TUI Presidents Address to Annual Congress, April 6th 2010

Welcome delegates to my home county of Clare and to the town of Ennis for our annual congress. Indeed, this is the fourth occasion congress has been held in this very room. I would like to thank the organising committee for the tremendous work done in organising congress. Some of this year’s committee are veterans from the organising committee of 1993. 

I wish to thank our members who represent the union at all levels for the tremendous voluntary effort they give on behalf of the TUI. I would especially like to thank 
· Those who participated in of the ICTU Get Up, Stand Up demonstration on November 6th
· Those who organised and participated in the day of strike action, November 24th.

· Those who rallied on Molesworth Street on budget day

I want to pay a particular tribute to those branches who continue to work so diligently to protect our members, especially our most vulnerable members – our fixed-term teachers in schools and colleges whose jobs are under threat. We must continue to safeguard the jobs and conditions of our members in programmes such as ESOL, BTEI, traveller education, apprenticeship and Youthreach. 

It is encouraging to note that membership of the TUI is increasing continually. It has increased by almost 3000 in the past two years. Clearly, an increase in size requires the union to be more effective and efficient. The report of the Structures Review Group makes very specific recommendations which will help in bringing about these efficiencies. The issues surrounding gender balance has also been addressed in a separate report to Congress. Most of the recommendations contained in these reports will ensure that the TUI is a modern and progressive organisation. Both reports will be presented here on Thursday. 

Colleagues, this is a most critical time for all citizens of this country and especially for workers in this country. We are in a time when the once revered institutions of the state are floundering. Given the huge challenges workers face, it is essential that the TUI and unions generally don’t fail in the same way. The teachers unions have worked well together over the past year. There have however, been some notable failures and fractures, such as the lack of a consistent approach to the strike day on 24th November last, and of course the divergence of policy in respect of the proposals tabled last week. It is necessary to pursue teacher federation to the point where we have a common front on fundamental trade union issues. In respect of the current proposals, we have to ensure that our position is not submerged by way of an aggregate vote of public service unions. 

Delegates, we need as a matter of urgency to examine how our society functions, how our public services are funded and how we can improve the quality of life for all. The failure to have a wider debate on these issues has allowed a malignant right-wing government agenda to prevail. 

This is a very worrying time for all of us delegates and especially for our younger people. We have reached the point where we have had the life chances of our children and our children’s children mortgaged away to pay for the greed and corruption that has brought this country to its knees. The vultures amongst us have committed treachery. They are fortunate to be living in a country that does not appear to see them for the criminals that they are. They have not paid for their crimes but we and future generations will. 
This government shows no real willingness to deal with the real culprits – the banking system, speculators, tax exiles and tax dodgers. Instead it has chosen to target the workers of this country. The government has chosen to condition public opinion using their cheerleaders and media lackeys - the Colm McCarthys, Edward Walshs and IBEC propagandists, who together engage in the production of cynical reports and commentary in order to justify the infliction of the massive wage cuts of the past 15 months. McCarthy has admitted that the softening up of public opinion motivated the ‘Board Snip’ report and, as we experienced a year ago, Edward Walsh - a propagandist for the far right - continues to produce and contort statistics and data to suit whatever agenda he wishes to hang his hat on. 

This orchestrated campaign in the media which commenced in the early 1990s has stirred up a resentment and begrudgery towards public servants which has become rampant as the economic crisis worsens. The total failure of the same media to offer any balanced comment successfully met government’s agenda and conditioned public opinion to the belief that the only solution was cuts and more cuts, redundancies and a decimation of public services. The real sting in the tail is that this is all about another race to the bottom, which is the governments and private sector employers’ ulterior motive of driving down the standard of living of all workers.

Serious questions must be asked about the political and commercial interests of some media outlets, many owned by tax exiles and tax dodgers. They are indicted by their refusal to provide a balanced debate on current events and their failure to set out the alternatives to the Government’s slash and burn economics.  

Savage pay cuts, the embargo on promotional opportunities and the destruction of current pension arrangements have left our members feeling undervalued, demoralised and extremely angry. 

This understandable anger has at various times been directed against the TUI executive, TUI officials, the ICTU and its Public Services Committee. None of these are the enemy. They did not decimate the education system, they did not cut our pay, they did not bring about job losses, and they are not proposing to downgrade our pension entitlements.

The focus must be the real enemy, the inept and corrupt government which decided unilaterally to target public sector workers over and over again in order to appease their big business cronies and the aforementioned right- wing media.
Last December, before the announcement of Budget 2010, we had the highly controversial engagement between government and public service unions with Transitional arrangements and Transformation agendas being the buzz words. 

I can assure you delegates that the transitional arrangement of ‘short-time’ working (the infamous 12 days) was never going to be acceptable to teachers and never will be.

On the 15th March the Executive Committee authorised TUI, as part of the wider public service unions, to engage in exploratory talks with Government officials in relation to reversal of pay cuts, pension proposals and job protection. The view of the Executive was that little good would result from these talks but by being in there we could exert some influence on the outcome. Being outside would have made us superfluous. 

The proposals that emerged last Tuesday morning were considered by the Executive Committee the following day and were soundly rejected. This decision was made against a backdrop of a €23 billion bailout for the gambler investors in Anglo Irish Bank, a significant pay increase for the staff of the same bank, a 70% pay increase for NAMA bosses and €3.6 million in pay and perks for AIB staff.

I am asking you, the delegates, to endorse the decision of the Executive Committee. I am certain that the overwhelming majority of our members would also endorse this decision. Our members are not prepared to barter their contracts for the vague and unlikely promises offered in the proposals. There may be scope for reform in certain parts of the public service, and indeed some public service unions may welcome this reform or transformation. There even may be waste in the public sector but I dare anyone to identify waste in our public sector schools and colleges. 
We have embraced a huge amount of change in my time as a teacher but it is my responsibility, as President of this union, not to allow the destruction of our jobs and incomes, disguised as a ‘transformation’ of education. 

We have and will continue to engage in real transformation. We have embraced new programmes and initiatives and have shown enormous flexibility in taking on curricular reform and giving real chances to the socially and educationally disadvantaged in our communities. We make a huge voluntary contribution to society which is rarely acknowledged. This is our role and we will continue to fulfil this role. This is real transformation, not the pretence put forward by government. We can and will assist in the transformation of the education system. We will assist in every way in providing a quality education to all citizens of this country which is their right. 

Delegates, above all, what we need in this country is a transformation of our society and teachers and lecturers must be part of this transformation: not a society where the rich get richer and the poor get poorer or where the rich get rich and the poor stay the same as we witnessed in the last decade. 

The real challenge this country faces is tackling inequality at all levels. The challenge is not just about raising the standard of living of the poorest in our society; it is about implementing measures to tackle wealth inequality. For instance, we know that the top 1% of the population owns 34% of the wealth of the country while 58% of families live on less than €40K per annum.
Inequality is the scourge of society. Outcomes for health and social problems, physical health, mental health, drug abuse, education, imprisonment, obesity, social mobility, trust and community life, violence, teenage births, and child well-being are very substantially worse in more unequal societies. 

In order to address the income inequality gap and to ensure the burden of the crisis was shared equally, TUI, along with the wider trade union movement, put forward a number of approaches.

Firstly, the redistribution of income through a progressive taxation of income and wealth. A year ago the government said it would adjust public spending by four billion euro through spending cuts and increased taxation. The assumption was that those on higher incomes would see their taxes raised. We know what happened; they decided to take the full four billion euro from spending and a large proportion of this from us their employees. The government took over a thousand million from public servants, almost the same from social welfare recipients, and a miserly 73 million euro from the millionaires in this country. 

The essential demand of the trade unions was a 48% tax rate for high earners, the raising of the minimum tax on the wealthy from 20% to 30%, capital gains to be taxed at the same rate as tax on work, the abolition of tax breaks on speculative property, private hospitals and a serious clampdown on tax evasion. 

Other measures in our proposals included stopping social welfare cuts, protection of peoples’ homes, protection of pensions and a job creation and protection plan. 
The TUI has always seen education as a route out of poverty and a means of addressing inequality. We have spent the last eighteen months campaigning to redress the dreadful and short-sighted cutbacks in education introduced by the government. We established a dedicated and sustained campaign which provides the theme for this Congress – Stand up for Education. We have continued our collaborative work with our partners in the PPEF and we made direct representations to all political parties, the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education and several government departments. We have had some success in our campaign, notably the securing of commitments in the revised programme for government that education will not be further targeted in the life of the current regime. Despite commitments to alleviate some of the cutbacks most still remain and we have to continue, our campaign as a matter of priority. Central to this campaign is a demand for a target of investment in education of 7% of GDP. 

In addressing the impact of the economic crisis some Western European countries maintained investment in education and others even increased public expenditure in education as a recovery strategy. Ireland, along with Iceland, opted for the Eastern European model of reducing public spending in education. This, of course, is having the greatest impact on the disadvantaged and marginalised in our communities.   

Cutting education is the wrong way to fix the economic crisis facing us, it is counter-productive.
Delegates, the moratorium on the filling of promotional posts at all levels of education is destroying our schools and colleges and the quality of education available to our students. These positions are vital to the effective running of our schools and colleges. Members must be aware that the loss of these positions is a further attack on their pay, career opportunities and pensions. Our directive in respect of the moratorium must remain intact and must be adhered to rigidly in every single institution until we succeed in getting back every single post that has been lost. 

There has over the last number of years been an attempt by some employers clearly with the covert support of the DES to create a new category of teacher, to yellow-pack the profession, to establish ‘teaching only’ contracts in the IOTs, to reclassify the teaching job as that of tutor, resource worker or whatever title provides the scope for employers to under-pay qualified teachers and lecturers. This attempt to downgrade Youthreach teachers and ESOL teachers, for example, must be resisted at all costs otherwise we in TUI will be complicit in the attempt to create a two-tier teaching profession. Delegates, can we all please, at this congress and everywhere else desist from using terms such as ‘tutor’. We are teachers. We are lecturers.

The TUI, and in most instances the TUI alone, has done immense work on behalf of part-time teachers. We have extracted the best possible interpretations from the Part-Time and Fixed-Term acts that have given some degree of continuity and stability to our most vulnerable members. However, a huge amount still remains to be done and vigilance at all levels is required to prevent anomalies and inconsistencies and downright law-breaking by employers. 

The CID unqualified is a particular cause of concern. We have recently advised members not to sign these contracts while they contain offending clauses. In most cases employers are given the opportunity to categorise teachers as unqualified due to the absence of a mechanism to recognise certain qualifications. 

In now seems inevitable that a rationalisation of Vocational Education Committees  will take place. The TUI has had a long and successful relationship with the VEC system. Together, we have established a non-denominational and non-selective second level provision and a further education system which has flourished in spite of the DES failure to recognise or support it. Of course, it was the VEC system and TUI that nurtured the IOT sector to what is now the real success story of third level education in this country. It is vital that any changes brought about will not erode the basic principles on which the VEC system was set up and above all that the local educational needs of communities are catered for. One such need is provided by VEC outdoor education centres but the Department of Education and Skills and the Department of Finance are refusing to implement a Labour Court recommendation for the directors of the centres. This and other arbitrations such as Labour Court recommendation 18366 and the CIT Rights’ Commissioner’s decision must be implemented. These will be among the issues I will raise with the Tánaiste tomorrow, together with the decimation of apprentice education. 

At last year’s Congress, and at every opportunity since then, we sought that reskilling and upskilling be centred in our further education and IOT sectors. Further education and IOT qualifications are a very cost-effective way of upskilling the population and meeting the needs of the many thousands of newly unemployed people. Restrictions on resources and places in these sectors make no economic, social or educational sense. We welcome the transfer from FÁS to education of the skills portfolio and we look forward to a huge expansion of provision in our sectors. We continue to demand the recognition by the new Department of Education and Skills of the FE sector and, in the first instance, the implementation of the July 2008 negotiated agreement. Until then, our directives on further education remain.

A significant concern of the union is the ineptitude of the Institutes of Technology Ireland, the umbrella body for the IoTs. Its refusal to engage constructively with the union does serious damage to the sector and to the individual institutes. The legitimate concerns of our members must be and will be addressed and the TUI will employ whatever means are necessary to ensure that this is the case.

The malign influence of the IoTI has been especially evident over the past year. Despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, the IoTI has persistently tried to propagate the lie that lecturers in the sector are underworked and underperforming. It has used every device to undermine our members. It is willing to sacrifice staff morale, the high quality of teaching and learning, professional trust. The sad fact of the matter is that the representative body for management in the IoT sector, neither understands nor values what it is charged with managing. The TUI will continue to assert the right of students to a high quality service and the right of lecturers to the terms and conditions to which they are entitled.  

Delegates, we are about to move to discuss the inappropriately-named Public Sector Agreement.  It was never an agreement. The TUI entered discussions with the objective of restoring stolen pay and protecting the pensions we have paid for. The Executive Committee has rejected out of hand the proposals which emerged and I am sure that the rejection of the proposals at this Congress is certain. The proposed deal is full of trapdoors for us and escape hatches for the government. It is a massive con job, which no self-respecting trade union would contemplate. Remember, delegates, this is the second attempt in six months to entice public servants to barter away hard-won conditions of service. Up to now we have had a series of pay-for-productivity deals which caused us to take on a huge burden of additional work. Now, having had up to 20% of our salaries taken from us, what we have on offer now is a demand for additional productivity for no pay. 

Delegates, over the next number of days, we should consider the next steps we take following the rejection by you of these totally discredited proposals. The documents are not worthy of much discussion. It is clear that the overall objective of government is the worsening for all time of our conditions and service and our contracts. While our conditions would be changed forever we continue to suffer loss of wages with little or no prospect in the foreseeable future of restoration and the government has an inability-to-pay clause built into the proposals. The national debt of the country doubled the day after the proposals emerged and government. There was not a guarantee of no further cuts to salary up to 2014. Delegates reject the proposed deal or we will totally lose our credibility as a trade union. 
Don Ryan

President, Teachers’ Union of Ireland

