NUT Bournemouth Conference 2002
Suffolk Division President’s Report

Overall, Conference had not changed much since I attended a few years ago- it was often a case of how well the Executive and Broad Left, or the Socialist Teachers Alliance and associates managed the debate and Conference decisions. There was also some controversy over outside speakers, including Estelle Morris, and when they were introduced to speak. I took part in the voting, but unlike many delegates, my vote was worth only one vote, not a block vote.

Friday was primarily an introduction and voting in of procedures. The highlight was apparently the Mayors’ speech. I didn’t arrive until Saturday morning.

Saturday started with a fairly lacklustre presidential address, followed by adoption of standing orders. Hank Robert’s motion on Professional Unity, including amendment 14.1 was passed by virtually all the delegates. Estelle Morris then addressed Conference for half an hour. There were about 20 to 30 delegates who were not prepared to listen properly to a speech that included nothing new, where she talked about partnership on her terms, and included a warning not to strike. Doug responded by telling her we would take whatever measures were necessary, up to, and including, strike action! This curtailed the debate on the Foundation Stage, which was completed on the last day. A debate was started on Salaries, but a card vote on an amendment suspended debate.  (This was also finished on the last day.)  We then had a speech by Graham Lane L.G.A. The final session that day was on accounts, including those of Stoke Rochford, and the answering of written questions by the auditor. 

Easter Sunday began with a debate on Privatisation, with a motion against it, which found general agreement with delegates. One on the G.T.C. was passed with amendments. A strong motion on League Tables and SATs was passed, without amendment, which I voted for as it asked for a canvassing of opinion of teachers about SATs.  We also heard from the Liberal Democrat, Phil Willis, who gave a witty speech promising all sorts, but they aren’t in government. They are also responsible for a different agenda in Sheffield over privatisation. 

The next session began with a priority motion on the White Paper. This was passed with amendment 2 (amendment 1 was withdrawn) by virtually all the delegates. Steve Sinott (see The Teacher Magazine) was awarded a certificate from the Ethiopian Teachers Union.  He was soon speaking about a message received from the Palestinian Teachers Union. A debate about Palestine followed, the Executive lost their more balanced amendment.  I voted for the motion as it was said the Executive would support it if they lost their amendment.  We then heard from Damien Green, the Conservative spokesman, after some slow handclapping and then a walk-out by some of the left wing delegates.  A motion on racism, with all three amendments, was passed. The last few minutes that morning were spent on accounts in closed session.  The long afternoon session started with the joint motion (with NASUWT and ATL) on workload being put. The joint motion was voted for unanimously, after rejecting, quite closely, an addendum. A teacher shortage motion had amendments lost; the main vote was on a card vote.  It won by a majority of nearly 30,000. A discussion on workload was started but not completed.  After deciding against an emergency motion on Iraq, there was a debate on Conference procedure. Despite some poor wording and a working party, Executive amendments were rejected, and the main motion won on a card vote by just 7,303 votes. I voted for this on the final vote as it was division policy.  The vote was taken with a minute to spare!

Tuesday morning began with a neutral motion on Monetary Union. We swiftly moved on to the Special Needs Debate. This revolved around a phrase,” inclusion should be practical, not dogmatic”. Many speakers were from this field. An amendment was not discussed, a close vote, and then the main motion was carried, (I voted for) but again it was close. Salaries were revisited. I voted against, following the argument that it was against a unified approach, although it did provide a strategy, which the Executive had not proposed in any form.  It went to a card vote and was carried by 26,615 votes.  Then we moved on to the Teachers’ Contract, which was largely carried, with an amendment.  We even managed to move on to the motion on pupil behaviour, which despite some reservations from some inclusion delegates, was largely carried.  Last, but not least, we returned to the debate on Foundation and Early Years.  Nearly everyone voted for the amendment, and the main motion was unanimously carried. So much for the cynicism, most business actually was completed!

To finish, it was Doug’s turn to speak and rally the troops. Delegates did listen and many gave him a standing ovation at the end. He began by talking of the growing membership. He talked about the London strike and how it was about missing teachers in the classrooms (not on the strike day but all year round shortages) and government complacency. Our Union still opposes P.R.P. and the system is fundamentally flawed. There will be joint advice with NASUWT to headteachers and governing bodies asking that those who have continued to teach well should be moved on to the next point on the Upper Pay Scale.  Heads and Deputies need to look at their differentials separately with the STRB and the government.  The outcome of the Workload Working Party and the response by Gordon Brown on the Comprehensive Spending Review was critical. If it did not deliver, NUT and NASUWT would not hesitate to restore Cover to Contract and restrict workload to a 35 hour week. Government needed to get tough on workload and the causes of workload! The NUT would not trade jobs for cheaper classroom assistants. Bureaucracy needed to be reduced, but not in order to achieve more teaching, more preparation and more work!  The latest targets for SATs were not high expectations but LUNATIC expectations. Finally, he touched on Unity. The two other unions accepted that Federation would not work, but we wait in particular to the response of the NASUWT delegates to E.O’Kane’s proposals.  Time to go home for a holiday!

P.S. One delegate pointed out that the stand behind speakers looked like an obelisk which had fallen over, and that all you saw was EXPLOIT behind speakers, not the intended message of EDUCATION NOT EXPLOITATION. He was unfortunately quite correct.

Andrew Guite.
