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President’s Address – Don Ryan
Vice-President and Colleagues

This the seventh occasion in the past forty years that our Annual Congress has been held in Cork and it is a great honour for me as President to welcome you to Congress 2009 in the Rebel County.

I would like to thank our members who represent the union at all levels for the tremendous voluntary effort they give on behalf of the Union. I want to thank all those who helped in the organisation and participated in the various demonstrations against the education cuts and to those who participated in the demonstration on 6th February against the so-called pension levy. I want to pay a particular tribute to those branches who are working so diligently to protect the jobs of our vulnerable part-time members. 

Recruitment/Re-invigoration of the Union

Delegates, you asked us at last year’s Congress to conduct a nationwide recruitment campaign and we now have over 14,500 members represented at this Congress by almost 450 delegates. The Teachers’ Union of Ireland is bigger than ever - it is our business to ensure that it is more effective. Many of our branches work extremely effectively and do great work for their members. A concerted campaign to invigorate branches will commence this autumn. Its aim will be to provide high-quality training to representatives at centre and branch level. We must encourage and empower young members to become active at all levels of the union. 

Teacher Federation and inter-union cooperation

Special Congress held last autumn decided to proceed with greater teacher union co-operation through a federation of the four teacher unions. Our collective decision has brought together over 60,000 teachers and lecturers and I can assure you that the engagements amongst the teacher unions over the last nine months have been very positive and productive. This is an agenda that must be continued. 

It is clear that any reliance on other unions, never-mind the ICTU itself, is foolhardy. The leadership given by some public service unions during the recent campaign against the pay levy was uninspiring, at best. The failure of public service unions to find common ground is not new. This failure has been of major assistance to employer bodies and sections of the media in their campaign against the public sector and has culminated in the recent outrageous attacks on the public service by IBEC and others. They have been assisted by opportunists in the media. 

The strong and unified alliance of public sector unions that is so desperately needed to defend all workers in the public service is more mythical than real. This is why teacher federation is so important. We cannot rely on others if we are going to make any significant defence against the dismantling of our education system and the destruction of our pay and conditions. We must continue to cultivate the common ground that exists naturally amongst the teacher unions in order to make a real fight of it.  
ICTU and Partnership

We cannot lose any more of our autonomy. It’s debatable whether the national partnership agreements were good or bad for the country. One thing is clear: the recent partnerships agreements have been no good for the public service, and no good for public service trade unions in particular. 

Partnership died on 3rd February when the government walked out of the partnership talks and taxed public service workers for the second time in two months. And the ICTU was unable to do anything about it. The discussions have started again but I am quite sceptical. I remain to be convinced that the ICTU retains the capacity and the willingness to fully and vigorously protect our members and other public sector workers. I don’t believe we can have any confidence in the ICTU doing anything about restoring the 3.5% pay rise taken away from us, the levies imposed on us, or defending the education system.

This does not mean, though, that we walk away from our affiliation, through the ICTU, with other unions. That’s what our antagonists would like, those who want to see the trade union movement fragment and lose its effectiveness. We must create a new alliance within the ICTU with the other teacher unions in particular and shake up the ICTU from the inside to get it to do what it has failed to do – deliver for teachers, the education system and public services in general.  
The Pay Cuts 

This Congress takes place against the background of government decisions to impose penal cuts on the education system and levies on public sector workers.  

We have always signalled our willingness to pay our fair share in order to assist the economic recovery of the country and to ensure that essential services are maintained. We oppose the so-called pension levy because it lacks balance and fairness, and it scapegoats public servants. Meanwhile, no commensurate contribution has been sought from other sectors of society. The government claims to pursue a policy of demanding most from those who can pay most but there is no evidence of this. Thousands of professionals in the private sector and profitable private sector companies are paying only a fraction of the burden imposed on the easy-to-hit public sector. 

The budget decisions of last week did nothing to redress the situation; instead further pain was inflicted on low and middle-income earners in the public service. Since January a teacher on a salary of €60,000 is paying an additional €8000 per annum by way of the 2% pay levy, increased health levy, and the so-called pension levy. This is all in addition to income tax and the 6.5% pension contribution they have always paid.

Public sector workers, including teachers, are constantly targeted by politicians from all parties, sections of the media, IBEC’s Mr. Turlough O’Sullivan and various so-called economists.  Others, such as the former president of University of Limerick, Mr. Edward Walsh, have been particularly hostile. None of them have an original idea on how we manage the mess created by others. 

Public sector workers are not responsible for the state of the economy. The pain must be shared by everyone especially those who can afford it, those who benefited most from the boom years, but not those whose incomes are less than the expenses claimed by politicians and the higher echelons of the business classes. Last week’s budget showed no evidence that the government is prepared to take on the wealthy, those who profited and those who scavenged. Until it does, do not expect us to buy into the plan, if one exists, for economic recovery. 

Our members are deeply angered. And our anger is justified because of: 

· The exemption of those who can afford to pay from carrying any of the burden

· The apparent unwillingness of the government to address the economic sabotage of the country by big business, banks and developers and by the Fitzpatricks and the Fingletons of this country

· The apparent unwillingness to deal with tax evaders, tax dodgers and tax exiles.

The teacher unions all got strong mandates for industrial action from their members. Subsequently, the ICTU recommended to unions that the strike planned for 30 March 2009 be deferred. The TUI Executive agreed reluctantly to this course of action.

But we have already acted on our mandate for industrial action by issuing work-to-rule directives at both second and third level. Also, in light of the failure of government to accede to TUI and ASTI’s request that Whole School Evaluation and Subject Inspections be set aside, the Executive Committee will table an emergency motion for tomorrow to bring them within the current embargo. Is it not ironic, colleagues, that the fixation that government has with monitoring and regulating the education system did not apply to the country’s financial system? 

Finally, colleagues, regardless of what work-to-rule action we have taken or will take, we must ensure that this does not impair the teaching, assessment and general welfare of our students.

Investment in Education

The vicious and foolhardy budget decisions taken over the last nine months have cut the legs from underneath an already creaking education system – a system that is seriously under-funded by international standards. Even when record budget surpluses were declared we languished 27th out of 29 OECD countries when our spending on education was ranked against national wealth. Investment in education at all levels is key to the economic success and the economic recovery of this or indeed any country. It is also vital to the personal and social development of the individual, the wellbeing of our country and the social cohesion of our communities.
This government is tearing all the good out of the education system. It is taking all the money out of an underfunded system. This is appalling. But the pretence that the cutbacks introduced are superficial and short-term is unforgiveable. The opportunities that the government denies our children cannot be restored next year or the following year. Each child’s opportunity comes only once and the educational opportunity of today’s children is being seriously damaged. Our children cannot wait until this country’s economy recovers from the damage done by this government’s ineptitude. 

This government has sacrificed the opportunities of our children, with a particular focus on the most educationally marginalised and disadvantaged in our society.

The change in the staffing schedule will have a catastrophic effect on our schools with a loss of 1,200 teaching posts at second level (c.420 WTE in VEC sector). These changes mean that every school of 360 students will lose a teacher - that’s 33 class periods per week. In fact, 1.3 million classes of teaching will be lost each year resulting inevitably in larger class sizes, amalgamation of classes and loss of subject choice. The adverse affect of larger classes on school discipline has not yet been identified in this debate but it will make it more difficult for schools to foster positive behaviour because research clearly points to improved engagement with learning and reduced anti-social behaviour in smaller classes. Larger classes mean bigger problems, no more what the Minister says. 

This move is ill-conceived, ill-timed and illogical. Highly talented and motivated teachers, essential to the education service, will no longer be self-funding taxpaying members of the community; instead they will be unemployed, and they will need to draw down on welfare payments. This will result in no net gain to the exchequer in most cases. This move is designed to give the illusion of cost saving and to appease the advocates for the decimation of the public service.  

Cuts to the Junior Certificate Schools Programme, the Leaving Certificate Applied and the Leaving Cert Vocational Programme will have a devastating effect. These programmes are designed specifically to cater for students of lower academic ability and encourage them to stay in school. This will significantly restrict the capacity of already struggling schools to provide students with the mix of learning experiences that are crucial in enabling them to reach their potential. 
The slashing of the capitation grant for Traveller children by 50% is another attack on a vulnerable student cohort. 

The withdrawal of funding for books is an unbelievably hostile act. Many thousands of parents, already hard-pressed, and further put upon by last week’s emergency budget, will simply not be able to afford new schoolbooks for their children next year. Many of them will have to resort to charity for assistance. I want to direct this particular remark to the Minister for Education and Science: Minister, if you have compassion for people who are struggling to make ends meet, please revoke this dreadful cutback.


The proposal to re-impose a ceiling of two on the number of English language support teachers per school despite some recent moderation is a further impediment to minority ethnic students we claim we want to integrate into our education system and our society. What chance does a student have if he or she doesn’t understand the language used in the classroom? Learning English is not a luxury for these students – it is essential to their very survival and the social cohesion of our communities.

The moratorium on the filling of posts of responsibility and other essential management posts in schools and in centres for education will have a devastating effect. Schools and education centres rely on these posts to carry out the pastoral care, administrative and other tasks which are fundamental to their operation. The loss of this long established support framework will make it impossible for educational establishments to fulfill many of the legislative requirements pertaining to the welfare of students, health and safety and dealing with issues such as absenteeism and student disruption. 
The TUI Initiative on Reskilling for Recovery

The theme of this Congress ‘Education - The Key to Recovery’ is most appropriate because it signals the contribution that public sector education can make to the economic recovery of the country.

We have presented a six point plan to the government and to the opposition political parties on re-skilling and re-training which places education at the centre of economic recovery in order to ensure that an appropriately skilled workforce is available to contribute to the recovery. Newly unemployed people must be guaranteed the opportunity to reskill. The clear choice to be made by government is whether it wants a large section of our population unemployed and conditioned to a life on social welfare or one that is highly skilled, motivated, and able to avail of employment opportunities when they arise. 

The Institutes of Technology and the Further Education sector are best equipped to provide reskilling programmes. Between them they can offer access, transfer and progression across the framework of national certification. We welcome the additional almost 7,000 places granted in last week’s budget. However, with 83,000 additional newly unemployed people since January, this number is clearly inadequate in terms of meeting current and future demands. We will continue to demand the lifting of the artificial cap on numbers in the further education sector because the additional 1500 places announced last week, albeit welcome in itself, is totally insufficient to meet the demands on the sector. 

Third Level
The Institutes of Technology have suffered a series of cuts, particularly since their budget allocations in 2008. This is having a very severe impact. The Institutes were never generously funded and do not have any reserves to draw on, unlike some of the universities. The institutes provide an excellent service with huge efficiency: they cannot be expected to do continue to do this with funding that is clearly inadequate. The unit-cost funding model is totally inappropriate and will lead to major damage to courses and the quality of third level education in the institutes. 
Apart from funding there is a need for a mechanism for appropriate consultation between us and Institute management. I want to make it clear that our members will not tolerate the continuing attempts of management, either locally or nationally, to set aside hard won conditions of service. There will be no more changes to our members’ terms of employment without our agreement.

It is obvious to all concerned that these are challenging times for apprentices and our members involved in apprentice education. The number of registered apprentices has already dropped sharply and will drop more. Meanwhile, many apprentices have been made redundant and are stuck in mid-apprenticeship. The TUI will do all it can to ensure that these apprentices get to complete their courses. We welcome the Minister’s initiative on this critical issue in last week’s budget in opening up additional apprenticeship places. 
There are a number of outstanding claims to be resolved for our members in the institutes, notably the denial of incremental credit under Labour Court recommendation 18366 which has not been honoured by the Institutes and the Department of Education and Science. I will address this specific issue to the Minister again tomorrow

Further Education 

The negotiations in respect of the further education sector concluded last July and resulted in a clear agreement amongst the parties.  I know just as well as anyone else that the negotiated proposal is not the full sum of our demands but I was involved in the negotiations throughout the entirety of the process, and I want to say that nothing was left behind. We got all of what was available. I believe that the agreed proposal is a significant step in the right direction and it is not a ‘full and final settlement' of our claim. 

This proposal is not McIver but it allows us to move towards a full resolution of our demands and which eventually will see all of Further Education recognised, structured and resourced as befits a sector that makes such an important contribution to education and training.

In this regard, we welcome the recent indication from the Department of Education and Science that it is now willing to engage in discussions with us to establish a separate and distinct further education sector. In the interim, however, we are adamant that the new duties and responsibilities agreed last July can only be carried out when the resources needed to undertake them are made available and therefore our instruction not to undertake the new duties will remain in place. 

Protecting teaching posts

Delegates, I have tried to set out our Union’s concerns on the many issues facing us. Before I offer my concluding remarks, I want to focus on an issue of great urgency - that is the protection of the jobs of our members. The public perception that teachers and lecturers all have secure employment is a myth. I referred earlier to the loss of jobs in second level schools but an equal number of jobs is threatened in Youthreach and other non-mainstream centres, and in our Institutes of Technology. This, above all else, delegates, has to be our first priority over the coming months. Branches are already working hard to protect fixed-term teachers and lecturers and to secure Contracts of Indefinite Duration. I ask all branches to identify all members at risk, particularly teachers and lecturers who are due to get CIDs next September.   
Concluding remarks

Delegates, we must move forward as teachers and lecturers with the knowledge that what we do we do with a high level of integrity and morality. We are part of a noble and worthy profession. Together with other workers who provide public services in this country, we can hold our heads high.

This country has had a Stone Age, a Bronze Age, an Iron Age, a golden age of learning; we have been through famines, wars of independence, civil wars, an Emergency, and a so-called Celtic tiger period.

All of these events are well chronicled in our history and sociology books. We are now going through another period of fundamental change. Let us not allow this period to be described as the Recession of 2008/2009. We must ensure that this infamous period is described for what it is – the era of Vulture Capitalism, a time when we woke up and realised that decades of corruption and greed had brought this country to its knees - a time when there was an unholy alliance amongst governments and politicians, speculators, banks and other institutions who were caught with their hands up to their elbows in the nation’s wealth.

We as teachers and educators must ensure that this ignominious period is well enshrined in our curriculum so that future generations can learn from this sorry mess. 

Finally, colleagues, the education system and the trade union movement face major problems in these extremely difficult times and the decisions we take, delegates, over the next three days will have major consequences for all our members. For this reason, we have a huge responsibility to deliberate carefully on the issues and ensure that we arrive at the best possible decisions.

When we take decisions on our motions over the next three days I would ask that we bear in mind what I have said earlier: that the focus of our decisions should be on those who have damaged our education system and our conditions of service, and not on the students and learners that we teach. 

I wish us all well in our deliberations.

Thank You
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