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I am delighted to be here today to start proceedings for this vital event for our movement.
In the year since we were last here, much has changed and little of that change has been positive.

In the Republic of Ireland, we have had the hopes raised by the massive and inspiring rally in February dashed by a cruel and unnecessary series of events, culminating in the most regressive budget anyone can remember.

I assume that there are few citizens alive who remember Earnest Blythe cutting pensions in the 1920s, but all in this room will remember for a very long time the campaign of vilification, disinformation and subjugation which working people were subjected to by the coalition in the Dail and their propagandists in the press.

In Northern Ireland, the years of painstaking labour and the passionate debates and real compromises which should have resulted in a Bill of Rights fit for all of the people have been stalled by a shocking act of cowardice, this time by the Secretary of State, Shaun Woodward.

The consultation document published by the Secretary of State’s office, is not, in the view of the trade union movement, a genuine attempt at engagement or consultation on what should be included in a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland.  It stops substantially short of what is required and amounts to a breach of the spirit of the Good Friday Agreement.

The two substantive rights put forward by the Secretary of State, the right to vote/be elected and the right to identify oneself as British, Irish or both, while welcome, are in no way reflective of the extent of the rights that the people of Northern Ireland demand to see in their Bill of Rights. 

The recommendations made by the Secretary of State clearly ignore the views of the majority of people in Northern Ireland, who over the course of the past ten years have made it very clear, in an overwhelming number of consultation submissions, surveys and opinion polls that they demand that their Bill of Rights be strong and inclusive and have enforceable social and economic rights at its core.

We are in an election cycle. There could be limited time for this Labour government to make a real mark on economic and social progress in Northern Ireland. A meaningful and comprehensive Bill of Rights would be a real and lasting legacy from this government to the people of Northern Ireland. 

The Secretary of State should ignore the nay-sayers and those who try to sectarianise something as vital as human rights, and live up to the ambition of his predecessors who confronted injustice, not conspired with it.

A similar injustice is carried out to children under the regime of academic selection. At 11 years old they are divided not by ability, as the boosters for grammar schools claim, but effectively by class.

Perhaps it is a lesson in life for the little ones. Perhaps the social Darwinists and economic determinists are right when they say that all life is a series of clashes and competitions. We in this movement argue that they cannot be right, because if they are, then there can be little hope for a fairer and more equal planet.  

These divisions are not arbitrary. Some are accidents of birth, but their enforcement is necessary for the system of capitalism which anyone with eyes and a brain can see has collapsed with the share price of Lehman Brothers, Anglo-Irish Bank and Northern Rock.
And yet the lads are still getting their bonuses. They are being leveraged out of any pain by bailouts and NAMAs and the worst type of nationalisation known to justice.

We own these monstrous financial bear-pits and yet we have no say in what they do, who they lend to, or what they pay their macho traders and derivatives specialists.
They have not suffered. Not even suffered enough. They have not suffered at all.

Let us puncture one myth. This is not a middle-class recession. The cuts in wages and the redundant jobs are not the province of the middle class. Have some suffered? Of course, especially those stuck with negative equity, but the real burden has fallen, as usual, on the poorest and least insulated.

The private sector jobs which have gone are concentrated in construction, manufacturing and services, especially retail. These are not traditional middle class dominated sectors.

In the public sector, the pension levy and wage cuts and recruitment freezes are felt most heavily on those at the bottom of the pyramid, who tend to be women public servants, and least of all on the most senior public servants, who tend to be male.
The vast majority of public service workers in Health, Education and the lower echelons of the civil service are women. This is true on both sides of the border. These are the very workers who are least insulated against the privations which they are now expected to endure for the good of the country, we are constantly lectured.

The lectures come from the very economists who made their names and fortunes cheer-leading the property bubble, and the hacks who wrote love letters to the madness of the housing mania. Seeing their smug faces on RTE and the BBC and UTV was a regular sight during the mass delusion we called the boom. The faces we tended not to see were those who reflected the facts of what was a low-wage economy. 

These low wages were disguised by the free flow of credit and the importation of cheap consumer trinkets from China and Vietnam, and further disguised by reduced income tax, but the fact remained that wages in both parts of Ireland were, by the standards of modern European economies, very low.

Now that the credit has vanished and the levies have kicked in and the wage cuts are biting, the low paid still have a low profile, compared with the same hack economists and the same hack journalists.

On the odd occasion when the poor and the badly paid are allowed on screen, such as when Vincent Browne let a room full of decent people from Dublin’s south inner city respond to last December’s budget, the most Stephen Collins of The Irish Times could muster was to scold them for their “bad manners” towards that nice lady from ISME who lectured the most deprived citizens in the state on how to spend their reduced benefits.

One of the women on that programme told Vincent Browne that the budget represented “a declaration of war on working people.” Well, standing in Belfast I am reluctant to use such martial metaphors, but it was hard to disagree with her anger. However, she could have added, that this was a war on working women.

There is a similar ratio at work among well-paid economic pundits and the class of people who get to sit on the panel and not in the audience. It is the ratio which is the single most revealing fact of power on this island.

13% of the 166 TDs in the Dail are women. 8% of the boards of public limited companies are women. But more Irish women have completed secondary education than Irish men, and 60% of university graduates across Europe are women.

Having a right-wing woman parroting the line for ISME is not balance – it is not even tokenism. Having a Stormont minister for Trade and Enterprise who is a woman really makes little difference unless she is prepared to listen to voices beyond the usual chorus of male fellow ministers, male senior officials and male business leaders.
What the handful of senior women politicians ought not do is to look at their achievements and assume that any woman can copy their route to success. They had good educations, families with politics in their veins, flexible childcare arrangements and some of that most precious commodity for a politician, luck.

That is not the case for the vast majority of women who are instead expected to vote and end their participation at that point.    

What separates the women from the boys who win most of the prizes is not education, or ability, or competence. 

What separates women from playing a full role in public life and private boardrooms are a series of barriers, marked by cronyism and class and that least tangible and most inflexible of blockades to equality and mutual progress – tradition. It is the lazy thinking which upholds Business as Usual, which determines who will serve and who will eat.
We can start by rejecting the artificial divisions which are sent to plague us. A worker is a worker is a worker, regardless of gender or sector, and we are being challenged every day to reach out to all workers that their best protector and most reliable circle of friends is the trade union movement.

That, comrades, is our challenge. It can be challenged culturally; it can be addressed politically; it can be legislated against; it can be faced down through legal enforcement; it must be schooled out of our backward mindsets so all can live and breathe in a society which attains to the best of our common aspirations.    
If we can’t find it in ourselves to fix this mess, this system which ensures that the poor must subsidise the rich, then we are failing the first test of any meaningful commitment to making this society more equal, more tolerant and with genuine career opportunities for all who have the talent and drive to improve the quality of their lives and the prospects of all of our children.

I commend the work you have all done in the tougher environment since the last women’s conference. We all have tougher times and harder work ahead. But I firmly believe that the shared humanity and collective strength of our movement will see us emerging from this trial stronger and more cohesive than ever. 

Thanks for listening and I hope you have a fruitful and stimulating conference.
