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TUI ANNUAL CONGRESS 2009

General Secretary’s Address – Peter MacMenamin
Colleagues,

This time last year our primary concern was the nature of the next pay agreement, whether or not there would be a productivity element in it and how this might be decided on.  In ways they seem like happy days now.  

Looking back at the past year, we can say without challenge that  the children of our nation have not been cherished in the manner that was set out by the revolutionaries of 1916; neither have the equal rights and equal opportunities promised to all citizens, been protected.  

During the past year the education system has been ravaged as never before.   The details of this are well known to you and are set out in the 2008 Annual Report which I will present to you today. 

But before I do let me briefly address a more recent attack on the system which is outside the scope of the 2008 Annual Report. That is the embargo or moratorium on the filling of positions announced on Thursday 26th March in the Dáil and formally communicated on the following day with the advice that it was to have immediate effect.  
I understand that the education sector was saved from the worst effects of this devastating attack in that there will be replacement of teaching posts up to September at least and the filling of Principal and Deputy Principal posts will be ongoing.  But that is small comfort.
However no posts of responsibility may be filled from 27th March, unless there is specific sanction from the Minister for Finance – which we are advised will be nearly impossible to get.  It is clear that the Department of Finance has no knowledge as to how schools operate; no knowledge as to what happens when post-holders vital to the running of the school retire or move on.   The safe operation of schools will be threatened.    The potential chaos and likelihood of serious disorder in schools will be laid at the door of the Taoiseach and the Minister for Finance. They will be responsible and they will be held accountable. This embargo must be reviewed.
Institutes of Technology fare no better.  An institutional limit on appointments and a ban on promotions are to be worked out,  by I quote, “an employment control framework”. This framework is to be put in place to provide for the application of the moratorium to all third level institutions.  It is to be subject to the continued oversight of the Department of Finance and the Department of Education and Science.  As recently as Thursday last neither the Minister nor the Secretary General of the Department of Education and Science were able to explain precisely how this is to work.  Another non-plan for our education system?
Let me turn to the 2008 Annual Report in which the attack on our system is a consistent thread. In looking at the attack let me initially focus on its many victims.   
The most important are the children of the nation and, in particular, those less privileged whose families do not have the resources, financial or otherwise, to allow them to ride out this storm. These children will suffer for life from the effects of a lack of education and that will be their legacy to their children. This is not caused by poor teaching but caused by the dismantling of our system. Teachers, the most vital resources for the process are being withdrawn.  Those who suffer from the lack of education will be less employable, will suffer longer periods of unemployment and will be a long-term cost to the state in financial terms and it has been shown by many research projects that there is a direct correlation between lifetime earnings and educational level.  .   
Their health will also suffer; in a recent review published by the Institute of Public Health in Ireland, a strong correlation has been shown between education levels and physical health.   The review drew on a substantial body of international evidence to show that those with lower levels of education are more likely to die at a younger age and are at an increased risk of poorer health throughout their life than those with higher levels of education.   A close association has been found between the levels of educational achievement and a variety of diseases which, on the surface of it, have no obvious connection with education.   
It is but a quirk of fate which determines whether or not a child in this country suffers the ravages of the present Government on our education system or gets a privileged education and subsequent lifestyle.

Another victim of the education system is our society.   Obviously a society is the poorer for an inadequate and underfunded education system; but lack of education results in increased crime, civil unrest and a breakdown in social values.   This also is well researched and is a long-term cost to society in economic as well as social ways.
The workforce also suffers from inadequate education.  Employer bodies have over years called for investment in education.   Recently, the National Competitive Council stressed the necessity of maintaining levels of investment in education in order to provide a well-educated workforce so that there is scope for investment in employment with higher level skills.   This country cannot be competitive and will not bring full employment if its education system results in a poorly educated and under-skilled workforce. 
This has an effect on the economy, on the ability to attract high level investment and on the ability to develop into the future.   Recently, in an extraordinary and probably unprecedented intervention, the Acting United States Ambassador to Ireland called upon the Irish Government to refrain from further cuts in education for just this reason.  Colleagues, we as educators want a quality education system for our children for very different reasons to multi-national employers and other interests who are only looking at individuals as members of a workforce, as economic units, but it is equally a fact that the interests of both coincide at this time and I believe it is important that we coordinate our efforts to protect the education system.   
As we have said previously, as we will say again during this Congress and as set out in the Annual Report there is a programme of opposition to the education cuts and the next phase of that programme must focus on the run up to the local and European elections in June.   In conjunction with other educational interests, we must identify those candidates who will support the concept of investment in education, who will support the reversal of the education cuts, who will seek to persuade Government to put teachers back in classrooms and we will name such candidates and will encourage support for such candidates.

As a trade union we must look at the trade union aspect of these education cuts; at the fact that as planned now a large number of our members stand to lose their jobs by next September.   Our efforts must seek to protect the jobs of our members and in so doing protect the education system itself and the victims of the attack on that system.
There was a significant public disagreement between the Minister for Education and Science and the TUI as to how many teaching jobs would be lost.   
The Minister said 200, the TUI said 1,200 at second level.  
We eventually agreed to differ and agreed that we were measuring different things.   Our measurement of 1,200 is the number of teachers that we believe will be lost to second level if the planned cuts in the pupil teacher ratio, language support and in other areas take place.   
I have figures from VECs, and from other employers, from branches, from schools and from our colleagues in the Principals and Deputy Principals Association. These figures indicate that in the Vocational sector alone in excess of 400 wholetime equivalent positions will be lost.   It is estimated that that represents approximately 600 teachers, most of who will be on partial timetables working on average two thirds of full hours.
In order to obtain official figures I wrote to the Secretary General of the Department of Education and Science on two separate occasions asking for the allocation made to the VECs and to the schools for this year and for the comparable allocations made last year.  I have issued reminders about it and, yet, almost two months later, these figures have not been provided.   Clearly the Department is not prepared to make public the number of teacher which it allocates to VECs and to schools, all of which are public bodies, paid for out of public funds. It is an absolute disgrace that the Department of Education and Science hides behind some veil of secrecy to conceal these figures from the public. 
I call on the Minister to bring these figures with him when he comes here to address you tomorrow or to provide a good explanation for not doing so.
TUI, working in close association with the Principals and Deputy Principals Association, recently put a submission to Government which shows that the teacher who is most likely to lose his/her job as a result of these cuts and who will probably not be employed elsewhere is likely to cost this state in excess of € 20,000 per annum.   This is in terms of social welfare benefit and in terms of other benefits to which this unemployed teacher will be entitled, in terms of loss of taxation.   The gross salary of this teacher, while working is little more than that because the PDA research indicates that this teacher is probably on the third or fourth or fifth point of the salary scale and is probably on 2/3rds  teaching hours and therefore on a salary of no more than € 25,000 per annum.   These are the teachers, our members, who are being made unemployed and the net benefit in money terms to the Department of Finance is a couple of thousand Euro at most.  What will be the long term cost?    Is this not a national disgrace?
What led to this vicious attack on the education system was the taxation policy employed by successive Governments over the past number of years; Governments which have regarded tax as though it was an unspeakable evil.  It is not.  It is a vital necessity for the running of the state and for a public service.  What is an unspeakable evil is a tax system that is unbalanced or that is unfair in its distribution.    
Successive Government have lowered tax rates, introduced tax loop-holes and created tax shelters for the wealthy, placing an inordinate emphasis on windfall taxes brought about through property transactions.  Unions warned year after year, that this was a highly dangerous tax policy, that it was grossly imbalanced and that it was susceptible to destabilisation in the event of any change in the property market.   So predictably enough, when the world economy was affected and the Irish property market fell like a stone off a cliff so did the windfall tax and so did the Irish economy.  
So who does our Government penalise to sort out the mess?  To the bankers and the developers, who are a significant part of the problem?   No.  They turn in the first instance on their own employees, public sector workers; civil servants, nurses, gardai and teachers – the public service.    We in TUI recognise that the economy is in a dreadful state, that private sector workers are losing their jobs and are suffering pay cuts but we say that public sector workers must not be the scapegoat by the imposition of selective and iniquitous so-called pension levies.  Teachers as public sector workers recognise that everybody must share the pain, not because everybody has caused the problem, but because the problem that has been caused by the few is so big that regrettably everybody must carry some of the burden to get this country out of the mess.   The alternative is probably worse.  As public service workers we will carry our fair share but only our fair share.   We reject unreservedly as an iniquitous tax, the pension levy, imposed as it is exclusively on public service workers.   We insist that any measure taken must be fair and equitable. 
The budget last week hit very hard at all workers, but why is it that tax shelters remain, why have tax exiles have not been attacked and, despite the fact that one must accept that the recent budget is at least fairer than the October budget or the February budget, why is it that the most well off have escaped with less relative pain than the part time teacher on 12 to 14 hours a week. I favour taxation that is fair over cuts in public services.  Savings and economies are one thing but the maintenance of the public service we have developed is paramount.
Let me now turn to some of the other issues which are addressed in this Annual Report and let me be clear, colleagues, that the Annual Report that I am presenting today is a report on the calendar year 2008 as is required by rule.   
One of the major issues is that of pay determination.   It seems a distant past now but there were two pay increases during the year for all of our members.   For our members at both second level and at third level the requirements to secure the pay increase in March were relatively painless.   
The September increase, however, was much more difficult to secure.   At second level, major policy documents on promotions to posts of responsibility were required.   What a waste of time that was given the recent abandonment of posts.   This document is now totally ineffective as posts of responsibility have, in effect, been suspended on a unilateral basis.   
Another major policy document for our colleagues at second level is for teachers experiencing professional difficulties.   This agreement, which includes a clear and fair disciplinary procedure, is an advance for our members.   Prior to that, there were ad-hoc disciplinary procedures, differing from one employer to the next, varying in their effectiveness and in their fairness and, most important, they varied in their ability to protect our members.   From September onwards we will have a situation where an agreed and fair discipline procedure will give reasonable protection to our members.   It is a complex document and we have committed training to branches so that they can give best assistance to our members who may face difficulties.   Let me assure you its implementation will be carefully monitored.
Our colleagues at third level, in particular in the Institutes of Technology, faced an extraordinary series of demands for their pay increase in September.   As with second level, a discipline procedure and also a grievance procedure was negotiated.   The same principles were applied across the entire Union, that of fairness and that of providing the same level of protection to our members in both sectors.  The negotiators in each sector took account of developments and progress in the other sector and, in both cases, produced better agreements for our members.   
There was a commitment, agreed under “Towards 2016” which stood to be implemented in relation to the Apprentice Year.   This led to the movement of the apprentice Easter break away from the liturgical Easter.  In agreeing this one objective of the Union was to ensure that the continuous two-week break which had been enjoyed by our members through custom and practice was protected and I am pleased to say that the outcome of the negotiations, albeit at the very last minute, did protect that holiday period.   
A third major area was that of the Academic Contract.   Again there was a commitment to discuss the Academic Contract with a view to taking on board all of the activities now comprehended by the work of a lecturer.   The intention was that that we would, over the 27-month duration of phase one of “Towards 2016”, discuss the issues and produce an agreed contract.   The employer body did not come up with any proposals for much of that period and then, very late came up with proposals which, in effect, said they were not ready to discuss the contract but would insist that lecturers would work on a timetabled basis for 2 additional hours each week with a view to meeting students.   
This, colleagues, was a deal breaking issue as far as the Union was concerned.    It was quite simply not going to happen.  If Institute of Technology employers had persisted in that demand, it was the Executive Committee’s intention to ballot all of the members on the acceptability of that proposal and, in the anticipation of it being rejected which would have been the Executive Committee’s recommendation, to plan a programme of industrial action.   
I am glad to say the employers backed off at literally the last moment and this course of action was not necessary.   Agreement was reached without any change in conditions of service and agreement was reached just in time to secure payment of the increase in the year 2008.  We knew at that stage that if it had gone into the 2009 budgetary year the money was not going to be paid.   It was an unpopular decision with some members not to ballot in these circumstances.  Had the executive taken the time to ballot, this money would not have been paid in 2008 and would have been lost.   I hope you agree, particularly given the benefit of hindsight, that it was the right decision at that time to take the money as it was about to disappear.
In the area of Further Education, it was a ‘now you see it and now you don’t’ situation.   I began the year 2008 leading the negotiations on the so-called PLC agreement.   This was a follow up of a commitment in “Towards 2016” to engage in discussions for the PLC sector within certain parameters.  
Negotiations concluded on the 23rd July, with proposals which the negotiators believed were the best that could be obtained at that time.   They were not the full implementation of the McIver Report and let me be clear that the full implementation of the McIver Report remains the policy of the TUI.   They were, however, a significant step in the right direction.   It was the understanding that they were for implementation before the end of 2008 and, to that end the Union immediately commenced the organisation of a consultative process.   Within days the Department of Education and Science withdrew from the implementation of this agreement for 2008 on the basis that there was no funding for the agreement and, despite meetings with the Minister and with the Secretary General, the Department refused to move off this position.   
The Union held a consultative conference on the desirability or otherwise of the agreement, notwithstanding the fact that it was not available for implementation now. The majority of branches speaking at this consultative conference expressed the view that, whereas the deal was not perfect, it was nonetheless a step in the right direction and should be accepted.   There was a significant dissenting voice from some branches highlighting their concern that the agreement clearly stated that a PLC teacher was a second level teacher and therefore clearly designated the fact that there was no further education or PLC sector within the Department of Education and Science.  They sought rejection of the deal.
Following that consultative conference the Executive Committee took the view that there was a significant majority favouring acceptance of the agreement recording agreement on the deal; but also took on board the objection raised at the absence of the PLC sector.    Now colleagues, I am pleased to say here today that following a meeting with the Minister for Education and Science and his officials two weeks ago there is now agreement that the Department will enter discussions with the TUI with a view to the establishment of a Further Education sector.   There are at this stage no preconditions on either side and discussions have not started but I am happy to be able to confirm that we have taken on board the difficulties that were presented to us at the consultative conference in Portlaoise, that we have moved on those and it is my hope that we will be able to bring about a Further Education sector which I believe is long overdue.
Within the overall area of Further and Higher Education we took a significant initiative early this year.  A document was prepared, setting out the role that Further and Higher Education can have in providing courses for those unfortunate enough to lose their jobs or to be placed  on short time work and the ability of both sectors to be able to provide courses needed to re-skill and up-skill workers or unemployed workers.  
We set out the artificial obstacles put in the way of students enrolling in such courses.  Obstacles such as the cap on PLC and VTOS numbers, restrictions in the access to the Back to Education Allowance and to the restrictions of access to part time courses were addressed.  We submitted this to Government in the name of the Taoiseach, The Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment, the Minister for Education and Science, The Minister for Social and Family Affairs and the Junior Minister for Continuing Education, all of whom are involved in the area.  In addition we met with opposition parties in the Dáil to seek to convince them of the policies and many of these policies have been adopted by opposition parties.
We met also with Ministers O’Keeffe and Haughey on two occasions in the past fortnight.  I am pleased to welcome a small element of these TUI policies in the recent budget.  There was a provision of almost 7,000 places between part time and full time, between VECs and Institutes of Technology including a small lifting of the PLC cap by some 1,500 as well as an easing of the criteria to obtain the Back to Education Allowance.  While welcoming it I absolutely acknowledge and have said that it is a tiny drop in the ocean by comparison with what is needed.  It is however about the only positive news to have come out of the Department of Education and Science in recent times and it is a direct reaction to the intense lobbying undertaken on a positive and very focussed policy on your behalf and that of your students.  
Colleagues, there are some other areas within the Annual Report that I wish to touch on before concluding.

Apprenticeship is an area of education which is both critical for many of our members and for the economy.  We have a very good apprenticeship scheme and we must preserve it.   It is like many apprenticeship schemes, however, industry led.  The Apprentice must be taken on by an employer before commencing the course.  So when the economy goes into decline so do apprenticeship numbers and that is happening now.  It happened in the past and at that time the Department of Education had a careful and caring hand on the apprenticeship system.   The system was nurtured and was in a position to recover when the economy recovered.   
Now however the hand of the Department of Education and Science has, at the very least, been moved to an arms length away and the responsibility for the organisation of the educational aspect of Apprenticeship has been passed to the Higher Education Authority along with all of the funding of the Institutes of Technology.   I do have a concern that the HEA does not have the experience in dealing with apprentice education to look after it in the good times much less to nurture it in the bad times and I regret to say that our experience in dealing with that Authority has been less than happy.   Commitments have been made to consult with this Union in respect of changes in the distribution of apprentice blocks and I believe these commitments have not been respected.   
I further have concerns about the manner in which the HEA is financing apprentice education.   The use of simple and, one might say, a simplistic unit-cost formula is inappropriate unless the formula caters very carefully for the cost of apprentice education. That cost is an investment and without adequate investment the apprentice education and consequently the economy will suffer.    
There is to be a significant and potentially disastrous decline in the number of apprentices over the coming year.   This will have two effects.   The most direct effect will be reduced number of apprentices coming into the workplace and a reduced number of qualified craftspeople available for employment in some years time when the economy is poised to grow.   Of necessity then there will be a lag time of some years before the apprentice numbers can pick up.
The second impact is directly on the employment and work of some of our members working in this area.

For both of these reasons I believe that an initiative is needed in the education sector to ensure that there is this type of skill in the economy, that there are young people who are given some basis of craft education through a means other than the industry led system, so that these people will be in a position to be fast tracked into fully qualified apprentices with little or no lag time once the economy picks up.   Institutes of Technology, and TUI members working in them, are ideally placed to provide such a service and I will work towards this end on your behalf and on behalf of the Irish economy.
Turning now to some internal Union matters.   You will have seen the new format of the Annual Report which I trust you will find more accessible and more readable.   It is many years since the format had been changed and I hope you find that it is moving in the right direction.   As part of the openness that I committed to at last year’s Congress, there is a report on every resolution of Congress 2008. This is the first time ever this has happened and I hope you will find it to be a progressive step.   It is one that I intend to continue and, where possible, to have even more extensive reporting on the decisions of Congress.   
In some cases, and regrettably in too many cases this year, we are not reporting success.   In some cases we are reporting that to have tried to achieve some of the aspirations legitimately set by last year’s Congress would have condemned those claims to everlasting oblivion.   Had we pursued some of the aspirations there is a certainty that they would have been rejected and, once rejected at a definitive forum such as an Arbitration Board or the Labour Court, it would be near impossible to resurrect them within any reasonable period.   The Executive Committee has decided, I believe rightly, to defer seeking to progress certain issues now and it may well be that some of the issues that you seek to progress this year, we will be advising of similar caution.   There are certain long outstanding claims that by progressing to finality we can only doom to failure, removing them off the list but without the success that they deserve.
For the first time ever in the history of the TUI membership fell during 2007.   A decision of Congress 2008 determined to reverse this trend and that has been actively worked upon and continues to be worked upon.   The figures published in the Annual Report are the figures as of 31st December, 2008, and I am glad to note that they show a significant increase. Indeed the figures to the end of March show further significant increases.   I commend all those involved in this, whether at the top table or, most important, on the floor of Congress and in the schools and colleges throughout the country.

The funds of the Union have already been addressed and you have seen that the Union is in a reasonably healthy financial position but nonetheless one where great prudence is needed given the present national economic situation if the Union is to continue to have the resources to undertake the demands that the members will rightly put upon us.

In one sense, that brings me to our relations with other unions.  At a Special Congress in October 2008 we decided to engage in formal discussions with the other 3 teacher unions with a view to forming a federation.   We have had some discussions in relation to this matter.   We do not unfortunately have a document to put before you to progress this matter further.   That is not because of disagreement.   If anything, it is because of the extremely good working relationships that there have been between the Unions, the excellent cooperation that there has been in dealing with the several campaigns that have been embarked upon during the year.   Our common objective in this regard is to establish teachers as a major block within the public service trade union movement. As a group, we are among the biggest and I believe it is wrong that we, as teachers, do not hold significant positions within the overall Irish Congress of Trade Unions and during my time in this office I wish to progress this matter very significantly.   To this end, I am happy to have accepted the nomination of the Executive Committee to stand for the ICTU Executive Council at the Biennial Delegate Conference in July of this year. I have committed to the Executive Committee that if elected I will hold that position only as long as I hold the position as your General Secretary.   In this regard I make no further comment.
To close, colleagues, as I began, we have just endured a very difficult year and we are just a quarter of the way into a year which is going to be, I suspect, even more difficult.   More difficult for you, for all our members, in coping with day to day life and with the attacks on you all as employees and as public servants. In this regard, we must continue to seek equity of treatment.   
It is important that we go forward together as a strong force, putting forward the well-established TUI values to which I have referred previously as the conscience of the education system.   
We must go forward in a united way, recognising who is the opposition, recognising that the real enemies are those who have, through greed, caused the financial disaster to our economy, finding allies where we can, seeking to persuade those in a position to make a difference to do just that using whatever power of persuasion we require because to our members and the education system we owe nothing less.

To all those who are yet again at this time of year jumping on the 1916 bandwagon we say the challenge is simple – let us cherish all our children equally. 

Thank you.
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