The CWU Disability and Special Needs Conference, Birmingham, 25th October 2008.
Tony Sneddon, Chair of the Disability and Special Needs Advisory Committee welcomed us to Conference. Tony briefly outlined some of the work the DSNAC had been doing over the last year, including the OCD Action partnership and the Dyslexia Toolkit. He went on to explain that 1/5th of the working age population of Great Britain classed themselves as disabled. Disabled people were more likely to live in poverty. They are also more likely to feel excluded and be in the lowest paid jobs due to a lack of understanding about their disability and the law on disability. He concluded; ‘Disabled people don’t want to be treated differently, just on equal terms’.
Linda Roy, National equality Officer, addressed conference briefly, thanking everyone involved in its organisation. Linda told us how the CWU campaign for dignity and respect for their members in the workplace, and that it was our job to insure none of our members were discriminated against because of their disability.

Tony Kearns, Senior Deputy General Secretary, then addressed conference. Tony had stepped in for General Secretary Billy Hayes, who had been unavoidably called away to other Union business.

Tony spoke passionately about the dedication and determination of the Para Olympians, who unlike able-bodied Olympians were unlikely to be rewarded with riches and fame for their efforts.

He also spoke to conference about how the most vulnerable people in society were often the hardest hit in a recession. This is why we need to continue to defend equality, fairness and justice. We need to defend the people most likely to be ‘put upon’ during a financial crisis.
There were 11 motions on the agenda, 2 Industrial and 9 National issues. One emergency motion was admitted, E1, to the Industrial section and Motion 11 from the National issues section was withdrawn.

The motions dealt with a wide ranging set of issues such as 
· forming a partnership with BT’s ‘ABLE2’ self-organised disability network, 
· addressing problems that members in Orange were experiencing because of their employers lack of understanding and interpretation of the DDA (Disability Discrimination Act), 
· raising awareness of the new legislation that carers of disabled people should also be protected from discrimination under the DDA too, 
· raising awareness of anxiety to ensure our members aren’t discriminated against due to anxiety related issues such as IBS, 
· a database of cancer patients to ensure they are not being discriminated against, 
· a campaign to have our industry recognised by the Department of Work and Pensions so members would be entitled to benefits for work-related deafness, 
· raising awareness of the issues faced by people who stutter, 
· raising awareness of Asperger syndrome and autism, 
· providing equality proofing training for all reps, 
· a campaign to enforce agreements which state that doctors appointments should be disregarded on sick records.
Delegates spoke with passion about issues which face them and their members.
All 11 motions were heard and carried. In fact, all were carried unanimously except for Motion 5, which called for a database of cancer patients to be set up, so that the Union could ensure these members were not being discriminated against due to their illness, as cancer is now covered by the DDA. 

Motion 5 was controversial for some branches. Most said they fully supported the Motion in principle, but the Motion stated “ …a policy of reporting all instances of cancer be put in place..”. This was taken as implying it would be compulsory to be on the database.
It was explained by the Mover during her Right to Reply that this had not been the intension, and that she had written the motion while in a very emotional state, being personally affected by cancer herself.

After some debate, Motion 5 was carried by about a 60/40 split.

There were two very inspirational speakers at the conference. Firstly we heard from Dr Norman Waddington, a biodiversity and conservation scientist who has also worked in nuclear energy.
Dr Waddington has been totally blind from birth and was the first blind person to be employed at Sellafield. He spoke about his own experiences including his work with the European Blind Union whose mission and role is to protect and promote the interests of blind and partially sighted people in Europe. 
Sarah Veale, head of Equality and Employment Rights at the TUC (Trades Union Congress) then spoke to conference about various disability issues including hate crimes against disabled people and the campaign against Remploy factory closures. (Remploy is a provider of specialist employment services for disabled people set up in 1945 after the 1944 Disabled Persons (Employment) Act introduced by Ernest Bevin, the Minister for Labour)
Conference voted for two of the Motions to be put forward to General Conference next June;
Motion 3. This called for the CWU to be at the forefront of lobbying to ensure a high level of awareness on the new legislation covering care providers with protection under the DDA following the Coleman V Attridge Law.
And Motion 9, which called for basic equality proofing training for all workplace reps
91 delegates and 6 visitors attended the conference. Although this was a very good turn-out, it was down on last year. One reason for this reduced turn-out suggested was that people were attending a rally held in Crewe that same day to protest against the Mail Centre closures announced in that area.

Linda Roy closed the conference, saying how the CWU ‘punches above its weight’ with regard to disability matters. She concluded, ‘the CWU take disability matters very seriously and we need to keep pushing them forward’.

