I will be taking the Musicians’ Union in the debate.  

Scrap audition fees and other hidden costs for arts courses in higher education

Lynda Rooke (Equity) moved Motion 53.  She said:  Many of you will have had personal experience of applying to higher education, or maybe your friends and family have, but you will know it can be financially stressful at the best of times, with the cost of travel and accommodation for interviews and open days, but what if you had to pay just to be able to interview for a study place?  That is what our student members face, because to get into drama schools they have to pay fees just to audition.   Our research has found that performing arts students are struggling to pay these audition fees, as well as additional hidden course costs.  This is proving to be a key barrier preventing students from working‑class backgrounds from entering the industry.  That is why the industry continues to remain elitist.  

There is also a funding crisis in arts education, with the under‑graduate course at Bristol Old Vic Theatre School closed.  The pressure to have a degree is now viewed as of particular importance for younger creative workers entering the workforce, and with such high up‑front costs, there is no surprise that recent data reveals that only eight per cent of workers in film, TV, video and photography come from working-class backgrounds.  The talent pipeline is leaking, especially talent from working class and marginalised communities.  


With audition fees ranging between £40 to £80 and over half of the 94 per cent of Equity student members paying a fee to audition for a place, things get pricy, because they will most likely audition for a number of drama schools to ensure that they are offered a place.  These have proved to be a very nice little earner for the training establishments.  I will give you an example.   I am sure you have heard of RADA ‑ the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.  They claim to audition around 3,500 applicants each year, and at £37 per person I make that just under £137,000 a year.  That is even before anybody has started paying for their actual training.  The London Academy for Music and Dramatic Arts (LAMDA) is even more costly because it charges £42.50 per person.  If they are accepting the same number of applicants, that it is just under £149,000 per year.  And add to that the cost of obtaining adequate equipment for self-tapes and travel costs and also for further rounds of auditions, as you can imagine, these costs are a real barrier.  And all of this for a very limited number of places, because of those 3,500 applicants that apply to RADA, for example, there are only 28 places available.  

The majority of drama training colleges are in London and the South East, so if you live in the regions or the nations, the cost of accommodation and travel is a further barrier.  If you live in the north of Ireland, it is worse still, because there are no drama schools at all and the costs will then be astronomical on audition fees, travel, accommodation and additional course requirements.  

I will mention a comment from an Equity student member: “When I was auditioning for drama schools I was very selective because of audition fees and only chose two schools to apply for.  I come from a single-parent working-class background, so it was unrealistic to spend more than £100 maximum on auditioning.  This was very much a stressful situation and would have hindered my progress if things hadn’t gone my way.”  

Things have to change and on the back of our Breaking Down Barriers campaign both the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama and the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts have abolished their audition fees in an attempt to combat elitism and increase access and diversity.  (Applause)  And I am pleased to say that they have also introduced grants to support applicants with travel costs.  We want all drama training establishments to follow suit and level out the playing field in their application process.  Congress, the current situation is unequal and unfair.  It denies those from working‑class and marginalised communities considering a career in the performing arts and, as a consequence, severely limits who you see represented on your stages and on your screens.  Help us to change this situation.  Please support the motion.  Congress, I move.  (Applause and cheers)

The President:  Thank you, Lynda.  I call UCU to second the motion.  

Estelle Hart (UCU) seconded Motion 53.  She said:  I am proud to support this motion  on behalf of UCE and offer all our support to Equity’s calls to scrap audition fees and hidden costs that block access to arts education.  As you might be able to tell, I am from south Wales and at my first ever UCE meeting the hotel we met up had this huge mural on the wall of local heroes.  As you can imagine, it was south Wales so a lot of rugby players, but proud in the centre Richard Burton.  Richard Burton was a Valleys boy, the son of a miner, a man from a small Welsh village, whose talent and ability meant he touched people across the world.  He is someone we are proud about today and he is one of the sons we talk about frequently.  But what about today’s Richard Burtons?  Some 75 per cent of working‑class respondents to Equity’s survey said fees prevented them from applying to drama school at all.  These fees, along with other hidden costs, lock out talent and risk making arts the reserve of the privileged.  Arts is not something that for us is a luxury; they are a complete and utter necessity and that necessity is where it connects us across classes, across international borders and across cultures.  The arts sector simply must reflect the people of the UK, and that includes working-class people, which is why we are proud to support this motion.  

But also for the UCU delegation today we are especially proud to speak on this motion in memory of a member that we lost this week.  Will Nelson, a drama lecturer and UCU rep at Manchester College was very tragically killed in the funicular crash in Lisbon this well.   Will fought to protect arts education and access to it and we will continue to fight for that in his memory.  We hope you join us and support this motion today.  Thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Estelle.  Musicians’ Union please.

Andy Grittell (Musicians’ Union) spoke in support of Motion 53.  I thank my colleagues from Equity for this motion.  Much of what has just been said also relates to music students, particularly in relation to young musicians from low‑income families and others with barriers to accessibility, and thinking also of the special circumstances of musicians who have the difficulty of travelling with large instruments, the different quality of instruments available to audition with, depending what instruments are available and what musicians can afford, and the fact that musicians sometimes have to audition on loaned or house instruments. 

There is already a heavy financial burden on music students, who need to buy instruments, strings, reeds, sticks, sheet music ‑ the list is endless ‑ and some students from low-income households are now opting to take a single audition at just one institution rather than the usual multiple auditions due to the cost involved.  

To cite the Sutton Trust report, which looked into inequalities in access to  creative industries, it notes that, “For young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in particular there are major barriers.  Wealthier students are more able to access classical music training for instance while poorer students might be restricted to genres that require less expensive equipment and/or less tuition.”   

There is already a high percentage of privately educated students at UK music colleges.  For instance, at the Royal Academy of Music 60 per cent of the people there are privately educated.  We also see a divide in genres between wealthier students and those who are less well off.  Forty-three per cent per cent of classical musicians have attended an independent school which is over six times higher than the UK average of seven per cent.  However, just eight per cent of pop stars are privately educated.  Make of that what you want.  But the knock‑on effect of this is that there are fewer state-educated professional musicians.  This reinforces social divides when all genres should be open to everyone.  Without working musicians from all socio-economic backgrounds our musical culture is less rich and less diverse.  I ask for your support for Motion 53.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you, Andy.  I am now going to call a vote on Motion 53.  Will all those in favour please show?  All those against please show?  That is unanimous.

Motion 53 was CARRIED.

The President:  Thank you very much.  I am falling a little behind, anyway let’s move on.  Motion 54, Inclusivity in our schools.  The General Council supports the motion.  I call the NAHT to move the motion, it will be seconded by NEA and I will not be calling any further speakers.  I need to make up time.  Sorry, colleagues.  NAHT please. 

Inclusivity in our schools

Angi Gibson (NAHT) moved Motion 54.  She said:  I am a head teacher and also National President of NAHT.  Congress, NAHT is delighted to bring this motion and I have no doubt that I can speak for all of us when I say this.  We want a decent, fair and inclusive society.  A society where everyone is treated with dignity, where everyone is given opportunity, where everyone can live their lives to the full, no matter their background, their gender, their sexuality, their ethnicity or whether they are able bodied or disabled.  A society where our differences are not weaponised but celebrated.  

As schools leaders we know we have a vital role.  We set the tone, we set the culture, we shape the values that run through our schools and into the lives of young people, but let me be crystal clear: we cannot take any of this for granted.  Hard‑won rights and protections are never safe, and we have seen this already.  The Tories tried to roll them back and, let’s not kid ourselves, if the right had their way, they would go even further.  They would strip away what generations fought to win dressed up in the language of reform.  Cheap tricks with expensive consequences.  That is a direction the right wants to take us ‑ backwards ‑ and unless we stand firm, unless we speak out, and unless we act together, they will succeed.  Our job, comrades, is to make damn sure that they don’t.  Yes, progress has been made in challenging prejudice and discrimination, and schools have been at the heart of that, But there is still a long, long way to go.  

And today the battleground has shifted.  We see toxic racism and misogyny pumped out online shaping the world our children grow up in.  That has to be challenged by us all.  It starts with us in schools, giving children the tools to think critically, to spot misinformation, to reject hate.  This is why this motion calls on government to deliver proper training, so that every educator can spot the signs, tackle the risks of the far right and misogynistic extremism, and it means leading by example.  It means schools that are truly inclusive for every pupil and for every member of staff.  It means a curriculum that reflects our communities, celebrates our diversity and tells every child, “You matter, you belong and you can achieve.”  Because when children feel valued, and when staff feel supported, our schools flourish, and when our schools flourish, society flushes.  

Conference, these values don’t just belong in schools.  They belong in every workplace.  That is why our motion calls on the TUC to go even further.  To strengthen its fight against discrimination.  To give unions the tools to root it out.  To inspire and equip our members to challenge injustice, not just in their jobs but in their communities and in their daily lives.  Comrades, this motion is more than words on paper.  It is a call to action, to defend what we have already won, to push forward what we will still need and to build together the fair, inclusive equal society our children so well deserve.  Conference, let’s do this.  Support this motion and live its values.  Thank you.  (Applause)
  
The President:  Thank you and thank you for keeping well within time, that is appreciated.  NEU next, please.  

Sarah Green (NEU) seconded Motion 54.  She said: I have only been a teacher and a rep for about four years now which in teacher years is about 50 years.  I wear a lot of concealer.  I am not joking!  But even in that space of time I cannot count the amount of times that I have had to represent someone who is either overtly or just had sort of an idea they have been discriminated against, or I have had to raise a concern about a pupil who feels that they are not being understood because there are queer.  

It seems that progressive thought amongst kids has taken ten steps back over the past ten years.  I could go into a political thesis about why that is but I don’t want to and you don’t want to hear it, let’s be honest.  What really matters is what we can do about it now in schools.  To summarise, Conference, from a teacher’s perspective, a lot of teenagers have been drinking what I would call deep web far right Kool-Aid.  Whether that is from feeling disenfranchised or parental influence, it varies, but that is what is happening and that’s what we are dealing with.  That’s where the word “inclusivity” becomes more than just a buzz word.  It means actually enshrining concrete policies and practices that are going to protect our pupils.  That is what affects the culture of a school and that has huge knock‑on effect on teachers as well as support staff, who, as a union, we work to represent collectively with our sister unions on a local level.  

Very recently, for example, I have been told by a friend and rep about Muslim members of staff who when they asked for time off on Friday for Friday prayers were told that is a privilege, it is not a necessity.  As a school leader that is a stupid thing to say regardless of your opinion on religion.  You don’t need to know the Equality Act to know that.  My school has also had to collectivise around getting paid time off for Eid.  We won that, and we can win on other inclusive policies if we make sure we attach them to industrial ones, because when it comes to your colleagues being respected at work they are industrial policies, particularly when we have got hate speech being whipped up and normalised in classrooms and there is a genuine fear of the  government clamping down on left‑wing teachers.  Unfortunately, we have the same fight on our hands that we had during Thatcher’s  government, but at the same time we do not really have a choice.  Thank you, Conference.  Support the motion.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you, Sarah.  I now call the vote on Motion 54.  Could all those in favour please show?  Could all those against please show?  That is carried unanimously.  

Motion 54 was CARRIED.

I now call Motion 55, Ending physical punishment of children.  The General Council supports the motion.  I call the AEP to move the motion and it will be seconded by EIS.  

Ending Physical Punishment of Children.  

Lisa O’Connor (AEP, President) moved Motion 55.  She said:  Congress, violence has no place in childhood but the law still permits it.  Children are left unprotected and professionals are left unclear.  That is unacceptable.  At present in England and Northern Ireland the so‑called “reasonable punishment” defence means that children do not have the same protection from assault as adults.  In practice, this creates a  legal loophole that allows children to be hit under the guise of discipline.  It leaves children with fewer rights than every other member of society.  The Association of Educational Psychologists is clear: this must end. 

Our members work with children in schools and communities every day and we see the harm that physical punishment causes.  We see the confusion it creates for families, for teachers and for safeguarding professionals and, most importantly, we see the lasting damage it does to children’s well‑being, learning and development.  

The evidence is overwhelming.  A review published in The Lancet examining almost 70 studies found that physical punishment delivers no positive outcomes.  Instead it is consistently linked to persistent behaviour problems.  The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health has shown that children who are physically punished are more than twice as likely to develop mental health difficulties and more than twice as likely to suffer more serious forms of abuse.  In 2024, the World Health Organization’s Global status report on preventing violence against children is clear:  no study has ever found any benefits for corporal punishment.  What it does cause is harm: to mental health, to brain development, to family relationships and to children’s learning, the very things that educational psychologists work every day to strengthen.  

These are not just statistics, they are reflected in children’s real lives.  In 2021 and 2020, one in five ten year-olds reported experiencing physical punishment.  Between April 2023 and March 2024, the NSPCC help line saw contacts on this issue triple.  In the same period Childline took more than 700 calls from children, worried, frightened and confused as to whether what was happening to them was even legal.  No child should be left questioning whether their pain is permitted by law.  

The current situation also undermine safeguarding.  Practice reviews show again and again that professionals struggle with the grey area created by the law.  Where is the line between what is reasonable punishment and what is abuse?  The lack of clarity does not protect children; it places them at risk.  

Congress, there is a real opportunity for change.  The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill is before Parliament.  Its purpose is to safeguard children and promote their welfare, but, unless it repeals the reasonable punishment defence, it will fail to do so.  This motion calls on the  government to make a change.  We know it can be done.  Scotland and Wales and Jersey have already removed the defence.  More than 60 countries worldwide have outlawed all physical punishment of children.  They show us when the law changes, culture follows, parents gain clarity, professionals gain confidence and children gain protection.  

Let me be clear, this is not about criminalising loving families.  Evidence from Wales and Scotland shows repeal does not lead to a wave of prosecutions.  What it does achieve is a shift in norms.  It makes clear that hitting a child is not acceptable.  It supports patients in using positive approaches that build respect and understanding rather than fear.  For  educational psychologists this is critical.  Our profession is built on evidence.  We know that behaviour is best supported through guidance, consistency and relationships, not through violence.  We also know that children’s learning and mental health depend on feeling safe.  The law should reinforce those principles, not contradict them.   

Congress, this motion is clear:  It asks us to demand the government removes the reasonable punishment defence through the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill.  It asks us to support  equal protection for children under the law and it asks us to stand up for the principle that children‘s well‑being, safety and dignity must come first.  The Association of Educational Psychologists urges you to back this motion.  Together we can send a powerful message:  violence has no place in childhood and every child deserve the same protection from assault as every adult.  Thank you, Congress.   (Applause)

The President:  Thank you Lisa.  EIS, please.

Mike Dolan (EIS) seconded Motion 55.  He said:  Scotland has already brought in laws to abolish all forms of corporal punishment and this motion urges the UK government to do the same for England and Northern Ireland through their Assembly.  Scotland began this journey in 1982 when the European Court of Human Rights ruled that parents had the right to object to their children being  hit in the classroom and Scotland finally outlawed the practice in state schools in 1987.  I began my teaching career in 1978 so I have real experience of school life with and without corporal punishment.  It is clear to me now that the use of it in schools was a complete abdication of responsibility of the state to provide sufficient resources to support teachers and their pupils in an environment free from institutional violence.  

Schools were one of the last bastions of this barbaric practice.  My employer’s original message to me was, “If pupils misbehave hit them and if that doesn’t work hit them again and hit them harder.”  Thankfully, it is a world away from the reality of today.  However, the change needed resources and still requires more.  The changes are around the use of physical punishment in schools began a cultural shift and all forms of physical punishment by adults on children came under pressure finally resulting in the 2019 Protection of Children Act.  It was passed outlawing all forms of physical punishment, even in the home.  

These changes cannot happen in the vacuum.  They require the correct cultural shift and real meaningful support for all adults working with young people, and for parents in supporting their children.  So far the cultural change has resulted in both Scotland and Wales having passed laws removing the defence for parents of reasonable punishment.  England and Northern Ireland have both moved along the same pathway of banning corporal punishment in schools.  However, the motion calls for the final step in that cultural journey and for the UK Government to change the law on adults administering punishment even in the home, and for Northern Ireland Assembly to do likewise.  

Numerous studies have found that physical punishment increases the risk of lasting negative developmental outcomes.  No study has ever established that physical punishment enhances development either emotionally or academically.  It has been shown to damage the very relationships between children and adults that should be nurturing and caring.  Now is the time for all of the UK to have the confidence to take that next step by England and Northern Ireland following their Celtic neighbours.  Please support the motion.  (Applause)
 
The President:  Thank you, Mike.  There are no further indications that anyone wishes to speak so I am going to move to the vote.  I now call the vote on Motion 55.  Will all those in favour please show?  Would all those against please show?  That is carried unanimously. 
 
Motion 55 was CARRIED.

The President:  I am now going to call Motion 56, Knife crime and social media.  The General Council supports the motion.  It is moved by NASUWT and seconded by CWU.

Knife crime and social media  
 
Wayne Broom (NASUWT, President) moved Motion 56.  He said:  As teachers we witness firsthand the fear and trauma knife violence inflicts on young people.  We see how social media has become a dangerous amplifier of this violence in our schools and communities.  This motion recognises that the online world is escalating real-world harm among youth and it calls for urgent united action with all bodies that can make change.  

Congress, we cannot stand by while likes and shares on violent content translate into blood on our streets.  What begins as an online “beef” can spiral rapidly into deadly violence.  Trivial disputes on various social platforms have already ended in young lives lost.  Social media gives gangs and individuals an unlimited stage to taunt rivals and glamorise weapons.  Shame and pride played out in public - and humiliation in a viral video can lead to a knife on the street.  Even more disturbing, violent content normalises carrying weapons.  Posts of young people brandishing knives or boasting about stabbings are not just bravado; they create fear and warp that young people see this as normal.  A recent survey by the Ben Kinsella Trust found that two-thirds of young people worry about knife crime and some as young as ten have considered carrying a knife through fear.

Congress, social media companies must be held to account.  These firms profit from content that is extreme and attention grabbing including violence.  They have the resources to act but too often fail to remove harmful posts quickly or transparently.  The Online Safety Act is a step forward but we need real enforcement.  Platforms must face mandatory reporting, faster removal of violent content and meaningful penalties when they fail.  Public safety must come before corporate profit.  

We must also recognise  the hidden workforce keeping online spaces safe.  Content moderators are exposed daily to images of violence and trauma and are often on low pay with little support.  NASUWT stands in solidarity with tech workers and their unions.  Digital safety must be treated as a public good, not achieved at the expense of workers’ ill‑health. 

However, Congress, social media is not the sole cause of knife crime.  It lights the spark but austerity has piled on the fuel.  Over a decade of cuts has stripped away youth services, community policing and mental health support.  Spending on youth services has fallen by 70 per cent since 2010, closing hundreds of youth centres and cutting thousands of  youth worker jobs.  Research shows that when youth clubs close, teenagers become far more likely to be drawn into crime.  In some areas these services have vanished entirely, leaving gangs and online drama to fill the void.  If we want to end knife crime, we must give young people hope and alternatives.  That means funding youth clubs, sports programmes, counselling, mentoring and an education system that supports them rather than excludes.  As our former General Secretary Dr Patrick Roach has said, “No young person should feel the need to carry a weapon.  It is absolutely shocking that children as young as 11 feel they must carry knives to protect themselves.”  

This motion sets out a clear plan.  The teachers’ union NASUWT  calls on the  General  Council to: Campaign for stronger regulation of social media, including mandatory reporting, faster removal of harmful content and penalties for failure to comply.  Support tech and content moderation workers recognising that additional safety is a public good.  Lobby for urgent investment in youth services, education, mental health support and community policing to tackle the root causes of knife crime.  Work with communities and educators on education and outreach that counters violence, promotes digital citizenship and gives young people positive alternatives.

Congress, knife crime is not inevitable.  It is the result of choices.  Choices by tech giants to prioritise profit over safety and choices by government that cut youth support to the bone.  Today we have a choice, too.  NASUWT stands for the principle that every child has a right to grow up safe, educated and full of hope.  No mother should fear the ping of a social media alert that their child has been attacked.  No teacher should have to console a classmate’s grief after a senseless killing.  By  adopting this motion we send a clear message: enough is enough.  Let us turn likes and shares into lives saved and futures secured.  Together we can give young people the chance choose creativity over conflict, hope over fear, and life over knives.  Congress, please support Motion 56.  I move.  (Applause)  

The President:  Thank you, Wayne.  CWU, please.  

Michelle Bailey (CWU) seconded Motion 56.  She said:  I am seconding this important motion on knife crime and social media.  This is such a pressing issue that affects every single one of our members, as well as the future generations, and the CWU wholeheartedly supports this motion.  Online safety has never been more important yet has never been under threat from powerful tech companies, who refuse to take accountability for their actions.  

My union has had direct experience of this.  The CWU’s Tech branch UTAW has been organising with TikTok since last year, recruiting members who moderate content in their trust and safety team.  These skilled workers play a vitally important role in ensuring that dangerous and violent content does not spread across social media.  We were set to begin a recognition ballot on 29 August making a breakthrough in tech union organising in the UK.  However, a week before the ballot began, TikTok announced mass redundancies of over 500 moderators and withdrew their support of the recognition process.  They also announced their intention to replace these workers with offshore jobs and artificial intelligence, signalling the end of human moderation in the UK.  Not only is this a disgusting way to treat workers and undermine their UK workforce, but it also presents a significant threat to online safety.  TikTok has not provided any evidence that offshoring jobs or replacing them with AI systems can keep social media users safe.  Without proper transparency, it is impossible to have appropriate oversight that ensures the effectiveness and safety of moderation systems.  Content that glorifies knife crime and violence is not always recognised by AI moderation systems, which can be less accurate and adaptable than human moderation.  Tech giants like TikTok cannot be allowed to act with impunity, thwart union efforts to organise within the tech sector and threaten our safety of our online spaces in the name of profit.  

This motion not only outlines the dangerous content that glorifies knife crime and the violence spreading like  wildfire across our platforms but also the importance of robust workers’ rights within the tech sector in keeping us safe.  Online safety must be considered a public good, not an afterthought or an area for a company to cut costs and the key to ensuring that this is strong protection for our moderators and all tech workers.  Congress, please support this motion.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you, Michelle.  I am going to move to the vote.  There are no other speakers.  I now call the vote on Motion 56.  Will all those in favour please show?  Will all those against please show?  That is carried unanimously.  

Motion 56 was CARRIED.
  
The President:  I now move to Motion 31 UK Resilience.  It going to be moved by Prospect, seconded by the FDA, and I am going to take PCS in the debate, but that is it.  The General Council supports the motion.  

UK Resilience 

Ellie Wade (Prospect) moved Motion 31.  She said: President, Conference, I am going to start with the good news.  The UK has world‑class systems of national resilience and preparedness to protect us and our livelihoods from major disruption and get us back up and running: scientific research, forecasting, regulation, monitoring and alerts and emergency response.  Our strategic technical expertise in the Civil Service, in arm’s length bodies and in publicly funded research is respected and actually consulted by  governments across the world.  

Now sadly, the bad news.  Those same systems have been under-valued neglected and denigrated by our own  governments.  They are among the public services hardest hit by austerity and by small state ideology, subject to waves of funding cuts, privatisation and political assaults on regulation.  Red tape at best.  A boot on the neck of business at worst.  Instead of resourcing and empowering public sector specialists as our front‑line in a risky world, they have been undermined.  Meanwhile  governments are stuck in a loop of reacting piecemeal to the most recent crisis, only to be taken by surprise by the next.  

An example: the Covid‑19 pandemic where we were caught unawares.  But how?  Respiratory pandemic had been recognised as the biggest likely threat to the country since the first publication of the National Risk Register in 2008, so where was the awareness, where was the planning, where were the business continuity drills for the eventuality of a public lockdown.  
Another example: the equipment failure at the North Hyde Grid substation in March, closing Heathrow airport for a day, at an estimated cost of £20 million to airlines and suppliers, £4.8 million in tourism, plus loss of power to more than 70,000 businesses and domestic customers.  The underlying fault had been known since at least 2018.  Prospect members, specialists in energy distribution, tell us that strategic maintenance routinely takes a bad seat to the commercial priorities of new grid connections.  

Their concerns are echoed by our members across transport, water supply, plant and animal disease, climate forecasting, cyber security, health security and more in our report on National Resilience, Preparedness and Risk.  That report highlights ageing fragile critical national infrastructure, workforces underinvested in and running beyond capacity, complex organisational landscapes that muddy responsibility and collaboration, and failures to act even on existing improvement plans and known threats.  Our members tell us, “We are resourced to respond to the next emergency but not to prevent it.”  

The  government review of national resilience is a chance to put planning, prevention and preparedness on an expert-led, balanced, multi-system footing, not buffeted by the news cycle.  However, it means nothing if it is not matched by stable investment in the expert workforce infrastructure and activities that patrol frontiers across all those systems and emerging threats.  

Then we have to pay attention to what those experts tell us.  That also demands a restoration of the relationship between political decision-making and scientific expertise, to prioritise foresight, urgency and action before the crisis, where it can do some good, more check‑ups and health interventions, fewer post mortems.  

We are calling on government to remember that good regulation and expert design are foundations of resilient economic growth, quality jobs, technology that strengthens society instead of making it more vulnerable and homes that are safe for people to live in.  Conference, I move.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you Ellie. I call the FDA to second the motion. 
 
Margaret Hague (FDA) seconded Motion 31 and moved the amendment.  She said:  We know from recent experience of extreme weather events, pandemics and cyber-attacks that preparedness and resilience is key to responding in a way that benefits all communities in the UK.  Hopefully, the test of the emergency alert system this afternoon went smoothly for everyone and did not cause you to jump out of your skin.  It was a good start to Congress.  The organisations which build our resilience are often unsung and thus under-resourced, as we have heard.  It is not sexy but it is like the famous pyramid in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Without physiological and safety needs being met we cannot reach our full potential.  

FDA fully supports this important motion from Prospect and seeks to further its reach by amending to allow policymakers and businesses to learn from resilience best practice and guidance.  This will support better decision-making when it is needed, as well as ensure responders are on the same page as those looking at complex problems.  The more evidence about the  chronic risk of climate change that is available, the better FDA members, and many others, can carry out their duties across public service.  Adding information about climate change to the evidence available for policymakers can also help facilitate the cross‑departmental collaboration envisaged by the action in the motion and help to challenge misinformation.  And businesses can also benefit from being more prepared for high‑impact risks on the register including climate change.  Increasing understanding of resilience will benefit all, whether we are facing a new threat or one we have been worried about for a long time.  Resilience is strength and we must ensure that we are ready.  Please support the amendment and the motion. (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Margaret.  PCS, please.  

Nathan Sharpe (PCS) spoke in support of Motion 31 and the amendment.    He said:  It is an apt time to have this motion as it is the UK Preparedness Month of September.  We just had the testing of the alert, as the previous speaker mentioned, and we are at the onset of Pegasus which is a cross‑government exercise to test how the  government can respond to a future pandemic, effectively, strategically, tactically and operationally.  

Our world has never looked more uncertain and, whilst there are tremendous opportunities, rising and overlapping geopolitical tensions, the continuous acceleration of scientific insight and technique have highlighted new dependencies and new risks.  How we communicate these as researchers, policy officials, first responders and the public is absolutely paramount, but also considering the new paradigms in position navigation and timing technologies.

Back in April the government published the update of the Science and Technology Framework, identifying critical technologies, quantum technologies, semiconductors, AI, advanced connectivity and the catch-all term that is engineering biology, and the convergence of these.  Understanding how to utilise these emergent fields for UK strategic advantage, to the benefit and to protect us all, is vital and requires investment in people and resource across every sphere of society and that fully represents the diversity of our nation.  

During the pandemic, it was clear the critical importance of having a politically independent science advisory function.  We are lucky in this country to have a  government Chief Scientific Adviser and the attendant Chief Scientific Adviser Network, not something that every country has, that can speak truth to power and arm and equip Ministers with robust scientific evidence to make informed decisions.  Yet also in April of this year the government announced its intention to reduce Civil Service costs by 15 per cent.  

The Chronic Risk Report in the amendment developed from a point of collaboration across government and society and used a systems thinking approach to understand the interconnections, compounding complexities and inherent contradictions across a range of issues.  Working myself in a multi and interdisciplinary team, with people with a variety of different skills and educational experiences, has shown how vital it is to ensure methods and approach are sound.  Science is not a collection of facts but an ongoing method that requires investment at all stages, including effective science communication to stem the tide of dis and misinformation pedalled by foreign autocrats and their domestic stooges.  

The PCS fully supports this motion and amendment so we have the foresight, the wisdom and resource for Britain to meet any challenge now and in the future.  Thank you.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you, Nathan.  Perfect timing.  I now call a vote on Motion 31.  Will all those in favour please show?  Will all those against please show?  That is unanimous.  

Motion 31 was CARRIED.

The President:  I now call Motion 32, Public sector productivity.  The General Council supports the motion.  It is going to be moved by the FDA, seconded by Prospect and I am going to take TSSA in the discussion.  There won’t be any other speakers.  Over to you, sir.  

Public sector productivity

John McCulloch (FDA) moved Motion 32.  He said:  Not only is this my first time speaking, it is my first time at Congress.  (Applause)  I know this weekend is the start of the NFL season, but I feel more like a baseball player that has been unexpectedly called up to the big leagues.  Here’s hoping I don’t strike out on this motion.  Anyway, I had better move on to help maintain our productivity.

Like many young people living in the Northern Irish countryside, my first job was in agriculture, picking potatoes for a neighbouring farmer.  Productivity there was easy to measure all the potatoes in your patch before the tractor came back and if you didn’t your friends helped you.  There was also a method to compare your productivity with the others:  The tally of how many 12 and a half pence or 25p bags of spuds you filled that day.  I am that old.  Easy.  

While some roles in the public sector may allow similar measurements and comparisons to be made, many do not.  Even similar activities like drafting answers to Parliamentary Questions can vary massively in the complexity and effort required.  Successive  governments have put great stock in AI and other digital tools to increase public sector productivity.  In the recent spending round cuts of 15 per cent departmental administration budgets by 2030.  The claimed results will be leaner, more productive and more efficient public services.  We have all heard that one before, but this time things could be different, if we use these new tools properly, safely and collaboratively.  

Our members are up for the challenge but 90 per cent of them have not been consulted on the use of AI and 70 per cent have received no training.  So, how can they help deliver the required productivity increases?  Importantly, how will we know if those increases have been delivered, when there is no agreed productivity measure in the public sector?  Only when something is measured objectively can we be certain what productivity gains (or even losses) have been made.  

FDA believes there needs to be a robust methodology agreed by all sides to measure productivity within the public sector as a whole, and especially within the Civil Service.  We need to know how many more or less 25p bags of spuds that changes in AI, hybrid working or perhaps some technological change we have not heard of yet will bring.  FDA is up for the challenge but we believe that collaborative action is the way forward.  I urge Congress to support this motion.  Congress, I move.  (Applause)

The President:   Thank you, John, and as a first‑time delegate I think you would call that a home run - no, a touchdown.  Prospect, please. 
 
Neil Hope‑Collins (Prospect) seconded Motion 32.  He said:  We thank the FDA for bringing this to you.  I will deal with the three asks in reverse order.  Artificial intelligence, first of all.  This can bring huge opportunities, and we will be discussing here and outside and back in the workplace what those opportunities might be, but it does carry risks.  Congress, as trade unionists, we do have a framework for how we might engage with employers and be consulted on a matter where the workplace creates risks for our members.  It is called occupational health and safety.  Prospect believes that using the model that already exists around occupational health and safety is a really good starting point to structure conversations around AI.  

On hybrid working, let’s start from acknowledging that our members in public services are public servants.  They do not work and they are not motivated by the money.  We would not be there if we were.  Where hybrid working is available, and is appropriate, our members will always make a conscious choice to work from the place where they can be most effective and most productive for their employer, for the service they are working to provide.  I have seen this over my 25 years with the Health and Safety Executive.  As the office quality has changed from cellular offices to open plan to hot desking, I have watched my members make a decision on a personal basis at every point, comparing the quality of their provision at home with the quality of provision in the workplace, and choosing to work where they are most effective, being most productive.  So, let’s combat some of these myths around hybrid working being easy and a day off and all the rest of it.  It is rubbish.  It is members choosing to work where they are most effective.  

The key point that was made by the FDA previously is we need to understand what productivity looks like.  Some of our members regulate.  The point of regulating is to stop bad things from happening.  How do you measure the productivity of our members who are health and safety inspectors?  Preventing injuries and ill health.  Some of our members advise, our colleagues in FDA, talking to ministers. We set the legal frameworks for other people to act in.  So, do we just count the number of times we tell a minister, “That would be a courageous choice, Minister”, because we can do that a lot?  That is not just being productive.  We have to understand what the output is.  The danger, the risk for us all is that productivity becomes about efficiency, which becomes about cost-cutting, which becomes about the reason my part of HSE BSR was formed, about value engineering.  We know where that took us.  Don’t let that happen to public service.  (Applause)

The  President:  Thank you, Neil.  TSSA, please.  

Dave Barnes (TSSA) spoke in support of Motion 32.  He said:  I am very happy to support this motion which addresses the cuts in public sector services of 15  per cent and also illustrates the tax on hybrid working.  In our industry, the rail industry, we are not presented with an efficiency programme from the government about AI.  We are simply presented with an announcement from Network Rail that we must have a 15 per cent cut in terms of programmes cuts across our industry.  They are not planned cuts.  They are not something which was associated with our CP7 statutorily agreed funding model, which has been carefully designed over the five-year period for our renewals and enhancements programme.   It is a cut which has been imposed across the public sector randomly, without a plan.  It has been presented on the basis that each region will have to come up a plan to cut its budget of about 15 per cent in a matter of months and start to impose that cuts programme.  It is not about efficiency.  It is not about maintaining safety or the operational function of the railway.  It will risk the operational function of the railway.  It will risk potentially safety of the railway.  It must be opposed forthright in terms of we should not be accepting 15 per cent cuts in our public sector services when the government at the same time is investing more and more in the defence industry.  We should say loud and clear welfare not warfare, and we should stand up against a Labour  government which is imposing cuts on that basis.  (Applause)

At the same time they are attacking hybrid working and this exposes the myth about whether this is about efficiency or not.  In Network Rail we have won a position associated with hybrid working which has delivered efficiencies for both employees and for the rail industry.   Across the board in Network Rail there were no plans for changing our hybrid working arrangements until the government via the DfT said that Network Rail should impose a change to our hybrid working agreement.  Businesses across Network Rail were not ready for it, did not know how to respond to it, but they arbitrarily sought to introduce a change of policy.  It immediately meant that we had to then reverse office changes, et cetera, which were going to save the Treasury money and then have to re‑establish accommodation which was otherwise going to be released.  It created a massive threat to our workers associated with those with reasonable adjustments and the need for flexibility working agreements who have benefited from hybrid working and we must fight to retain those rights.  We do not accept the 50 per cent cut and we do not accept attacks on our hybrid working agreements.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Dave.  I now call a vote on Motion 32.  Will all those in favour please show?  All those against please show?  That is carried unanimously.  

Motion 32 was CARRIED.

The President:  I will now call Motion 33, Standards in government.  The General Council supports the motion.  It will moved by FDA, seconded by PCS and I will take Unite in the discussion.  That is the full speaker list.  Over to you, Dave.
  
Standards in government 

Dave Perryman (FDA, General Secretary) moved Motion 33, Standards in government.  Congress, this motion is perhaps more prescient than expected when we submitted it many months ago.  We have just seen a weekend of high political drama born out of this very issue.  In many ways what we have witnessed this week was the upholding of the high standards expected of our political leaders.  Sir Laurie Magnus, the independent adviser on ministers’ interests, stated in his letter to the Prime Minister that, “Ms Rayner had acted with integrity and with a dedicated and exemplary commitment to public service.”  She made a mistake and as a minister she recognised that and ultimately took full responsibility for that.  Politics is a brutal and unforgiving world.  Sir Laurie Magnus’s letter setting out the circumstance of his decision gives insight to what means in reality for a politician.  

Let’s face it, Congress, politicians like Angela Rayner face a relentless attack not just on what they say but how they dress, how they speak and how they spend their time away from politics.  As Angela Rayner acknowledged herself in her letter of resignation, those who hold public office must always observe the highest standards. In his letter accepting that resignation, the Prime Minister said, “As you know we acted in accordance with the strengthened system related to ministerial conduct that we put in place when coming into Government.”  He is right, in a way, they have strengthened the rules, but in reality the changes made since Labour came to power had no bearing here.  This was a minister referring themselves for scrutiny because when they make mistakes that is what ministers with integrity do.  

The issue at hand in what our motion seeks to address is not when ministers or the prime minister act with integrity.  It is what they do when they do not.  When Priti Patel, the then Home Secretary, was found guilty of bullying civil servants, including shouting and swearing at junior civil servants, Boris Johnson, the prime minister of the day, sat on the report for six months.  When forced to publish it, he refused to act on the evidence despite knowing it would lead to the resignation of his ethics adviser.  Nothing Labour has done since they came to power would stop that from happening again.  Decisions on the Ministerial Code remain entirely in the prime minister’s gift.  It is the prime minister who determines guilt or innocence, not the independent adviser on ministers’ standards.  He or she does exactly what it says on the tin: advises.  That is fine when we have a Prime Minister who will act on the evidence but it is a system that relies essentially on shame being a determining factor.  What happens, as we have seen in the past, when the prime minister cannot be shamed?  When naked political interest trumps ‑ and I use that term deliberately ‑ all ethical considerations?

Labour‘s promised Ethics and Integrity Commission is merely a reshaping of the existing standards framework with a few small tweaks.  The  Advisory Committee on Business Appointments may be gone, and few will mourn its passing, but it was not the committee that was the problem, it was the lack of powers of enforcement.  Apart from the risk of losing ministerial redundancy, pay there has been little change to those powers.  We do not have to imagine what a  government led by a populist politician with no moral compass looks like.  We have already lived through it.   We need a standards regime that relies on  statute and independent decision‑making, not precedent and the “good chap” principle.  Whilst no government with bind a future one, it can make it more difficult to unpick a statutory and independent process for holding those in political office to account for their conduct.  

This is not just about ministers’ conduct.  Nigel Farage already has his sights set on an impartial Civil Service.  He is already cosplaying a battle where a Reform government would be blocked by the Civil Service from delivering its agenda.  He is softening up the public for an attack on one of the key principles that underpins our system of government: a politically impartial Civil Service.  The Civil Service Code binds civil servants to a statutory obligation to act with integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality.  Civil servants must be recruited on the basis of merit through open and fair competition, not hand‑picked by ministers, so whilst there is a statutory underpinning to the code, the regulator, the Civil Service Commission, has little powers of enforcement.  Again, all roads lead to the Prime Minister.  Congress, this should be  low-hanging fruit for the Labour government.  It is not about cost, it is about policy and legislation, and I am at a loss to understand why they have not gone further.  But whatever the reason, there is no stronger platform to create a binding framework for high standards than from a government whose instinct is to act that way voluntarily.  Congress, I move.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thanks, Dave.  PCS, please.  

Jacqueline Green (PCS) seconded Motion 33.  She said:  Congress, as public sector workers, we live accountability.  Every day our conduct is scrutinised and our actions judged because we serve the public - and rightly.  But those in leadership are not held to the same standards.  The Nolan principles ‑ selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty, leadership - are treated as guidelines not obligations.  When principles are optional, they are too easily ignored.  Seven principles but zero enforcement.  What good is that?  What good is it really ‑ seven principles but no one there that enforces it?  When principles are optional they are easily ignored.  Integrity is not optional, it is a duty.  One rule for workers and another for leaders?  Not in our democracy.  That is not democratic.  Ethical governance is not a luxury; it is the foundation of democracy.  Without enforceable standards the door is wide open for corruption, cronyism and abuse of power.  Cronyism thrives in the shadows; accountability shines a light.  

That is why a strong, independent ethics and Integrity commission empowered to turn discretion into public duty and guidance into obligation is required.  Guidelines do not stop corruption; laws do.  Congress, we know that rules without enforcement are meaningless.  A code without accountability protects nobody.  If we are accountable, they must be accountable.  So be clear, democracy cannot function without integrity and integrity cannot exist without accountability.  Congress, to be brief really, here is the gist: no more double standards, no more empty codes.  Make the Nolan principles law, accountability for all and support the motion.  Thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Jackie.  Unite, please.

Caroline Ball (Unite) spoke in support of Motion 33.  She said:  Good evening, Congress.  First‑time delegate and first‑time speaker.  (Applause)  

Congress, I speak to you as one of the last surviving union‑supported councillors on Northumberland County Council following the election in May this year.  Let me tell you the election of 23 Reform councillors has thrown the issue of standards into very sharp focus.  With that crowd you can forget the Seven Nolan Principles of Public Life.  It has been said you are more likely to get the Seven Deadly Sins.  Reform have made gains across the North East, even taking control of nearby Durham Council where Nigel Farage warned the workers there in climate change and in diversity, “I suggest you look for another job”, immediately attacking council workers and pushing divisive rhetoric, it falls far below the most basic standards we deserve.  

Congress, this important motion focuses on restoring trust and standards into government.  This year is the 30th anniversary of the establishment of the Committee of Standards in Public Office.  Seventeen year-old me looked at people in public office as the best of us.  Honesty, integrity and objectivity ‑  they come as standard.  The minimum bar, right?  Thirty years later I stand in front of you as part of a group calling for all councillors to be DBS checked and those who refuse to be published.  I question if those who refuse are indeed the best of us, but how would the wider public ever know?  We have robust minimum standards in employment with real‑life consequences yet we see those in the highest office make questionable decisions and have views that would get most people facing at least a disciplinary in the workplace.  A basic starting point is surely ensuring that all councillors and those in public office are DBS checked before they take post.  A basic background check that many public sector workers already comply with.  As it stands, teaching assistants require far stricter background checks than anyone in elected public office.  

Congress, in our movement we hold ourselves to the highest standards and it is right that we expect the same of anyone who serves in an official capacity and in public office.  How can government at all levels restore trust if ethics and integrity are considered optional?  When  governments of all colours have promoted austerity for the masses and indulged in gifts and grifts.  While in the pandemic the masses and those working on the front line worried about dying and people were struggling with finances, the government partied and gave contracts to their pals.  So, do we need better standards in government?  One hundred per cent we do, so please support this motion.  Thank you.  (Applause)
  
The President:  Well done, Caroline.  I now call the vote on Motion 33.  Will those of you in favour please show? Will all of you who are against please show?  That is carried unanimously.  

Motion 33 was CARRIED.

The President:  I will now hand over to the Vice President.  

The Vice President:  Delegates, it gives me great pleasure to invite our President to the stage to address Congress.  Please join me in giving Mark a very warm welcome.  (Applause)

President’s address and vote of thanks

The President:  Thank you, Maria.  Congress, as many of you will know, I started my working life as a seafarer.  And seafarers know all too well the need for a strong and supportive trade union, and in an increasingly inter‑connected world, their struggles have significance for workers all over the world.  Nautilus International, the Union that I have had the privilege to lead these past 16 years, has a long and rich history, spanning nearly 170 years.   I am particularly proud to have served as the first seafarer president of the TUC since Tom Yates of the National Union of Seamen back in 1958.

It is a huge honour to have held this post, and I would like to thank all those who have helped me over the past year.  Both my own family - particularly my wife Keiko but also our Mimi and our Kai and not forgetting our little Jack Russell Billy - they keep my feet on the ground.  But also to my trade union family: In Nautilus, on the General Council, and of course, Paul, Kate, and everyone at the TUC.  Thanks to them all I have had a brilliant year as President.

And one of the highlights was just last month, when Paul and I travelled to Japan.  There, we took part in the RENGO peace rallies and ceremonies to commemorate the 80th anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  We met the survivors of those horrific bombings, the hibakusha, and we met young peace ambassadors from schools across Japan who continue to tell the survivors’ stories, calling for peace and an end to nuclear weapons.   A truly humbling, deeply moving experience and a reminder that in this uncertain world, we must continue to fight for peace and an end to all wars.  No more Hiroshima’s, no more Nagasaki’s.  (Applause)

Congress, our values of equality, fairness, justice, dignity, respect, solidarity and internationalism have never mattered more.  Where others seek to divide, we bring working people together.  Trades unionism is first and foremost about friendship between workers.  And as someone who works in one of the most globalised industries, let me say this: That friendship crosses borders, crosses continents and crosses oceans.

I am incredibly proud to come from a Labour and trade union family.  Like Paul, I hail from Wirral on Merseyside.  When I left school, I decided to follow my dad, an uncle and five other classmates into the Merchant Navy.  I joined the Bank Line and went to nautical school in Hull.  I served a four‑year cadetship learning the job of a navigating officer.  And the first thing I did was join a trade union – then it was the Merchant Navy Airline Officers’ Association, one of the predecessors of NUMAST and of course now Nautilus.

It was one of the best decisions I ever made.  Because this 16‑year‑old, away from home for the first time, tearfully waving goodbye to his mum and dad on the platform at Lime Street station, knew he would never be alone.  After a two‑week induction in Hull, I flew to Houston, Texas, to join my first ship, a brand‑new general cargo ship called MV Crestbank.  And so began a career that spanned the globe.  Out through the Panama Canal, crossing the Equator, and home via the Suez Canal.

I can tell you now, that was a huge shock to the system because the furthest I had sailed before was from Liverpool to the Isle of Man for the TT races! But if seafaring has been my career, then trades unionism has been my calling.  Forced ashore by redundancy in the 1980s, I applied to study at the University of Wales Institute of Science and Technology, and not long after graduating I found my way to the International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF). During my 12 years working there we did some amazing, amazing things.

One particular highlight I would like to mention and share with you.  I led a trade union funded expedition to locate the wreck of the British bulk carrier MV Derbyshire, which sank on 9 September 1980 with the loss of its entire crew and two wives who were sailing on board.  This Tuesday marks the 45th anniversary of the sinking of that ship ‑ a disaster that the authorities refused to investigate without further evidence.  NUMAST and the RMT, and the families, campaigned tirelessly to get answers as to why the Derbyshire was lost.  They were repeatedly fobbed off by the Conservative government.

So, we found the ship 4.2 km down on the floor of the Pacific Ocean.  And we secured a reopened formal inquiry from deputy Prime Minister John Prescott (rest in peace)

But we also discovered the truth.  Because that investigation revealed design flaws which led not just to the loss of those lives, but also many more on similar ships.  We highlighted the unacceptable loss of life at sea and forced the International Maritime Organization to rethink bulk carrier design and operational rules.

I am also incredibly proud to have been involved in the ITF’s campaign against flag of convenience shipping.  Deregulation at its worst.  We campaigned hard in those years and notably secured support for a Seafarers’ Bill of Rights.  In 2006 the ILO’s Maritime Labour Convention was adopted.   It has now been ratified by 110 countries covering 97 per cent of the world fleet, delivering international minimum standards for 1.5 million seafarers across the world.  A unique convention that is kept under regular review and is readily updateable. And believe me, the fight for decent work and continuous improvement in those minimum standards for our seafarers must never stop.

During Covid, my members, like all seafarers, worked tirelessly to keep global trade moving.  Everything from medical supplies to food and fuel was carried by sea with crews who in many instances had been stranded onboard way beyond their contracts – unable to get home owing to global travel restrictions.  We campaigned long to get seafarers recognised as “key worker” and at the ILO in April this year we succeeded in amending the Maritime Labour Convention.  The first and only example of an ILO Convention that includes a reference to “key workers”.

Colleagues, three years ago, P&O Ferries cynically fired 786 seafarers in this country.  Key workers who kept us going through Brexit and through the pandemic.  Yet management replaced them with cheap exploited agency labour working 12‑hour shifts, for 17 weeks in a row – and paid just £4.87 an hour.

Congress, this shamed our country.  But what P&O Ferries graphically represented to me was the true value of solidarity.  I was truly humbled by the way the whole of the labour movement, led by the TUC, rallied around us:

Not just to highlight the worst industrial relations scandal in a generation, not just to fight for justice for those seafarers, but to campaign for change.

And I want to pay tribute to Mick Lynch, and his colleagues in the RMT (I believe they are here somewhere in Block C) (Applause) who played such a pivotal role in our joint campaign for that change.  In that campaign I saw for myself why we are all part of the TUC.  Because when unions stick together, and fight together, we win together.  (Applause)

The Labour government is now delivering a mandatory Seafarers’ Charter.  It is a key plank of the Employment Rights Bill.  It is not perfect.  There is still work to do, perhaps more than we thought, but it is a generational leap forward and there is no doubt about that.  Never again will the likes of P&O Ferries, or indeed any ship operator, be able to exploit agency workers, slashing wages and working conditions to international minimum levels in UK waters.

The best employers show it is possible to compete on higher standards, rather than fuelling a race to the bottom, and to invest in good jobs in our coastal communities.

Colleagues, despite many knocks I remain a firm advocate for partnership with decent employers.  And that is why I believe in a strong union voice and collective bargaining.  I am proud of the difference we make in our movement.

Colleagues, I will be stepping down from the General Council at the close of this Congress and as the General Secretary of my Union next May, after 17 years at the helm.  We have come a long way in that time, building on the strong foundations laid by my predecessors to become the world’s first international union - organising across borders in a global industry, not only pulling off the first merger between two unions in different countries, but in 2011, bringing in a third branch - Switzerland.  We have committed to international solidarity through our own multilateral relations but also significantly enhanced our engagement and support with ITF and the European Transport Workers’ Federation.  We have focused on continuously improving the services and benefits we provide to our members.  We are stronger in organising and defending our members interests and taking a firm stand for a fair deal for maritime professionals.  We are a more diverse union, promoting equality, diversity and inclusion.

And we continue to expand our seafarer welfare services at Mariners’ Park in Wallasey and we have opened a new Head Office there – taking us back home to where it all began in 1857. And it was great that Paul was able to attend the official opening of Nautilus House back in April.  But Paul was not our only special guest.  Because our “comrade sister” Princess Anne was also in attendance. (Applause)  We made her an Honorary Member of the Union for her lifelong dedication to the support of seafarers’ welfare.

Congress, trade unionism is great force for social and economic justice, and I know from my time at sea to my work at the ITF, at NUMAST and at Nautilus International, I know that collective action is the best way to raise wages, raise standards and raise horizons.  With Labour in power, with new employment rights coming soon, we have a unique opportunity to rebuild.  We must seize that chance, use those rights and go for growth.  But whatever happens, and whoever happens to be in government, never forget: we remain powerful agents of change in our own right.  Britain’s largest democratic mass movement of, and for, working people.  Our unity is strength.  Our diversity is strength.  Our work is strength.  And it does not matter whether it is shipping or any other industry, or the schools, hospitals, councils, and services we all depend on.  Workers will always be stronger together, in a union.

So, let us get ourselves organised, show the world who we are and what we stand for and win the change workers need. Solidarity and thank you. (Applause and standing ovation) 

The Vice President:  I now call on Christina McAnea to move the vote of thanks to the President.  

Christina McAnea (UNISON):  President, Congress,  I am honoured to be moving the vote of thanks to the outgoing TUC President, Mark Dickinson.  Mark has been a tireless campaigner for the rights of workers, particularly seafarers, throughout his career, as we have just heard.  He is the longest‑serving General Secretary of Nautilus International, although to be fair, he is the only General Secretary that Nautilus International have had.  It was through Mark’s vision, foresight and leadership that Nautilus International came into existence from its predecessor union NUMAST, recognising that the world was becoming increasingly interconnected, particularly for seafarers, who were increasingly being employed on foreign flag vessels, as Mark said, commonly known as flags of convenience, by companies with little or no connection to that flag or vessel or the seafarer’s country of origin.  Mark knew that unions needed to respond to this.  After many discussions and negotiations, Nautilus International was born, bringing together like-minded merchant navy unions from the UK, Netherlands and Switzerland.  Come on Mark, seriously Switzerland - just because you like to ski.  Some people might be surprised at a landlocked nation like Switzerland but, actually, they do have a navy and it is to Mark’s credit that he brought these ones together.

His commitment to  internationalism is second to none, so much so that he is rarely found in the UK.  It is a bit of a privilege to have him here this week. I have heard that Michael Palin has him on speed dial asking for travel advice, so perhaps travel programmes are part of the post-retirement plan.    

I had the personal privilege of being with Mark on one of his many trips abroad.  We were both part of the very first ever TUC Leading Change group, which some of you may know about, it brings people together from different unions.  We took part in a study trip to Washington DC and to Brussels.  And yes, he did fly to Washington, he didn’t take the Queen Mary, although he is always trying to encourage us to get on boats and ships.  Sorry, I don’t know the difference between them but whatever, ships and boats and ferries, even trying to get the TUC executive away day  ‑ and this is true ‑ on a cross‑Channel ferry.  

Mark’s dedication to advancing the rights of seafarers across the world, and putting solidarity into action, also led to the creation of the Nautilus Federation, a grouping of merchant navy unions from Australia to the US, Hong Kong to Norway, and many others in between, which today works to provide support and assistance to seafarers facing criminalisation wherever they are in the world.  

When we were on the Leading Change together, Mark became an unofficial social secretary, organising nights out and get togethers in the years after that, and anyone who knows Mark will know he likes his food, particularly a good curry, and the one place that always sticks in my mind and he has taken us to a  few times to the Halal Indian restauration in Aldgate where there is unofficial blue plaque that is still there today, not because Mark eats there but as a reminder that that East  London curry house was where the Maritime Labour Convention was first conceived over poppadoms and bhajis, and Mark is still a regular there.  

As Mark mentioned in his speech, we have to talk about the atrocious actions of P&O Ferries in March 2022, sacking 786 UK-resident seafarers, described at the time as “one of the biggest acts of corporate vandalism in our nation’s history”.  As Mark mentioned in his speech, the work to learn the lessons of this dark day are ongoing but Mark, his Nautilus colleagues, his colleagues in the RMT have been absolutely critical in delivering the mandatory Seafarers’ Charter.  And of course, I think we can all see that while Mark is still here standing up for his members and his seafarers globally, it is good to note that as of two weeks ago the P&O chief executive Peter Hethelswaite has finally gone, and Mark is still here.  (Applause)  Still here delivering for seafarers and for his members.  This has defined Mark’s tenure.  I know during those early days in the aftermath of the P&O Ferries sackings, as public anger grew, watching the fans of his beloved Liverpool FC raising aloft a Nautilus banner in solidarity with the sacked seafarers that read “Seafarers are not a bank balance. United we stand” was a moment of immense pride for Mark.  

From that tearful young man who left the banks of the Mersey with dreams of initially becoming a pilot but who subsequently ditched air for water, to becoming General Secretary of Nautilus and the first seafarer President of the TUC in many years, your career and achievements have no doubt made a genuine difference to your members, to seafarers across the world and lifted our movement.  I know your parents standing on the platform waving goodbye to you at Liverpool Lime Street, who you remained close to for the rest of their years, would be so proud of everything you have achieved today, Mark.  

Congress, Mark doesn’t simply believe in the values of our movement, he lives the values of our movement.  Mark, your members and our movement are stronger because of you.  Thank you, Congress, and I move the vote of thanks.  (Applause) 

The Vice President:  I call on Dave Penman to second the vote of thanks.  

Dave Penman (FDA):  Thank you, Christina.  Congress, President, I am proud to second this motion of thanks.  I  don’t know why Mark picked two Glaswegians to honour him.  Maybe it is a symbol of the links between his city and ours.  

As Mark mentioned in his remarks, his early experience of campaigning came about after being refused a further investigation without evidence on the cause of the MV Derbyshire sinking.  I reference this because I think it typifies the kind of person that Mark is: utterly tireless but also ardently practical in pursuit of justice and progress for seafarers and workers the world over.  But what you may not know is that alongside his campaigning for seafarers, Mark is also a fanatical motorcyclist.  I do not know if he is a fantastic motorcyclist but I know he is fanatic motorcyclist.  If he isn’t found halfway across world he can often be found on the track supporting his son Kai, who is an amateur motorbike racer.  

Last year Mark and a few fellow petrol head trade unionists decided to take a slightly longer route to the five yearly ITF World Congress, riding their motorbikes all the way from London to Marrakech no less, through France over the Pyrenees and into the south of Spain and across to Morocco.  Think less Ewan McGregor and The Long Way Round and more the Hairy Bikers.  (Laughter) 

As you probably of know he has a fondness for adventure in the outdoors.  Indeed he can often be found walking the family dog Billy in Epping Forest.  It was this desire for adventure that led Mark and some fellow Nautilus colleagues to participate in the 24 Peak Challenge for the Seafarers’ Charity.  As they made their way through the Lake District, Mark suggested the group take a shortcut.  As a man who had seen more of the world than the international space station, his fellow travellers decided to follow his lead.  After an hour or so of walking, the day turned to night and the group began to look at each other with that look we all know that means, “He has no idea where he’s going.”  And rightly so, it appears this qualified navigator had found himself and his group adrift in the Lake District with only the stars as clues to find their way back to civilisation.  Needless to say there were no wise men or frankincense, gold or myrrh at the end of this story; just some deeply tired and unhappy trade unionists.

Christina mentioned in her speech the blue plaque at the Halal Restaurant on the eastern edge of the City of London, a restaurant founded in 1938 as a hostel for Indian seafarers, in what was London’s shipping industry, and one that Mark has tried to help remain viable as the area around it has changed.  The plaque may be unofficial but it does actually exist, I have seen it with my own eyes.  The  story about its creation says a lot about Mark.  His love of curry of course.  His recognition of how the restaurant symbolises the very nature of what is a truly international trade and its history in London.  And so where better to forge an agreement that protects seafarers across the globe? An agreement born out of hard work, research, engagement, building relations and negotiations.  The bread and butter of what good trade unionism is, although it never gets the headlines, and that Mark has excelled at throughout his career. 
 
Congress, I mentioned Mark’s son Kai and I think it is important to acknowledge that for those of us who have the honour enough to be in positions of leadership within our unions, particularly for as long as Mark has, it would not be possible without the love and support of our families.  More than most, Mark’s job has taken him away from home, so I also want to thank Mark’s wife Keko, his daughter Mimi and son Kai for their support for Mark.  

The trade union movement is built on the backs of people like Mark, those who work hard, with a clear vision and desire to leave the world that little bit better and fairer than when they found it, and that is Mark’s legacy mark.  Mark, as the old saying goes, “May fair winds and following seas guide you”.  Thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Christina, and thank you, Dave.  That is the most nerve-wracking bit of the whole week.  Thank you both.  That was fantastic.  

Back to business.  I now call paragraph 3.14 and Motion 40, Subsidiary companies.  The General Council supports the motion.  It is going to be moved by UNISON and seconded by the GMB. I do not have any other speakers so I will not be taking any.  UNISON, please.  

Subsidiary companies 

Christina McAnea (UNISON) moved Motion 40.  She said:  I am very proud to have the GMB alongside us in this debate.  Congress, it is less than 500 days since the general election and I think we all knew that it was going to be terrible mess that Labour had to clear up after 14 years of Tory failure, and we also knew it was not going to happen overnight.  In some areas there has been real progress.  We talked today a bit about the Employment Rights Bill, if it is followed through; the best example that we could have, a once-in-a-generation game changer that will really impact on the lives of so many workers.  It represents that  massive step of shifting the dial slightly towards working people and away from the employers.  But as unions it is up to us to make sure that this is followed through.  It will be up to us to hold the government to account, to make sure there is no backtracking, there is no long grassing and there is no watering down of this.  That is the message at the end of this week we must send to the Labour  government.  (Applause) 

But there are some areas where we have not seen much progress, and for me one of the worst is the fact we have not seen much in a way of a commitment to bring about what they called the biggest wave of insourcing in a generation.  Given the damage done by decades of outsourcing and privatisation, action in this area is desperately needed and long overdue, for services in need of repair and investment, and for the staff, who need pay rises and better job security.  

Not only has that action been slow, in some areas and in one particular area it has veered dangerous off course.   Subsidiary companies are called subcos and in the NHS have been tried before.  Trusts trying to make a quick buck by exploiting a VAT loophole and cutting back on staff pay and conditions.  It was all the rage a few years ago at the end of the last decade until unions like ours, the GMB and others, forced NHS England to have a re‑think.  But unfortunately, it seems that subcos are a bit like zombies, they are a bit hard to kill off.  The new leaders at NHS England are apparently keen to reanimate them and bring them back to life.  They really have to stop watching Shaun of the Dead.  

In March this year they began a new push for subcos, with desperate NHS trusts being encouraged to set them up.  Let’s remember what these bring together are the staff who are predominantly low‑paid workers, many of them women and many of them black workers.  Congress, just as last time round, we will not be taking this lying down.  The response from UNISON and other unions has been tough and uncompromising.  The NHS needs to be rebuilt, not dismantled.  Campaigns have been fought in various parts of England where subco plans are well advanced, and NHS England, even when they say we are trying to protect terms and conditions, we are saying to them that is not good enough, because that guarantee means absolutely nothing in law.  (Applause)  Endorse it and move ahead with a subco, we are already balloting our members and we will take industrial action if necessary to stop this happening.  (Applause)  

My message to ministers is don’t try and hide behind NHS England.  This is happening on your watch and it will be your responsibility to stop it and it will be our responsibility to fight it every single step of the way because, Congress, remember, zombies bees be killed.  Thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Christina.  GMB, please.  

Ann Sianab Weekes (GMB) seconded Motion 40.  She said:  First‑time TUC delegate and speaker.  (Applause)  Public services are not just for the people.  They are run by the people, those who work beside me every day in the health service.  But not all of them are treated equally in our NHS.  It was Windrush Generation workers who migrated from the Caribbean countries to help build our National Health Service out of the rubble of World War II.  Yet 80 years on we have black, Asian and women workers being paid less for doing the same work as NHS employees in NHS hospitals all because of a loophole.  The  government still allows NHS trusts to set up wholly-owned subsidiary companies and outsource our members so they can pay less wages and less tax to fund public services.  Labour has promised to end this inequality, but we are still waiting.  

Congress, many NHS workers have had enough.  GMB members working as outsourced porters, domestics and caterers at Airedale NHS Trust will go on strike from this Friday.  (Applause)  They are employed by AGH Solutions, wholly owned by the trust, but do not get NHS pensions or sick pay and annual leave.  NHS England says that subsidiaries should not depart from NHS terms and conditions and the Health Secretary, Wes Streeting, has said he expects these subsidiaries to keep this promise.  Well, tell that to AGH, Wes.  Interestingly, the AGH managing director told our members they are not NHS workers and that AGH is a private company. 

 Congress, what an insult that is to workers who put themselves at risk for all of us during the Covid pandemic.  Doesn’t this break the founding principles of our National Health Service?  AGH must deliver the equal pay, fairer terms and dignity that every member of the workforce deserves and Labour must bring about the biggest wave of insourcing in a generation that is promised.  Labour must reinstate the two‑tier workforce code and the public interest test and apply them to wholly-owned subsidiaries.  NHS pay for NHS jobs.  It is as simple as that, Congress.  Support GMB members on strike at Airedale NHS.  Support this motion.  Thank you.  I move.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you, Ann.  First‑time delegate, first-time speaker you said.  That was brilliant, thank you  I now call the motion vote on Motion 40.  Will all those in favour please show?  Will all those against please show?  That is carried unanimously.  

Motion 40 was CARRIED.

The President:  Thank you.  I now call Motion 41, Inequalities in maternity care.  The General Council supports the motion.  It will be moved by RCM, seconded by BDA.  I do not have time for any additional speakers.  I am sorry about that but we have a lot to get through before the end of this session.   RCM, please.
 
Inequalities in maternity care 

Josephine Oaman (RCN) moved Motion 41.  She said:  Congress, inequality in maternity care is a matter of life and death and is getting worse and not better.  Our motion exposes a harsh but undeniable truth that in 2025 the postcode you live in, the colour of your skin or your disability can determine whether you or your baby survive childbirth.  This is not just a health issue.  It is a deep‑seated social justice issue.  Maternity care is a fundamental human right.  Despite progress inequality persists across different groups.  These disparities affect health outcomes, experiences and access to services.  These disparities extend to adverse pregnancy outcomes such as pre‑term birth and stillbirth, which disproportionately affect women from black, Asian and other ethnic minority backgrounds, as well as those from the most socio-economically deprived areas.  Black women in England are four times more likely to die during pregnancy or shortly after birth than white women.  Black babies are over twice likely to be stillborn than white babies.  In England women living in the most deprived areas face a maternal mortality rate almost double that of women in the least deprived areas.  Stillbirths and neonatal mortality rates are significantly higher for babies born in these deprived areas.  Disabled mothers have a 44 per cent higher risk of stillbirth.  These are not just isolated statistics.  They reflect a pattern of systemic failure that disproportionately affects black, Asian, disabled and working‑class women.

Congress, behind each statistic is a mother, a child and a grieving family.  These figures are not just numbers.  They represent lives cut short or forever changed.  We welcome the commitment in the Labour 2024 manifesto which promised to set an explicit target to close the maternal mortality gap.  The Health Secretary pledged to tackle pregnancy and birth inequalities, including the maternity investigation report expected by December.  Words are not enough.  We need action too.  We are calling for the upcoming investigation report to produce time-bound recommendations to eliminate these in equalities, the UK government to implement the recommendations as soon as possible, the governments of the devolved nations to consider how these recommendations can apply to countries and to work together with England to eliminate maternal inequalities once and for all.  We also need adequate funding, inclusive data and NHS staff trained in anti‑racism and disability awareness. 

 I believe everyone in this room will agree with me, every woman deserves safe respectful and equal maternity care.  Unions have a role in making that a reality.  As a health and safety rep I think I have role in supporting that.  The trade union movement should be on our side.  Every woman and every baby whose lives are endangered by inequality should be taken into consideration.  Please support this motion.  Congress, I move.  Thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Josephine.  BDA, please.  

Annette Mansell‑Green (BDA) seconded Motion 41.  She said:  The BDA are pleased to be seconding this important motion from the Royal College of Midwives.  Comrades, yet again we see women getting the fuzzy end of the lollipop.  For too long services for women staffed by women have been neglected and, as we have just heard, for black women and women from working-class deprived communities, it is felt even more and is literally a matter of life and death.  

The recent Saving Babies’ Lives report states that black women remain more than twice as likely to experience a stillbirth and one and a half times more likely to suffer a neonatal loss compared to white women.  Stillbirths to Asian women have risen by 10 per cent and neonatal mortality in the most deprived areas has increased for the third consecutive year while rates in the least deprived areas continue to fall.  Comrades, you can see this is really not just a question of discrimination against women but it is a class issue.  

The BDA commends the work of the RCM in producing their MatDAT tool to help with the assessment of health inequalities and ensuring that maternity services meet the needs of all who need them.  From our perspective good nutrition is essential for foetal development but key micronutrients may be insufficient in the diets of UK women of child bearing age.  High pregnancy BMI and excessive gestational weight gain are associated with increased risk of gestational type 2 diabetes, hypertension, pre-eclampsia and the need for a caesarean section in women.  

We know that health inequality in the UK is far too high and that those living in the poorest, most deprived areas are at more risk of developing serious long‑term conditions.  Inequality exists in lower socioeconomic groups, black and minority ethic communities.  That is where we find the food deserts where it is really difficult to access affordable healthy food.  All babies should have the best possible start in life, the best possible care wherever they live and whoever they are.  I just wonder whether this situation would be as bad if men had to go through pregnancy and childbirth.  I seriously think there would have been some massive improvements by now.  

So, our advice from the BDA is to eat a varied diet, including food from the main food groups, include good sources of iron and calcium daily and have regular meals.  For many people in this country that is an aspiration, that is something that they just cannot do.  We already know that many women are skipping meals in order to feed their children.  Food is expensive especially meat and dairy.  Fresh food is inaccessible to many in deprived areas.  This all adds to the prevailing health inequalities that present during pregnancy and during the first year of a child’s life.  So the link between poverty and ill‑health is well evidenced and for babies the health life expectancy gap between the best and worst‑off areas of the country stands at 19.3 years for girls and 18.6 years for boys.  This is a situation we cannot allow to continue.  Urgent work needs to be undertaken to improve the health of women in pregnancy and maternity and to improve the life chances of all of our children, wherever they live, wherever they come from, wherever they are born.  Thank you.  I second.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Annette.  Thank you, Josephine, for moving the motion.  I now call a vote on Motion 41.  All those in favour please show?  All those against please show?  That is passed unanimously. 
 
Motion 41 was CARRIED.

The President:  I now call paragraph 3.9 and Composite 8, Retaining and valuing the NHS workforce to deliver the NHS 10‑Year Plan.  The General Council supports the motion.  It will be moved by the RCN, seconded by RCoP, supported by BDA and supported by CSP.  I am sorry, delegates, but I will not be taking any other speakers on this composite.
  

Retaining and valuing the NHS workforce to deliver the NHS 10-Year Plan

Comprising Motions 42, 43 and 44  plus amendments

Supporting student midwives and newly qualified midwives

Susan Chittick (RCN) moved Motion 42.  She said:  Congress, I am a Royal College of Midwives workplace representative.  I am a first‑time delegate and first‑time speaker as well.  (Applause)  

Congress, I  am presenting Motion 42, supporting student midwives and newly qualified midwives.  The NHS is seriously short of midwives with many services struggling with under‑staffing.  We welcome the ambition of the NHS Long‑Term Workforce Plan but ambition is not enough.  There is currently a high level of midwifery vacancies in England.  Funding cuts and recruitment freezes have tied the hands of midwifery managers, who are urgently seeking midwifery to provide safe and compassionate midwifery care.  

Midwives always prioritise the safety of women in their care and a recent RCN survey revealed that in England alone midwifery staff worked a total of  140,000 unpaid overtime hours a week.  As a result, existing staff are exhausted, stressed and demoralised, often working below safe staffing levels and levels of sickness and burn‑out are increasing.  Pay is low and with the cost-of-living rises, salaries in real terms are getting lower and the retention of experienced staff and recruitment of newly qualified staff is becoming more difficult.  So therefore, I would like to focus on the next generation of staff.  The  government claims that midwifery training places are rising what they do not tell you is that applications for these places are falling and the level of students leaving the courses is rising.  According to ACAS figures the  number of midwifery applicants was down from 13,350 in 2021/22  to only 8,740 as of June of this year.  That is down 34.5 per cent.  

The RCN’s State of UK Midwifery Student Finance clearly explains why this is happening.  Nearly nine out of ten students in England often or always worry about the amount of debt that they are in.  Almost half of all midwifery students have to take on part‑time work on top of their full time placements, some having to work up to 70 hours a week, which negatively affects their studies.  Some are having to turn to foodbanks and charitable funds when things go wrong such as an unreliable car or a washing machine breaking down.  Older students are penalised as access to childcare benefits and universal credit is either reduced or removed.  As a result they often have to rely on their families for help.  The  result of this is that many students have told the RCN that they are considering leaving their studies due to financial pressure, while others have already left their course because they could not afford to continue.  

The RCN surveyed final year students in May of this year and found that eight of ten were not confident of securing a job when they qualify.  Imagine training for three years with some students building student debts of up to £40,000 only to find out that there is a recruitment freeze and no job offers.  We cannot afford to lose these future midwives from an NHS that desperately needs them.  The RCN is calling for forgivable maintenance loans.  In addition to any bursary all students should have the option to apply for low-interest maintenance loans.  These should be forgiven after three years of service in the NHS and can be specific to the country in which they qualified.  Increase financial support.  None of the support payments have been increased with inflation.  Students need financial support that reflects the true cost of studying midwifery.  Preserved benefit entitlements.  Midwifery students should not lose their entitlement to other benefits due to their student finance while pursuing a midwifery course.  Many students studying midwifery already have children and may be claiming benefits such as childcare and universal credit.  Prompt reimbursement of the cost of student placement.  The financial burden of student placement should not fall on the student’s shoulders.  Reimbursement of placement costs is often slow and the process is lengthy.  Where students have incurred costs these should be processed promptly so that they are not out of pocket.   Abolition of tuition fees for midwifery and other allied healthcare professionals  in England to bring it in line with the other UK countries.  

The RCM has welcomed the recent announcement by Wes Streeting that NHS England will make top‑up funding available to NHS trusts to enable them to take on students that have just qualified, but this is just a temporary measure that relies on using vacancies for maternity support workers who provide a vital role within all maternity units.  

We call upon Congress to support this motion to support students and newly qualified midwives to ensure we can safely staff our maternity units and deliver safe midwifery care for mothers and babies in the future.  Thank you.  (Applause)

The President:  Well done, Susan.  That was great for a first‑time speaker, first‑time delegate.  RCoP please, could you take the floor.

Khansah Imtiaz (RCPoD) seconded Composite 8.  She said:  I am a first‑time delegate and speaker.  (Applause)  I want to begin by welcoming this composite.  While I will be addressing our original motion and the NHS 10‑Year Plan, I also want to place firmly on record our support for the important points raised by the Royal College of Midwives.  Let me share why I feel such a strong personal connection to this motion.  Not long ago I had to take time out of podiatry.  I felt I was falling out of love with a profession I had once been so passionate about.  The reason was simple: I could not see any progression, and when there no progression, you start to feel undervalued.  Time away helped me realise something.  It is not the profession itself that is the problem.  Podiatry is meaningful, life changing work.  The problem is the lack of opportunities to grow, to develop and to feel truly valued for the skills we bring.  

When I meet newly qualified members I see their excitement, their career drive and I can’t help but think that was me once, but over time without clear pathways forward the spark fades, and I know I am not the only one who has felt this way.  That is why the NHS 10‑Year Plan matters.  It promises a greater focus on prevention and care delivered closer to home.  That is exactly the kind of care that podiatrists and other allied health professionals are trained to provide.  Our members have the skills and the knowledge to make this profession a reality but we cannot do it while numbers are falling.  And while professionals are left feeling stuck with no future, we are campaigning to bring more people into the profession, but we need greater support to get students and career changes on to courses and apprenticeships, and to build real progression routes that keep people motivated once they qualify.  Investing in podiatry and in all allied health professions is not a cost; it is an investment that pays for itself.  With that development, we can deliver prevention, we can save limbs, we can stop illnesses before they start and we can save lives.  Congress, that is why I am proud to support this composite.  Please support this motion.  Thank you.  (Applause)

The President:  Thank you, Khansah, another first‑time delegate, first‑time speaker doing a great job.  Thank you.  BDA, please.  

Annette Mansell‑Green (BDA) spoke in support of Composite 8.  She said:  That is my dramatic entrance number two of the week. Comrades, the BDA along with other health unions welcomes the ambitions contained within the NHS 10‑Year Plan and we look forward to promised 10‑ year workforce plan to enable its implementation.  

The NHS is broken but it isn’t beaten.  We know this as citizens, as patients but no one feels it more keenly than our members, the staff who hold it altogether.  They have had enough.  BDA members accepted a 3.6 per cent pay award this year, not because they are happy with it, far from it, but because they are resigned to it and, frankly, too exhausted and demoralised to fight.  We engaged in the PR process this year to give the new Labour government the benefit of the doubt and one last chance.  Well, last chance it was, so we are now disengaging and want a new system that includes collective bargaining.  (Applause)  The NHS is more than doctors and nurses, and do I apologise to those doctors and nurses in the hall today, but I am sure you will agree, allied health professions such as dieticians can and do play a vital role in prevention and treatment and rehabilitation.  In fact, they are key to achieving the move from hospital to community and sickness to prevention.  

Our members are working thousands of hours of unpaid overtime.  Why?  Because they care about patients, they are committed, they are skilled and they are kind.  Change is needed and needed fast.  The delivery of the plan depends on it.  Leadership is poor, accountability lacking and vacancies remain too high.  Pay has fallen year on year, with many staff seeing real terms losses of over 20 per cent in the last 16 years.  Pay and reward is rightly important but we need to see a well-trained, properly supported workforce with career progression opportunities.  We must address vacancies and we must have the right staff in the right place, in communities, primary care, mental health and acute settings.  The plan is doomed to failure without a meaningful strategy to recruit, retain and reward staff.  

I would make a  plea to Wes Streeting.  Improve on industrial relations which have been such a disappointment, not to mention frustrating.  Engage with us, talk to us and get around the table.  No more shock announcements such as the abolition of NHS England.  Work with trade unions in partnership for the benefit of all.  It works.  There are 1.5 million people in England alone who care, fix us, who research and develop new treatments, who feed us, wash us, pick us up when we are broken.  Very important people.  Workers who deserve better.  Thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Annette.  CSP, please.  

Rebecca Portwood (CSP) spoke in support of Composite 8.  She said:  I am proud to be a NHS worker, proud to be a physio and proud to be a member of the CSP.  Congress, there is a dramatic workforce crisis in the NHS, a crisis directly affecting physiotherapists and NHS supporters.  The number of qualified physios in the UK has never been higher, with increasing numbers of graduates entering the workforce each year, but recruitment freezes and financial pressures across the NHS are making it more and more difficult for my newly qualified colleagues to secure employment.  Some 43 per cent of physios who graduated in May to September 2024 are still looking for a physiotherapy job.  One in ten CSP members tell us that their employer has halted all clinical recruitment, including filling vacant posts and creating new roles.  One in five say that recruitment of clinical staff is at least partially paused in their NHS organisation and, Congress, it is members of the public who are paying the price for this failure.  

Waiting lists for paediatric physios and musculoskeletal services continue to rise.  The MSK queue alone stands at over 372,000, while between May and June alone the paediatric physiotherapy list increased by nearly 2,000 children and young people.  Patients are waiting in appalling pain, often falling out of work to access rehab services.  Patients face poorer care because of our over-stretched rehab services meaning that CSP members cannot deliver the same quality of care that properly staffed services can.  We are deeply frustrated that we cannot deliver the services our patients so disparately need and deserve.  

Under the  government’s own NHS 10-Year Plan community physio is required to expand yet NHS employers are freezing recruitment just as thousands of graduate physios are qualifying, available to work in the NHS.  This is unacceptable.  Unacceptable for patients and unacceptable for myself and my NHS work colleagues, who grapple with the unsustainable workloads, escalating burn‑out and rising mental health problems.  There is an immediate solution available:  offer all newly qualified physios an NHS job.  It is time for this  government to take action.  Congress, support this motion. (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Becky.  Right, I now want to call a vote on Composite 8.  Will all those in favour please show?  Will all those against please show?  That is carried unanimously.  Thank you to all the speakers and thank you to all of them for keeping to time.

Composite 8 was CARRIED.
  
I now call Motion 45, Reducing health inequalities through nutrition and prevention.  The General Council supports the motion.  It is moved by the BDA and seconded by RCoP.   I am going to take BFAWU in the debate but I ain’t going to take any more speakers.  Sorry for that.  Please, BDA.  Hang on a minute, I do apologise.  Colleagues, in order not to rush debates I am afraid we will not be able to take any further business today after this motion and Motions 46 and 47 will be taken later during Congress.  Again, I am very sorry about that but we have just run out of time and I do not want to rush the discussions.

Reducing health inequalities through nutrition and prevention 


Vicky Bennett (BDA) moved Motion 45.   She said:  Health inequalities driven by disparities in nutrition and access to preventative healthcare affect the very fabric of our society.  The current landscape reveals a stark reality.  Millions of individuals across the UK are grappling with food insecurity, a challenge that disproportionately impacts vulnerable groups such as children, disabled people and single‑parent families.  As of January 2025, approximately 7.3 million adults are experiencing difficulties in accessing affordable nutritious food, underscoring the urgent need for comprehensive action.  

Our National Health Strategy exemplified by the NHS 10-Year Plan emphasises prevention and the promotion of population health.  However, for this vision to be truly effective, it must confront the root causes of dietary inequality:  poverty, limited access and lack of education.  These issues are interconnected and require a co‑ordinated cross government approach that combines policy reform, public health investment and community engagement.  Only through such integrated efforts can we hope to bridge the gap in outcomes and ensure equitable access to nutrition for all.  

Programmes like Healthy Start serve as vital lifelines and provide essential nutritional support to those in need.  Yet these initiatives are often under-funded and lack adequate promotion limiting their reach and impact.  To address this we must scale up community led initiatives that focus on improving access to nutritious food especially in areas marked by high deprivation.  These grass root efforts are crucial because they are tailored to local needs and can foster sustainable change within communities.  The dietetic workforce is indispensable for prevention in the United Kingdom, playing a crucial role in mitigating the burden of chronic conditions and enhancing public health.  

Dieticians are at the forefront of preventing and managing diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease and obesity through tailored nutritional interventions.  For instance, effective dietary management can significantly reduce the risk of type two diabetes which affects over 4 million people in the UK.  The cost-effectiveness of dietetic interventions is well documented.  For every £1 invested in dietetic services this can save the NHS up to £10 by preventing hospital admissions and reducing the need for expensive treatments.  Furthermore dieticians contribute to public health initiatives such as weight management programmes which have been shown to reduce obesity rates, a condition currently costing the NHS £6.1 billion.  

Congress, the  government must take urgent and decisive action, first to expand and adequately resource food access schemes such as Healthy Start, ensuring that no one is left behind due to financial constraints.  Second, to invest in local nutrition support programmes targeted at higher need areas working with diverse communities.  Third, to ensure that the NHS 10-Year Plan delivers tangible measurable progress on diet‑related health inequalities, supported by a well-resourced workforce that includes qualified registered dieticians.  

Addressing health inequalities is not merely a matter of policy but a moral imperative.  It requires a collective commitment, innovative solutions and unwavering dedication to create a healthier, more equitable society.  Let’s work together to eliminate barriers to nutritious food, empower communities and build a future where health disparities are a thing of the past.  Thank you.  I move.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Vicky.  PRCO to second the motion, please.  

Lauren Thompson (Royal College of Podiatry) seconded Motion 45.  She said: I am proudly seconding Motion 45.  First‑time delegate, first‑time speaker.  As podiatrists we see daily how diet and nutrition profoundly affect health, often in ways that are hidden until they cause long‑term harm.  Poor diet is not just a matter of weight or appearance.  It is directly linked to conditions such as diabetes, peripheral arterial disease and poor wound healing, issues that can have devastating consequences on our patients, including the loss of mobility, independence and, in the worst cases, even limbs.  In clinics across the UK we witness the unequal burden of these conditions.  Patients in deprived communities are more likely to present with advanced foot complications, often because they have to make the impossible choices between heating, housing and healthy food.  For them prevention has come too late.  Congress, it is right to stress that the NHS 10‑Year Plan must deliver on prevention and population health, but prevention is meaningless if people cannot access affordable nutritious food in the first place.  Healthy Start and similar schemes are vital, but they remain underfunded, patchy and poorly promoted.  These must be strengthened and scaled up, not left as token safety nets.  

We know the expertise of dieticians is indispensable in tackling these inequalities and podiatrists stand ready to work alongside them in multidisciplinary teams.  Together we can deliver holistic community-based care that not only treat illness but prevents it.  

Congress, this motion is not just about nutrition; it is about fairness, dignity and health for all.  If we are serious about tackling  health inequalities then food justice must be at the heart of our approach. I urge you to support Motion 45.  Thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Lauren.  Another great job from a first‑time delegate and first‑time speaker.  Well done.  Can I call the Bakers, Sarah.

Sarah Woolley (BFAW) spoke in support of Motion 45.  The scale of food insecurity in Britain today is absolutely shocking.  Over 7 million adults are going hungry or skipping meals and children, disabled people and single‑parent families are hit the hardest.  This is not just about poverty, it is about health inequality, life expectancy and where people can live with dignity.  The NHS 10‑Year Plan talks about prevention and population health, but prevention has to mean tackling the root cause of poor nutrition, which is poverty pay, insecure work and lack of access to affordable healthy food.  If we don’t get that right then all the talk about prevention will just ring hollow.  That is why we have campaigned so strongly for a right to food to be enshrined in law.  We know from our members that the crisis in access to decent food is not about supply, it about inequality.  

We have also helped to establish the Food in Work Network, bringing together academics, campaigners, unions and community groups to connect the dots between work, wages and nutrition.  The evidence is clear, good jobs, fair pay and strong food access schemes are inseparable from good health.  Schemes such as Healthy Start are lifelines, but, as was said by the mover, they are underfunded, poorly promoted and far too limited.  We need government investment to expand these programmes and we need local community‑led food initiatives to be supported; not left to rely on voluntary goodwill.  And we need a  properly resourced workforce, including dieticians, to bring expertise into communities where health inequalities are at their starkest.  It is not just a public health issue; it is a question of justice.  No one in one of the richest countries in the world should be forced to choose between heating and eating.  No parent should have to skip meals so their children can eat and no worker should be producing food that they themselves cannot afford to put on their own table.  

By backing this motion we can strengthen the demand for prevention that goes far beyond rhetoric, prevention that starts with the right to food, delivered through fair pay, decent work and universal access to nutritious food.  Please support the motion, thank you.  (Applause) 

The President:  Thank you, Sarah.  I now call the vote on Motion 45.  Would all those in favour please show?  Would all those against please show?  That is carried unanimously.

Motion 45 was CARRIED.

Obituaries

Colleagues, we now come to the obituary section of the report from page 61, when we remember our trade union colleagues who have died over the past year.  I myself lost a dear colleague yesterday.  For those of you who knew him, Peter McEwen, former Deputy General Secretary who served the union between 1978 and 2014 (36 years) died yesterday.  We share our thoughts and solidarity with those who have lost their lives in war and natural disasters and everyone who has lost loved ones in the last year.  Congress, we wish to or sincere condolences to their families and friends.  Can those who are able please now stand for a few moments of quiet reflection.  

The obituary video was shown

Thank you, Congress.  Please note the Defeating the Narratives of Division fringe meeting at 7 pm has changed to a new venue at the Queen’s Hotel.  A final comment, there is a drinks reception you might have been wondered when that is going to be.  It is immediately.  Please join me for a glass of something cold ‑ hopefully cold after all the hours under the hot lights ‑ in the main reception on the ground floor.  Colleagues, Congress is now adjourned until 9.30 tomorrow morning.  I want to make a direct plea to every union and every delegate, please be here on time.  Thank you. 

(Congress adjourned at 7.02 p.m.)
                                             …………………………………………………..     
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