
Report of Unite Executive Council 18
th

 – 20th March 2009 
 

This report is written for members in the Health Sector. This is a purely personal report, reflecting 

my own impressions of the meeting. This is of course not a formal record of the Executive Council 

meeting, and should not be considered as such. 

Minutes 

The minutes of the January Executive Council meeting were agreed, with minor corrections. The two 

areas that attracted debate were around the Amicus General Secretary election, and the 

construction workers’ disputes. 

One contentious issue here concerned the minuting of a resolution passed by the Previous Executive 

Council: ‘The Executive Council instructs the Joint General Secretaries to urgently take steps to 

correct and counter the attack in the Times and any similar attacks, on the union and on the Joint 

General Secretary for the Amicus Section. Furthermore it authorises support for the Joint General 

Secretary of the Amicus Section in relation to seeking retractions and corrections from the Times and 

any similar attacks’.  

Myself and another Executive Council member raised concerns that the minute did not accurately 

reflect the discussion that had taken place in January. I had asked at the January meeting for an 

assurance from each of the Joint General Secretaries that this resolution would not be used to take 

action against any member or employee of the union. My recollection is that both Joint General 

Secretaries gave this assurance in January (and I would not have been prepared to vote for the 

motion if they had not). 

The recollection of both the Joint General Secretaries was different. Derek Simpson said that no libel 

action would be taken but this did not preclude taking action as usual under employment law. No 

amendment to the minute was accepted.  

Another Executive Council member raised concerns over the wording and timing of a statement sent 

out regarding the Times article attacking the Union; it was not completely clear whether she meant 

the Executive Council statement sent out with ballot papers or the letter regarding the Times article 

that was sent out shortly before the ballot opened. Georgina Hirsch, Legal Services Director, stressed 

that the statement had been approved by the Executive Council in January. Joint General Secretary 

Derek Simpson, responding to the point about the timing of the document, said it was intended to 

have an effect on the election, and to neutralise the effect that the newspapers had already had. 

I asked Joint General Secretary Derek Simpson to confirm the accuracy of the information on his 

salary given to the January Executive Council, as this seemed to be at odds with the Union’s 

December 2007 financial returns to the Certification Officer. Derek confirmed that the information 

given to the Executive had been correct. 

There was also some debate around the construction workers’ dispute. Joint General Secretary 

Derek Simpson reported on some of the problems that had arisen on the recent Newark 

demonstration. He talked about many on the march chanting, ‘What do we want? Foreigners out’, 

led by elements that Unite wouldn’t want to be associated with. Derek stressed – quite rightly – that 



Unite’s aims had to be about fair access, not xenophobia, and that this was not about chanting racist 

slogans, excluding foreign workers, or providing arguments for the BNP.  

An Executive Council member representing construction workers agreed, disassociating himself from 

racism. He raised the possibility of a sector-specific protest (which had had a lot of support at a 

London-wide meeting of construction workers). 

Another Executive Council member (again representing construction) called for Unite to be doing 

everything we can to disassociate ourselves from the ‘British Jobs for British Workers’ slogan, and 

felt it hadn’t helped for one of the Joint General Secretaries to be photographed with Daily Star 

glamour models holding placards with this slogan. 

Tony Woodhouse, Chair of the Executive Council, reported a perception within the TUC that Unite’s 

policy was ‘British Jobs for British Workers’, and that he and others had had to be clear this was not 

the case, and that we supported fair access to jobs. He was pleased by reports of our people chasing 

off the BNP. 

Derek expressed frustration that people focused on the 1% that was wrong, rather than everything 

that was right. He was very critical of the media coverage of the disputes, that had characterised 

them as being illegal or about xenophobia. 

Finance and General Purposes Committee 

Steve Davison (Vice Chair of the Executive Council, former Chair of the Amicus NEC) proposed that 

Alastair Fraser should be removed from the Finance and General Purposes Committee and replaced 

with Glen Jackson. No reason was given. Alastair Fraser made it clear that he was not resigning.  I 

commented that I had no idea what was going on, and this should not nodded through with no 

explanation or rationale. After a brief discussion, it was agreed that the Amicus section of the 

Executive would meet to resolve this. 

The Amicus Section meeting took place on the second day of the Executive Council. Steve Davison 

gave two reasons for the proposals: firstly, that the GPM section believed that the GPMU Transfer of 

Engagements still applied and that this gave them an automatic seat on the FGPC; secondly, that 

Alastair had not supported Derek Simpson in the General Secretary election. This caused real 

disquiet amongst a considerable section of the Amicus Executive members, with many (including 

me) feeling that someone could not be removed from an elected body on the basis of who they had 

or had not supported in an election. After quite a lengthy debate, the proposal was dropped. 

Organising 

Tony Woodley raised an issue that had been brought before the executive before: that a group of 

Amicus Section organisers had been removed from the remit of the Organising Department. 

Although it had been agreed previously that they should be brought back, it had not been possible to 

progress this, or even to set up a meeting with the staff concerned. He said that his concerns were 

around transparency and accountability – it was difficult to know what these people were doing. He 

said that we had a national organising department and had to be clear about our priorities; without 

prioritisation we would be going nowhere. There was an odd game being played.  



Derek Simpson explained some of the difficulties of having people operate as organisers while at the 

same time integrating into a new structure, and that some of these people were getting an acting up 

allowance and effectively functioning as Full Time Officers. He said he was even more concerned. 

We had to have accountability, and it was difficult to pin people down sometimes.   

The consensus view was that this had to be resolved. 

Sharon Graham, Director of Organising, gave a detailed report on the organising agenda. Organising 

remains central to the work of the union. Sharon reported on current targets, including logistics 

(supply chain for big retailers), food processing, finance, and Japanese car plants. There continue to 

be real successes from our organising approach. Doug Collins reported briefly on the continuing 

‘100% campaign’, aimed at increasing union density in areas where we already have recognition.  

There is now a structured training programme in place, so newly appointed staff can hit the ground 

running. 

I raised an issue that has concerned me for some time (and that I have raised before). The Health 

sector has not featured in national organising targets. Informal feedback suggests that Health is 

rarely identified by Full Time Officers as a target at regional level in ‘100% campaign’ work. One issue 

might be that the notion of ‘100%’ as a target doesn’t fit in Health, where we are a minority union in 

most workplaces. I reported on my own experience when I have the opportunity to travel around 

the country and meet members that there is enormous potential to recruit and organise, while there 

are also important industrial issues that mean our reps desperately need support. I requested that a 

greater priority be given to the Health Sector. 

Another Executive Council member felt that Health could be a difficult area to organise – not 

impossible, but complex. We would need to target individual professions/occupations or areas. 

Joint General Secretary Derek Simpson said that ‘100%’ was the phrase, but we could expand it to 

mean maximising our membership.  The key thing was our ability to convince people about what the 

union is delivering. He believed no union was doing better in any sector than we were. 

Joint General Secretary Tony Woodley picked up on the points made about Health. He talked about 

a possible review of organising priorities, as the public sector remained a growth area (with the 

capacity for the union to build). He also stressed the need for every Officer of Unite to regard 

themselves as an organiser, and expressed opposition to Regional Secretaries ‘cherry picking’ easy 

targets in the 100% campaign. 

Political Report 

The political report was given by Charlie Whelan, Political Director. He noted that unemployment 

had just risen to 2.3 million – the highest since 1997. A lot of the work of the Political Department 

was around the credit crunch and its consequences. He welcomed Lindsay Hoyle’s Redundancy Bill, 

seeking to give improved payments to workers facing redundancy. This has now passed its second 

reading. He reported on a number of areas the Political department had taken up: Gordon Brown 

had met with construction workers in Dundee, Charlie Whelan wanted to thank MPs for their 

support for the third runway at Heathrow, Unite had written to MPs regarding privatisation of the 

Royal Mail, and Unite was lobbying the Government over support on short-time working. 



One Executive Council member, himself from a BME background, referred to a discussion about 

construction and ‘foreign workers’. He spoke very powerfully about the need to be careful in our use 

of language. He commented that fascists would see him as a ‘foreigner’ and beat him up on a dark 

night. 

I reported an issue that has been discussed several times on the Health Service National Committee. 

Unite delegates to the Labour Party National Policy Forum had voted in favour of social enterprise 

companies, despite clear union policy of opposition to social enterprises. This was a big issue in 

Health, as the Government was trying to move 250,000 NHS workers to social enterprise companies 

– this was happening now, and if the union did not respond this would lead to our national pay and 

conditions being smashed to pieces. The Chair of the Health Sector National Committee had written 

to Charlie Whelan several times requesting an explanation, and requesting his attendance at a 

Sector Committee meeting to explain. Unfortunately Charlie had overlooked the letters until the 

Committee Chair had asked for the matter to be brought before the Executive Council. Charlie’s 

response had indicated that it was another trade union that made policy on social enterprise 

companies, and that was why Unite delegates had voted the way they did. I asked what kind of a 

message this sent to our members, when we had a crystal clear policy of opposition to social 

enterprise companies determined by lay members, our NHS was being smashed and our members 

pay and conditions were being smashed – and the message from Unite was ‘Another union deals 

with that – sorry, we can’t do anything’. 

Charlie Whelan said that he had responded as soon as he had seen the letter. The Executive Council 

had endorsed the decisions. He would explain it more fully when he visited the Committee. 

For the record, I regard this as a completely unacceptable response. 

Political Conferences 

Charlie Whelan also reported on problems that had arisen in some political conferences. Under Rule 

6, retired members are ineligible to hold elected positions on the regional or national political 

committees. Two members who were ineligible had been elected to the national political 

committee. A total of seven ineligible members had been elected to regional political committees at 

the first four political conferences held. Charlie Whelan proposed that the relevant regional political 

committees should take steps to replace the ineligible members on the national political committee. 

The ineligible candidates who had been elected to regional political committees should be co-opted 

(without voting rights) onto the committees, but replaced by ‘the next eligible members’ in the 

ballot.  

Two Executive Council members from the North West were opposed to this, saying that that right up 

until the day before the conferences they had been told that retired members could stand. We 

should include people in this position up until the next political conferences. There was a wider 

unhappiness about the way conferences had been run, and about the proposed solution. An 

alternative was to re-run conferences. Others, however, felt that we should congratulate Charlie 

Whelan and the Political Department for the success of the conferences, with 200 delegates elected 

and only six or seven messed up. 



Tony Woodley felt that it was not possible to go outside the rule book. Derek Simpson felt that the 

formula reached was a practical way of doing things; also that it wasn’t in breach of Amicus rules 

and anyone who tried to challenge under Rule 6 would fail because Rule 6 was not yet in force. On a 

show of hands, the proposed solution was carried but with around 12 Executive Council members 

voting against, and several abstaining. 

A related issue was around the political conference in the South East. A remit (resolution) from the 

Shadow T&G Regional Committee called for the conference to be re-run. The remit highlighted that 

a significant number of members eligible to attend had not been notified, that there had been a 

breach of Rule 6 (allowing ineligible members to be elected), as well as other procedural problems. 

An Executive Council member from the South East spoke about the problems in detail, including the 

large number of members not invited at all. He related that the wife of a Prospective Parliamentary 

Candidate had said that she had joined the T&G to support her husband’s political career. It was 

dockers and passenger transport workers and the like who should be on our committees, not people 

like this. 

Charlie Whelan said this was just not true. He had spoken to the two Officers who had organised the 

conference, and they had confirmed that delegates were given adequate notice in writing and that 

Rule 6 had been applied.  

However, a second Executive Council member confirmed that he had not been invited to the 

conference himself, despite several phone calls with the officer concerned who had assured him he 

would be invited. Also Rule 6 had not been applied, and two ineligible members had been elected to 

the committee. The Officer should know that there had been problems – the report given to Charlie 

was wrong. He also picked up on a note from the Regional Secretary, that stated that the Amicus 

Regional Committee had discussed the subject and did not support sending the remit. Again, this 

was wrong. The Amicus Regional Council had not taken a view – they had felt it was a T&G remit and 

should go forward on that basis.  

A third Executive Council member confirmed that she hadn’t been invited to the conference, and 

hadn’t found out about it until four days after it had happened. 

Derek Simpson commented that this account was different to anything he’d heard before. It was 

agreed that the political conference in the South East would be re-run (after 1
st

 May, when the new 

rule book would apply). 

Finance 

Unsurprisingly Unite has been affected by the current recession. Unite’s assets are worth less than 

they were (applying both to stocks and shares, and to fixed assets such as property). An additional 

and significant problem is that rising unemployment is very likely to hit union membership.  Every 

union in the UK will face a similar situation. 

A detailed report on this was given by Ed Sabisky, Director of Finance. He described the situation as 

serious, but not a crisis. Unite had begun its life in a strong financial situation, and this was to our 

benefit now. There would be, however, some difficult financial decisions. 



In a long debate, Executive Council members asked about details of the report, and agreed on the 

need for Unite to live within its contribution income going forward. Informal debate prior to the 

meeting had been around a working group from the Executive Council looking at finances and any 

decisions that needed to be taken on prioritisation of spending. The eventual decision was that a 

sub-committee of the Finance and General Purposes Committee would look at this, the option 

favoured by both Joint General Secretaries. Any recommendations from this group will be brought 

before a full Executive Council meeting. 

International report 

Simon Dubbins, International Director, gave the international report. He stressed the need for a 

good turnout at the G20 demonstration. Trade unions were denied access to the G20 forum – 

although this was where crucial decisions would be taken that would impact on workers. 

He reported from the European TUC – every union had reported the same situation: an economic 

crisis of global proportions. The difference was that some countries had shock absorbers in place: for 

example, Germany was supporting its car industry and demand was picking up; the German 

government also gave financial support where short-time working was in place. 

Simon reported on the wider implications of the construction workers’ disputes – the questions that 

were being asked at European level about whether or not Unite was xenophobic. Unite had made a 

briefing available in a range of European languages, sent to all TU federations, making it absolutely 

clear that Unite was not involved in a xenophobic dispute. 

Simon also reported that Unite is now seeking to recruit and organise the European workers 

currently employed by sub-contractors at construction sites. The union was working with 

interpreters and union officials who spoke the relevant languages (e.g. Portuguese, Spanish, Italian) 

to take this forward. Italian workers had felt that the union had whipped up a dispute against them 

and felt intimidated – there was a long way to go in terms of organisation. (I was very pleased by this 

report. Trade unions are about internationalism, as a core principle. Unite has a responsibility to 

organise all construction workers in the UK, and to win fair pay and conditions for all workers, 

irrespective of their country of origin. Any drift into seeing overseas workers as the enemy plays into 

the hands of unscrupulous sub-contractors and the divide and rule tactics of the bosses – effectively 

helping them to undermine the national agreement in the industry). 

There was a brisk debate around issues related to this. The strong consensus was that we of course 

had to fight in defence of the national agreement, and for the rights of UK workers to have fair 

access to jobs. There was an equally strong consensus that this could not be on the basis of racism 

and xenophobia. An Executive Council member from construction reported that Unite is now 

recruiting significant numbers of Polish and Spanish workers at Staythorpe – a crucial step for us if 

we are to stop overseas workers being used to undermine established pay rates. An Executive 

Council member noted that every time we talk about ‘foreign workers’, there will be an Asian 

worker who thinks ‘That’s me’. We had to remember our Black members. 

Derek Simpson responded that he had never used the phrase ‘British Jobs for British Workers’ and 

he wasn’t aware of anyone in the Union who had.  



A wide ranging international report covered many other areas of Unite’s work, including our support 

for the Miami 5, and our support for Palestinians. 

Finance Sector Report 

Rob McGregor, National Officer for Finance, gave an excellent report on the banking crisis and its 

implications for our members in banking and insurance. Unite organises workers in the finance 

sector. They’re not all ‘greedy bankers’ - in fact they earn, on average, around £15,000 a year. One 

of the real industrial problems they are now facing is that members of the public come into banks 

and abuse staff, somehow believing that they’re all greedy fat cats, and that they’re all responsible 

for the catastrophic recession. 

Rob reported on the massive job losses now taking place in the sector. He also gave us a reminder of 

just how much of our money has been poured into bailing out the banks (with a view to nationalising 

the debt and re-privatising the profit). The real City fat cats want to get back to ‘business as usual’ as 

soon as they can, and the Government is happy to support them. There is, of course, no trade union 

representation in the FSA, the agency that pretends to regulate financial services in the UK. 

The public money spent on ‘capitalising’ the banks now stands at an astonishing £900 billion. This 

compares with only £82 billion in total spent on education - schools, colleges and universities. 

Industrial Reports 

Joint General Secretary Tony Woodley reported on the work being done by Unite over 

manufacturing, especially car manufacturing and components. He was very critical of the 

Government for offering minimal support to manufacturing companies. Even MPs with 

manufacturing plants in their constituencies weren’t doing enough. The LDV van plant was close to 

collapse, with massive job losses if this happened. BMW had turned round and sacked 850 workers 

without notice . We were dealing with a Government that was ‘allowing market forces to rule OK’. 

The Government said it was concerned and listening, but he had come to the view they were lying. 

The dogma of market forces predominated. 

Tony Woodley went on to say it was time to get our members on the streets, and raised the 

possibility of a mass demonstration in the West Midlands in defence of manufacturing. 

Derek Simpson spoke in the same vein. He said the Government was more interested in serving the 

banks than people who worked in them, or people generally. It was the same in manufacturing. They 

weren’t listening, and we were being ignored. We had a neo-liberal New Labour government. We 

needed a mass movement, of us as senior trade unionists. 

Many speakers talked about problems in their own industrial speakers. Worryingly, car workers are 

now feeling under pressure to accept worse pay and longer working hours in exchange for jobs. One 

Executive Council member said this was now the only game in town. 

I gave a detailed report on ‘Transforming Community Services’ and the impact this will have on 

primary care in the English NHS. I am genuinely concerned that Unite is doing virtually nothing while 

the 80% of the NHS that is in the community is simply destroyed. I stressed that the NHS was 

heading for a crisis just as severe as that affecting car plants, manufacturing or finance – but with the 

difference that that this was not due to the recession, but was deliberate Government policy. The 

Government now boasted that the principles behind the NHS were ‘choice’ and ‘competition’. We 

had ¼ million NHS workers being outsourced. The latest requirement for NHS employers was that 



they had to create a market in health by developing and supporting and fostering non-NHS providers 

until they were ‘business ready’ and ready to grab NHS jobs and services. This wasn’t a free market 

but a fake market, driven by the dogma of market forces that Derek and Tony had talked about. 

I went on to talk about the way in which ‘Transforming Community Services’ will deliberately strip 

80% of NHS services (health visiting, district nursing and so on) out of the NHS altogether; that we 

were losing. If the union did not respond vigorously, it would be too late – for our members, for 

national pay and conditions, for pensions, and for our ability to organise as we moved from a 

national NHS to hundreds or thousands of small business providing health care with no requirement 

even that they recognised trade unions. And all of these things being a stepping stone to a health 

service run by big business, with every one of our members paying the price for the loss of the NHS. 

In a year from now it would be too late to reverse the damage. 

I expressed strong disappointment that the high profile campaign in defence of the NHS – agreed by 

the Health Sector National Committee - seemed to have become regional training days and guidance 

for reps. We could not stop a carefully coordinated and ideologically driven national attack on the 

NHS with regional training days for reps – we needed a coordinated national industrial and political 

response. We had a serious situation in health where things hung in the balance – this was an area 

with enormous potential to recruit if we got it right, but a strong likelihood of losing our 

membership and organisation if we did not. The operational conclusion was that we desperately 

needed the campaign that had been promised to the Health Sector National Committee. 

I also said we had heard from sector after sector where our members were being battered, and issue 

after issue where the Government was treating us with contempt. Maybe it was time to explore 

ways of mobilising the whole union, building real unity and using the strength we had as the biggest 

UK union. Possibly the demonstration could be a demonstration for all our activists – under the 

theme of ‘Defend Jobs, Defend Services’. 

Frank Wood, the other Executive Council member for Health, agreed on just how serious an attack 

‘Transforming Community Services’ was. He said that the joint trade union guidance was like a 

doctor giving a sick patient a leaflet on funeral arrangements. The Government was outsourcing 

viable cost-effective services to the private sector – for no reason other than a desire to transfer 

them to the private sector. He supported a demonstration, but this couldn’t be the end of things. 

Unite was well placed to build local community campaigns too. 

Frank also reported on current threats to the career structure of healthcare scientists, with 

‘Modernising Scientific Careers’ set to drive a bulldozer through the career structure. Unite had put 

in a robust response to proposals. 

Both Joint General Secretaries responded to points raised about Health. Derek Simpson said the 

Union was against the privatisation and run down of any service. Unite would do things that were 

appropriate and would be guided by the National Committee. 

Tony Woodley said that the General Secretaries might have expertise in different areas, but there 

should be no sense of no support. We were trying to work with other NHS unions, and with other 

public sector unions (for example, PCS on the Welfare Reform Bill). National sectors and national 

committees had to lead the charge on this. 

Another Executive Council member said that it was a disgrace to say we needed a national campaign 

in the public sector as we already had a national campaign. Our two General Secretaries travelled up 



and down the country defending public services and had given a commitment at Labour Party 

Conference. 

An Executive Council member from local government talked about the way pressure on the NHS 

affected social care services, and about the forecast of 10,000 job cuts in local government.  

The same Executive Council member went on to talk about the tragic death of Alan Walter, Chair of 

Defend Council Housing, who had died recently. Alan’s death would have a devastating effect on his 

friends and family, and all the people who had known him. The work Alan had done in Defend 

Council Housing couldn’t be underestimated. We had to redouble our efforts to maintain that 

campaign. 

Amicus Section General Secretary Election 

Executive Council members were circulated with a written report from John Gibbins, Returning 

Officer, on the first day of the Executive Council. The written report showed that the Election 

Commissioner had rejected all the complaints that he had received. Kevin Coyne had complained 

about a sector-specific letter from Derek Simpson to all members, viewing this as an inappropriate 

use of union resources. Eighteen similar complaints had been received. John Gibbins’ 

recommendation was that the Executive Council respond to members’ complaints in line with the 

response of the Election Commissioner. 

Kevin Coyne had also complained that the Executive Council statement sent out with ballot papers 

amounted to a second election address for Derek Simpson.  Jerry Hicks had complained about 

breaches of Rule 28(5) and 28(6), and of a breach of the Trade Union and Labour Relations 

(Consolidation) Act. Again, the complaints had not been upheld by the Election Commissioner. 

Complaints alleging breaches of the Data Protection Act were being investigated. 

John Gibbins had ruled that ballot envelopes would not be opened until the count, and that 

candidates would be able to attend the count. 

The report contained copies of some of the correspondence and emails that were relevant to the 

complaints. It was apparent that an exchange of emails between John Gibbins and Jerry Hicks had 

taken place while the January Executive Council was meeting, although this had not been reported 

to the Executive.  

John Gibbins gave a verbal report on what he described as a high profile election. He said that Jerry 

Hicks’ election address had been handed in at the last moment, and as consequence he wasn’t able 

to read it until proof reading stage. He had taken advice on the election address, and had been 

advised it was defamatory. Jerry had then submitted an amended version. John was advised this was 

still defamatory and had to take a decision on which election address to use. He had decided that as 

the original address had come in time, this was the one to publish. 

There was a brief debate on the election process. I had looked at John Gibbins’ written report in 

detail, and raised concerns that important information had not been shared with the Executive 

Council during our January meeting. Jerry had submitted his election address the day before the 

three day Executive meeting. At John’s request, he had amended the election address and sent it to 



John on Day 1 of the Executive Council meeting. John had replied that it was still defamatory. John 

had taken a decision to use the first election address not the revised election address. The decision 

to use this was the Union’s, not Jerry’s. None of this correspondence was shared with the Executive 

Council, which – at the end of the following day, Day 2 of the Executive – was asked to approve a 

document to go out with ballot papers stating that Jerry’s election address made untrue and 

misleading statements. The discussion had been sprung upon us without warning. There would have 

been time for the paperwork to be collated, and for us to have the informed and careful debate that 

should have taken place.  

I went on to note that in his revised statement, Jerry had removed the allegation that Derek Simpson 

had acted illegally; had removed the allegation that Derek had misled the Executive; and had 

amended his statement on Derek’s salary to read ‘salary and benefits’ (with our own AR21 returns 

suggesting Jerry’s estimate to be a conservative one). So these things that the Executive Council was 

told had to be refuted, Jerry had already removed – and we had said, ‘No, we’re not going to let 

you’. I stated my view that – as correspondence and information had not been shared with the 

Executive Council in January - I did not believe we had been given a full or accurate picture of what 

had happened. 

I went on to express surprise at the unusually large amount of correspondence received in the run 

up to the election, and asked about the cost of the letter to all members. We didn’t know at this 

stage whether complaints would go to the Certification Officer. I argued that – since the new term of 

office did not begin until December – we should hold off endorsing the election results until the next 

meeting and should not simply dismiss the complaints until we knew where we stood and had taken 

detailed legal advice. 

A second Executive Council member noted that Jerry had also amended an allegation about Derek’s 

housing. He said that the January Executive Council had not had legal advice as to why the second 

statement was defamatory; we should have had that advice. He asked if the letters that went out 

were an attempt to influence the election. Derek responded vigorously, suggesting he had been 

talking about a different letter the day before. A slightly confusing exchange took place about which 

letter or letters were being talked about. The Executive Council member noted the suggestion in the 

report that union leaderships were not constrained from expressing support for particular 

candidates, and said the complaints raised a host of issues. He agreed with my proposal that this 

should be left on the table. 

A third Executive Council member asked for clarification of the Union’s support for a particular 

candidate.  

Director of Legal Services Georgina Hirsch responded to these points. She stressed that the January 

Executive had authorised the response to the Times article, and that one of the Executive Council 

members seemed to have misunderstood it. The Executive had also agreed to respond to ‘like 

attacks’ and had therefore responded to numerous other attacks. She suggested that deferring 

approval of the outcome would reignite things such as the Times article, and that people couldn’t 

overturn an election just because they didn’t like the outcome. The Executive had seen and 

approved the exact wording of the statement to go out with election addresses. We could say Jerry 

was so good because he took this out and that out, but it would not have been right to allow him to 

rethink his statement and let him choose between them. 



I asked again about the cost of the sector-specific letter to all members. Joint General Secretary 

Derek Simpson said he had no idea. I asked how much a mailing to all members would normally cost, 

but did not gain a reply. 

On a vote, the Returning Officer’s report was overwhelmingly endorsed, with three Executive 

Council members voting against. Joint General Secretary Derek Simpson said that the formula we 

had used was about defending the rulebook, and that people who wanted to continue the argument 

were not acting in the interests of the Union. 

Education 

Jim Mowatt, Director of Education, gave a report on this (supported by members of the Education 

Sub-committee). Work is progressing on integrating and overhauling Education across the union. 

While there will be a greater degree of centralisation, the intention is that it will be possible to tailor 

courses to meet the needs of particular regions or sectors. A new role of Education Organiser is 

being created(different to the existing Regional Education Development Organisers, although REDOs 

will be able to apply for the new posts). There was some concern expressed by Executive Council 

members about the move towards increased centralisation. The intention is to use experienced lay 

reps where possible as sessional tutors. 

Construction Blacklist; Mass Demonstration 

An Executive Council member highlighted the appalling case that had recently come to light of 3000 

construction workers being blacklisted, many of them for trade union activity. Others contributed to 

the debate. Director of Legal Services Georgina Hirsch said we would be supporting individual 

tribunal cases for our members, both against Ian Kerr (who had collated the blacklist) and against 

individual companies. There was no need for us to take action directly against Ian Kerr as the 

Information Commissioner was already doing this. She stressed that the Government could bring in 

the banning of blacklists just through regulation – there was no need for new legislation. 

Another Executive Council member for Construction raised the possibility of a demonstration for the 

use of direct labour at the Olympic site. This led to a wider discussion about the need to start 

mobilising our members across the Union. Joint General Secretary Derek Simpson said we might as a 

union think about having one or a whole series of mass demonstrations, and we’d need to talk to 

our National Industrial Committees. Joint General Secretary Tony Woodley proposed that the 

demonstration in Birmingham (raised earlier in the meeting) might become a focus for public 

services, construction, car workers... This was something we could think about. 

Equalities 

Equalities leads Diana Holland and Siobhan Endean gave an update on work around equalities. The 

Union is providing training courses for Equalities Reps, and we will be stepping up our campaign for 

an Equality Bill. Diana talked about her own concerns (also flagged up to her by members) that the 

construction disputes have led to racism spilling over into the workplace. Newspaper headlines were 

starting to talk about the ‘recession madness of illegal immigrants’ and claiming that ‘equal pay is a 

step too far in a recession’. We couldn’t accept holding back on equalities because there was a 

recession. Siobhan highlighted the impact of the recession on women agency workers. Women go 

on maternity leave but then don’t have a job to come back to. 



Joint General Secretary Tony Woodley talked about the need to go beyond saying ‘We put equalities 

at the heart of everything we do’. We had to change our own discriminatory practice that sees a 

small number of women and Black officers, and the rest of us passing the buck and saying ‘They’ll do 

equalities’. We also had to make sure that our organising agenda included equalities. We could win 

more easily on equalities in better organised workplaces with more workers in the union. 

A wide ranging debate touched on a number of areas. I praised the Union’s work in standing up to 

the BNP, and an Executive Council member from Scotland reported on how the Scottish TUC had 

knocked back BNP attempts to organise around St Andrews Day by making the day a celebration of 

cultural diversity and anti-racism. The debate also touched on the need to look at being more 

flexible in our inclusion of disabled workers in Union structures, on apprenticeships in the print 

industry, and on financial support for the Abortion Rights campaign. 

Disciplinary Proposals 

The Executive had been circulated on Day 1 of the meeting with written guidance on disciplinary 

proceedings against Unite members. Informal discussions amongst Executive Council members had 

shown significant concern regarding this document. Executive Council Chair Tony Woodhouse 

suggested that it was appropriate to postpone discussion of this, and to invite comments from 

Executive Council members.  An Executive Council member asked for these comments to be collated 

and distributed to Executive Council members.  

I welcomed the Chair’s proposal to defer discussion of the disciplinary guidance, but noted that 

Derek Simpson had made comments on the first day of the meeting that raised the possibility of 

disciplinary action against candidates in the Amicus General Secretary election. I said that whichever 

side of the debate people were on, disciplinaries would raise important issues that needed to be 

considered. I added that it would be helpful if both Joint General Secretaries could make a 

commitment that any such action would come back to the Executive first.  

Chair Tony Woodhouse said that the Executive Council would be involved as necessary. Joint General 

Secretary Derek Simpson said that there would be no disciplinary action for standing in the election 

but he wouldn’t exclude disciplinary action for other reasons unrelated to the election. I responded, 

saying that Derek had confirmed my concerns. If there were plans for any action to be taken against 

any of those candidates, whatever the alleged reason, it would be helpful for the proposals to be 

brought back to this Executive meeting before the close of business. 

A second Executive Council member disagreed, saying that this was a matter for the General 

secretaries as they were the management of the Union. Chair Tony Woodhouse distanced himself 

from this view, and said again that the Executive Council would be involved as needed.  

(Since the Executive meeting, Kevin Coyne – one of the candidates in the General Secretary 

election – has been suspended, along with two other employees of the Union). 

Legal Report 

Director of Legal Services Georgina Hirsch gave the legal report. She highlighted a number of cases. 

There has been a significant setback in the Court of Session, overturning previous union victories on 



holiday pay for offshore oil workers. Unite will be appealing (probably via the European Court of 

Justice). 

Unite had sought damages for a deceased lift worker, who had been found dead at the bottom of a 

lift shaft. Our case had lost, and the Union now faced a bill for £144,000 legal costs from the 

member’s employer. We should nevertheless be proud that we had tried to help the family of the 

individual concerned. 

The Danish Government had paid damages to some workers who had developed breast cancer after 

working night shifts. The HSE is making its own assessment, but Unite has asked a legal firm to 

review the possibility that we might win damages for our own members in this situation. 

A number of other areas were touched on verbally or in the written report: including allegations of 

serious misconduct against a rep, the need to take up disability discrimination claims in a timely 

manner to protect members’ interests, and the ongoing complexities around equal pay issues in 

local government . 

Remits/Resolutions 

A large number of remits were approved, most of these being moved and seconded formally. These 

included items on the Welfare Reform Bill, pressing the Government for better support for workers 

facing redundancy, support for asylum seekers, and adequate risk assessment around the scrapping 

of ex-naval vessels. Finance sector motions will be taken back to the sector committee and brought 

back if necessary. Wider issues around the eligibility of unemployed members will need to be looked 

at. 

Constitutional Committees 

The January Executive had approved an exceptionally tight timetable for Regional Secretaries to 

produce detailed proposals for constitutional committees, working with National Officers around 

Regioanl Industrial Sector Committee arrangements. There was (and there remains) a requirement 

for lay consultation with Regional Councils and the Chairs and Executive Council members of sectors. 

Tony Woodley reported that in the event only two Regions had responded with plans; there was a 

lot more work to do; he hoped for proposals to be finalised by the end of April. A clear commitment 

was given that proposals would be brought back to the Executive Council. 
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