Wed 4 Nov 2009

For Immediate Release:

Meeting with President McAleese “a celebration of 50 years of Struggle and Achievement”

Congress today (November 4) warmly welcomed the decision of President McAleese to meet with the Congress Joint Women’s Committee on the occasion of its 50th Anniversary. 

The meeting took place today at 2.30pm at Aras an Uachtaran, at the invite to President McAleese. Current and former members of the Congress Joint Women’s Committee were in attendance. 

Speaking in advance, Patricia McKeown, a former president of Congress and the organiser of today’s meeting said: “We are delighted that President McAleese has invited us to celebrate with her 50 years of struggle and achievement, on the part of the members of the Women’s Committee, past and present. 

“The Joint ICTU Women’s Committee was established in 1959 at the formation of the modern Irish Congress of Trade Unions. The proposition creating it was moved by Kay Fallon (later Geraghty) of the Workers Union of Ireland and Betty Sinclair, Secretary of the Belfast and District Trade Union Council.  It established sections in both the North and South.

“Women were active members of Irish trade union movement from its foundation over one hundred years earlier but they were in large measure absent from its decision-making structures and from positions of power and influence. 

“The mission of the Congress Joint Women’s Committee was to change the trade union agenda to reflect the concerns of women at work, in their unions and in society as a whole. The challenge was to tackle the all pervasive discrimination faced by women across Ireland, North and South.  The path was to be a long and difficult and women are still traveling it.”

Patricia McKeown pointed out that at the start of the Troubles the Northern Ireland section of the Congress Women’s Committee had fallen into abeyance as travelling at night to meetings had become a difficult and dangerous enterprise.  

However by 1975, Inez McCormack and Frances Maguire proposed its resurrection at the Annual NIC-ICTU conference.  A new and radical section in the North was thus born to coincide with a growing women’s radicalism in the Republic where women campaigned for equal pay and founded the far reaching campaign ‘A Woman’s Place is in Her Union.’

By the early 80’s The Joint Women’s Committee had produced the most radical agenda which, after overcoming resistance, became the first Congress Equality Programme.  Although everyone played their role, notable names from the period include May O’Brien, May Clifford, Anne Speed, Padraigin Ni Mhurchu, Therese Moriarty, Roisin Byrne, Noirin Green, Maureen Ganley, Janet Hughes, Gay Cunningham in the Republic and Linda Edgerton, Inez McCormack, Francis Maguire, Patricia McKeown, Bronagh Hinds, Lily Kerr, and Naomi Wayne in the North. 

The positive action measure calling for reserved seats on the Congress Executive and the Northern Ireland Committee created bitter tensions but was eventually won. The Joint Women’s Committee went on to produce from its ranks the first woman President of ICTU, Inez McCormack and the outgoing President Patricia McKeown, both UNISON.  Rosheen Callendar, SIPTU become one of the first women Vice Presidents. Other women members became senior officials of their unions, members and office bearers of the ICTU Executive and the Northern Ireland Committee, leaders in the Labour Court and leaders of NGOs in both jurisdictions.    

Successive Congress conferences adopted new policies on low pay, equal pay, minimum wage, childcare, women’s rights and violence against women.  These and other key issues became mainstream and made their way on to the bargaining agenda and into negotiations with Governments in both jurisdictions.

Today, the Joint Women’s Committee challenges on both the domestic and international front on behalf of all women.  Our work through the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has influenced the UN Committee’s comments on the need for the both Irish and UK Governments to renew their efforts to eliminate discrimination.   

As the recession impacts strongly on women, not only in Ireland but across the globe, the work of the Joint Women’s Committee once again becomes centre stage. 

Today the Joint Women’s Committee is chaired by Clare Treacy of the Irish Nurses Organisation (INO) and Taryn Trainor of Unite.
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