TUC Disability conference 20rd -21th May 2009
The TUC Disability Conference was attended by 30 Unions, 191 delegates and 28 visitors.
Conference was opened with a reminder from the TUC Disability Committee on the importance of using preferred language. Unfortunately, there were still motions for this year's conference where the language doesn't conform to the social model.  It is a matter of respect and the Committee gave a strong warning that if this happens next year the motions may not be allowed on the agenda.

On Wednesday morning Jonathan Shaw, MP.  Minister for Disabled People and parliamentary Undersecretary in the Department of Works and Pensions where he has responsibility for disability addressed conference. He announced the doubling of the Access to Work budget over the next five years and this year he said there will be an additional £8 million to help disabled people into work and stay in work during this economic down turn. This was greeted with much apprehension because even taking the government's own figures this is a drop in the ocean to what actually is needed.  The current Access to Work budget is about £60 million a year and DWP claim this assists over 24,000 people to get into work.  So, if they double the budget another 24,000 people they may be able to help, but look at proposed increase in Access to Work funding will offer less than one per cent of those on incapacity benefit support getting back to work. 

 It was discussed that this recession struck when it seemed good progress was finally being made on equality policies and as usual recession will be a greater threat to disabled people, especially given James Purnell's nasty plans contained within the Welfare Bill that puts sanctions on benefit claims and gives no adequate consideration of the barriers that disabled people face looking for and keeping work.  Proposing that people should work for their benefit, people will be earning approximately £1.70 an hour for a 40 hour week.   
TUC deputy General Secretary, Francis O'Grady also addressed the conference on Wednesday. She highlighted that the Unions have raised awareness of hate crimes against disabled people in a way that politicians and the public simply can no longer ignore. Unions have also influenced the shape of the equality bill and as inequality in Britain now stands at record levels this is a major step forward.  Our task is made even tougher, of course, by the government's reckless welfare reform agenda. However there are some successes as we have managed to successfully oppose the introduction of the so called 'availability for work rules’, the third time in a row we have managed to defeat those proposals, 
Francis O’Grady stated that by this time next year, it is likely that by the measure unemployment will have surged past that totemic mark, a human tragedy on epic scale.  As with previous recessions and spikes in joblessness, we know it is disabled workers who are likely to find themselves on the front line. 
 KatherineCasserli who is a barrister at Cloisters chambers, she was formally a senior legal advisor at the Disability Rights Commission addressed conference.
The Equality Bill was the main topic of her contribution and she pointed out that there are some positives about the Bill.  In the context of disability, it does introduce the concept of direct discrimination across the board and not just limited to employment.  It's also allegedly made it easier to claim reasonable adjustments in goods and services. It is worth noting that the Tories voted against the equality bill. When asked if  the Equality Duty applied to Network Rail or the Train Operating Companies in her view? The reply was vague as she said that whether or not they are performing functions of a public nature, to be honest is going to depend... she had advised on particular organisations as to whether or not they are likely to fall within it and some that you think would obviously be a public authority actually when you scrape below the surface and see how they are constructed and what their functions are not necessarily;   other s may be.  It would depend entirely on what the route of their powers is, the powers they exercise and funding from government.  A really detailed look at what their functions were and where they got, their powers from would be needed but she said she did not know enough about them.

 Motion 11 Disability Discrimination Act moved by TSSA.  And seconded by Connect was supported unanimously as was Motion 12 on the Malcolm case which had an amendment from TSSA in it.
On Thursday there was an informal session with Phil Davies the national secretary for manufacturing for GMB, Richard Exell, TUC Senior Policy Officer and, Siobhan Endean, head of equalities for Unite.  
All the speakers spoke on disability issues and were very happy to take questions.

The motion that was selected to go to the main TUC conference was Motion three “Discrimination in the recession and Welfare reform”

The conference was very enjoyable and informative.

Report by Pauline McArdle 
