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Points from General Secretary Paul Kenny’s speech to the Congress

Paul Kenny described how the GMB has started a national debate on private equity, highlighting how private equity firms buy companies like Bird’s Eye, only to sell their assets. A notorious example is pension funds, which leaves the taxpayer and other private pension funds to bail out employees who lose their pensions and jobs. GMB’s investigation has discovered that private equity firms have left taxpayers and other private pension schemes to pay at least £2 billion to employees who have lost their pensions. Paul Kenny called for urgent government action on this matter.
A ballot on strike action has been called over Remploy’s decision to dismiss many of its employees. Paul Kenny dismissed the company’s argument that this action would get more disabled people into mainstream society, and denounced the fact that the company had broken its agreement not to create any redundancies.

Paul Kenny praised GMB success in securing for all ASDA distribution site employees a nationwide shop steward committee, and the right to be represented by the GMB. He also praised GMB success in gaining new members and shop stewards in areas like Washington and Bedford. Paul Kenny affirmed GMB will not be dictated to by companies on who can be shop stewards and how many there can be. Paul Kenny described ASDA’s attacks on the “conditions of long-term staff”, and how GMB must work to recruit up to 10,000 new members from ASDA this year.

Paul Kenny also praised the GMB campaign against the AA’s lying to and exploitation of its employees. He went on to describe how the AA was brought to the negotiating table as a result of being acquired by a private equity group. After negotiations the head of this private equity group, Damon Buffini, recognised the GMB’s right to represent AA employees. Paul Kenny stated that this is not over yet, but that the GMB will “keep fighting” until it is.
Paul Kenny went on to describe GMB’s campaign against Bakkavör, a supermarket supplier that is responsible for GMB members being injured, and for poor food hygiene. Paul Kenny talked about how Bakkavör refused to reform peacefully, and how thanks to the GMB, the BBC programme Whistleblower, and a Guardian exposé, Tesco is now doing inspections of Bakkavör. Bakkavör was forced to recall products due to an outbreak of salmonella. Paul Kenny also called on Bakkavör to protect its workers’ interests in Wembley.

Another GMB campaign was against Burberry, a clothes company moving jobs away from its factory in Wales to China, despite the fact that many jobs are likely to be done by unregulated/child labour, and the actual profit gained is often minimal. GMB gained support from the local MP and the Labour Party, and arranged demonstrations across the world. Even though the factory has still closed, GMB is using the £1.5 million won in compensation to provide the townspeople with a new manufacturer.
Paul Kenny went on to talk about the need for improvement in the NHS, for affordable housing in accordance with GMB plans, and for an end to the environmental and economic damage of “global exploitation”. Paul Kenny warned that a Conservative government would only lead to economic disaster and social division, and called upon the future Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, to listen to his instincts and fight for a fairer society.

Paul Kenny praised the union for producing a surplus for the third year running, and growing in membership for the second year running, the first time this has happened since the 1970s. He also praised improved GMB election procedures, improving employee stature, and overhauling the role of the regions. He thanked the CEC, the Congress, the regions, Senior Management and the employees for their ideas and effort.

Paul Kenny praised CEC reforms, industrial and regional restructuring, and the continued push for equality and diversity. Paul Kenny also praised the new guidance rules brought in for managers, along with new disciplinary procedures, new HR structure, and that it has become possible to join GMB online, bringing in huge numbers of young people in need of a union.

Paul Kenny concluded by calling for 100% commitment from all GMB members.
Peter Mandelson addresses GMB

In his speech to the Congress, Peter Mandelson said that he was “pleased to be here today”, and that the GMB was one of “the great political anchors” of his political life. He stated that “the inevitability of change” was a major argument for trade unionism, unions having the role of helping to manage change successfully, and standing up for workers’ interests.

Peter Mandelson’s speech focused on globalisation and the EU, stating that globalisation produced as much opportunity as fear. Therefore globalisation required “a positive politics, which does not accept change blindly but seeks to shape it”.

For Peter Mandelson, the EU is an element of that “positive politics”, a way for the people of Europe to address the global issues of the age, such as energy supply and climate change. He stated his belief that “stronger European co-operation” would not “prevent change”, but would “make us more effective in shaping it”. He affirmed the need for national governments for social security and education, but said that these are not only the jobs of national governments. Peter Mandelson also described how the EU was necessary to give each of its 27 members a stronger bargaining position in imposing “fair environmental and social standards” on trading partners.
Peter Mandelson concluded by calling for the support of the trade unions for the EU.

Private Equity

Paul Maloney, Senior Organiser, Southern Region, warned against the “treachery and betrayal” produced by venture capitalism. As examples he highlighted the CEC report, which details the sacking of 3,500 AA staff, 600 staff from the Birds Eye plant in Hull, and 660 from Burton Foods in Merseyside. These unemployed have also lost their rights to future pensions, and Paul Maloney describes how KKR now needs to be taken to court to protect the pension scheme of Alliance Boots. KKR recently acquired this company, and has now put it in £8 billion of debt. Paul Maloney also describes the abuse that AA employees endure, and the fact that they cannot access the benefits scheme due to the way they have been sacked. In addition, Tim Parker and Damon Buffini will earn huge sums of money from the sale of AA, and will pay only 5-10% tax on their earnings.
Paul Maloney praised the long battle the GMB has fought to bring this injustice to the public eye, which includes putting a camel in front of Buffini’s church to highlight his hypocrisy. He also praised Jane Wyatt, a GMB member who recruited hotel inspectors into the GMB, and now faces dismissal for union activity.
Hustings
Candidates for the post of Deputy Leader campaigned for the GMB’s support, stating their positions on issues such as corporate manslaughter and the closure of Remploy factories without consultation of the union. All candidates affirmed their support for a bill on corporate manslaughter, Justice Minister Harriet Harman saying she believed that this would provide a deterrent for employers. All candidates also condemned the closure of Remploy factories. Jon Cruddas, MP for Dagenham, said the laying off of Remploy employees by video was outrageous, and called for a moratorium on the factory closures.

The candidates also agreed that unions should no longer need to ballot their members, and that the coal industry has a future in British energy consumption, especially in the form of clean coal. In their closing addresses, the candidates stated why they would be the best Labour Deputy Leader. Northern Ireland Secretary Peter Hain said, as Deputy Leader, he could be the umbilical cord between the cabinet and a Labour grass roots movement. Hilary Benn called for solidarity in fighting poverty and redistributing power and wealth.
Following regional delegation meetings, and a meeting of the CEC, the GMB has now called on all candidates to vote for Peter Hain once they receive their ballot papers. The ballot papers start going out next week.

Motions
The delegates voted on motions including best value and outsourcing public services to private firms. Despite one referral, all motions put to the delegates were carried.
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