The CWU Black Workers Conference, Belfast, 7th February 2009
Colin Bell, Chair of the Black Workers Advisory Committee welcomed us to Conference. Colin spoke to us briefly about the history of Belfast including Harland and Wolff ship building and ‘News Letter’ – the oldest English language newsletter still in production. 
He went on to talk to us about the work the RAC (Race Advisory Committee) had been involved in over the preceding year including the CWUHA (CWU Humanitarian Aid) to bring water to a village in Tanzania, enhancing black representation, working with schools to enhance Trade Union profiles, the ACLT (African Caribbean Leukaemia Trust) and the Black History Exhibition
Colin then spoke to us about the recent offensive remarks from high profile people such as Prince Harry and Carol Thatcher – he told us ‘people need to know that it’s not okay’. Colin told us how it is worrying that the BNP could win up to 4 seats in European elections. He told us how it is tougher for the ‘visible minority’ especially at a time of recession and redundancy – but asked ‘why are they not visible at a time of promotion?’
Finally, Colin spoke about the momentous occasion of Barack Obama being elected the first black president of the USA. Quoting Nelson Mandela, he concluded by saying ‘it always seems impossible until it is done’.

Lawrence Huston, Northern Ireland Regional Secretary welcomed us to Belfast. He told us dignity and respect are at the forefront of equality issues.

Linda Roy, National Equality Officer, addressed conference. She spoke to us about how it was the CWU’s priority to raise the profile of equality, especially race equality and human rights. She told us we need to make our structure more representative of our membership; perhaps this would involve having reserve seats or maybe creating a new role of Branch Black and Ethnic Minority (BEM) Officer as well as the Equality and Women’s Officers. This would need a rule change at conference and this would take time. We need to put BEM members’ issues on the agenda.
Linda also mentioned the recent offensive remarks by Prince Harry and Carol Thatcher. ‘It is not acceptable’ she said. The excuse that it is ‘just banter’ is not good enough - we’ve heard that excuse before. She told us how a postman had committed suicide due to racial bullying.

Linda concluded that we should be proud of our record as a Union. The CWU is at the forefront of equality, respect and inclusiveness.
Andy Kerr, Deputy General Secretary (telecoms), then addressed conference. He spoke about the on-going struggle for black equality, but how there was now new hope, not just for America, but for the whole world with the election of Barack Obama, but we still need to resist the far rights’ poisonous agenda. Workplace equality for BEM people is still a major challenge and the racial structure of the CWU must reflect its membership. For example, currently there are no BEM Regional Secretaries in the CWU. He asked ‘when will we see a black prime minister in this country?’ 
There were 10 motions on the agenda, (all National issues) including two emergency motions, E1 and E2.

The motions dealt with a wide ranging set of issues such as 
· for the CWU to help the dying people of Gaza.

· for the CWU to make representation to the relevant parties to condemn the offensive remarks made in the media by prominent people such as Prince Harry and Carol Thatcher.

· to lobby parliament to allow asylum seekers to work and for the CWU to sign up to the ‘Let Them Work’ campaign.
· for the editorial responsibility of the RAC (Race Advisory Committee) publication ‘Drum’ to return to the RAC.

· for the CWU to monitor the tendency to promote a mythical and arbitrary ‘Britishness’, dividing working class people on cultural grounds, specifically in the Borders, Immigration and Citizenship Bill.
· to raise awareness of prostate cancer, especially amongst BEM men, who suffer higher rates of the disease than their white counterparts.
· to ensure black representation within the CWU structure is proportionate to our membership and also to monitor the proportion of BEM people gaining promotions within the various businesses represented by the CWU.

· for the CWU to use ‘common sense’ in regard to reserve seats for women; if there are not enough women coming forward then rather than have an empty seat on a delegation or committee; fill that seat with a man with the next highest number of votes.

· to raise awareness of the increased risk of diabetes in BEM people.
· to work to ensure the businesses in which the CWU has members are reflective of their local demographic in terms of the number of BEM people they employ.
All 10 motions were heard and carried unanimously. Delegates spoke with passion about issues which face them and their members. After Motion E1 was carried, calling for help for the people of Gaza, Conference held a minutes silence as a mark of respect to the innocent men, women and children killed in the Gaza conflict.
There were two very inspirational speakers at the conference. 
Firstly we heard from Hratche Koundarjian, coordinator for the Strangers into Citizens campaign. Hratche told us how it was recently the 5th anniversary of the deaths of the 23 cockle pickers on Morecambe Bay, but there had been very little coverage of this in the news. The cockle pickers had been assaulted only days before their tragic deaths by local cockle pickers. They didn’t feel able to go to the police about this because they were not legally allowed to work but instead took the added risk of cockle picking at night - with fatal consequences. He told us it shouldn’t be a priority to deport these people as this would be a cost to the British tax payer but the UK could gain an extra £1 billion a year revenue from National Insurance and tax from letting these people work legally.
Pauline Buchanan, Equality and Social policy officer for the ICTU (Irish Congress of Trade unions) spoke to Conference. Pauline told us how we have a duty, and the capacity, to organise vulnerable people. 
Conference voted for two of the Motions to be put forward to General Conference next June;
Motion 1; calling for a campaign to lobby parliament to allow asylum seekers in the UK to work and thereby retain their dignity and make a positive contribution to the UK. 

Motion 5; calling for the CWU to ensure that black representation within its structure is proportionate to the membership and also to monitor the proportion of BEM people gaining promotions within the various businesses represented by the CWU.
100 delegates and 19 visitors attended the conference representing 55 branches out of a possible 150. The number of delegates was down from last year, but poor weather conditions had probably prevented some Branches from attending. 
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