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           NEWSLETTER 
WEST MIDLANDS RETIRED MEMBERS BRANCH

Branch code MD203                                                                                        No 9. March 2014
1. Retired Members Branch

The West Midlands Retired Members Branch of UCU has been in existence for more than two years.  Retired members of UCU in the West Midlands region, (paying subs or life members), are automatically our members.  This means we have quite a large membership as there are hundreds of us who want to support UCU in one way or another.  It is important that you let us know your preferred email address if you wish to receive Newsletters by email (we have email addresses for many of you, but not all): for this please email William Edmondson – address below.  If you prefer conventional mail please write to Kate Clayton, c/o UCU Regional Office, Alpha Tower, Birmingham B1, West Midlands.  If you do not wish to be contacted by us, please let us know, either by email or conventional post. In all cases please provide your membership number as well.  On our part we endeavour to keep up-to-date membership records and distribution lists but this turns out to be more tricky than imagined.  For example, some of you may have moved away from the West Midlands region but want to keep in touch with our region; others have moved into the region and want to know more about us.  If you have received this in error please let William know.
2. Meetings
Those of us who have been meeting regularly have kept the group functioning.  However, we have very few regularly participating members, and we need to address this urgently.  Please consider how you can participate. 
Our next meeting is the AGM on March 26th 2014, 12 Noon at Alpha Tower in Birmingham – preliminary agenda is attached.
3. WMRMB Activities
What does the branch do, and why might you be interested in joining in the work? We fight discrimination and inequalities – such social injustices are not age dependent. In the last newsletter I wrote about pensions.  This time I’m going to write about how retired members can help by getting involved in the People’s Assembly Against Austerity.  Two of the many attributes that retired members tend to have are spare time during the working day, and organizational experience.  These can be put to good use working with others to help with PAAA, or even to get one started.
If you live in Shropshire then you might like to come along to the inaugural meeting – see the poster – please distribute widely.  Some of the argument used to encourage people to participate is non-political – the movement is widely based; not just the usual suspects!  

The People’s Assembly Against Austerity was launched with a letter to the Guardian :  

This is a call to all those millions of people in Britain who face an impoverished and uncertain year as their wages, jobs, conditions and welfare provision come under renewed attack by the government. With some 80% of austerity measures still to come, and with the government lengthening the time they expect cuts to last, we are calling a People’s Assembly Against Austerity to bring together campaigns against cuts and privatisation with trade unionists in a movement for social justice. We aim to develop a strategy for resistance to mobilise millions of people against the Con Dem government.
The assembly will provide a national forum for anti-austerity views which, while increasingly popular, are barely represented in parliament. A People’s Assembly can play a key role in ensuring that this uncaring government faces a movement of opposition broad enough and powerful enough to generate successful co-ordinated action, including strike action. The assembly will be ready to support co-ordinated industrial action and national demonstrations against austerity, if possible synchronising with mobilisations across Europe. The People’s Assembly Against Austerity will meet at Central Hall, Westminster, on 22 June [2013].

The letter was signed by many people in summer of 2013 – the signatories can be seen listed at the Guardian site, or here: http://www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/about
The PA is, therefore, a political movement motivated to encourage activism, but activism with a purpose.  Although emerging from the Trade Union movement – possibly because unions are well motivated, well organized and used to activism – the PA has grown beyond unionism to embrace activism against austerity wherever it surfaces.  

In Shropshire anti-austerity energies emerged early in the life of the current govt.  The Shropshire and Telford Trades Council organized a public meeting in Shrewsbury in the autumn of 2010, out of which grew the organization of a march through Shrewsbury on February 19th 2011.  This was specifically an anti-cuts march.  (Nationally UK-Uncut was active from about the same time.)  December 8th 2012 saw a joint demonstration with UK-Uncut supporters, outside Starbucks in Shrewsbury.  The Bishop of Shrewsbury agreed to participate as the theme reflected the Church’s concern in 2012 with tax injustice.  See: http://www.church-poverty.org.uk/taxbus
It is noteworthy that the Church, along with many charities, has a significant number of supporters who are very uneasy about the austerity programme the coalition government has been promoting.  There are two reasons why this matters for activism in UK / Shropshire.

The first reason is the moral concern – the general ‘cuts are wrong’ view usually appended to some sort of account of why the less well off in society seem to be bearing the brunt of the cuts.  Allied to concern about cuts as the face of austerity there is a wider concern about poverty: http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/dr-john-sentamu-for-millions-of-people-work-is-no-longer-a-way-out-of-poverty-9117824.html  and campaigns like ‘The Living Wage’ campaign are now seen as part of the anti-austerity movement’s activities.

Moral concerns also surface about the lack of democratic accountability – the current government was not elected, and austerity was not part of the manifestos of the two coalition parties.  It is thought wrong by many that something as aggressively disruptive of society can come from an unelected government.  The sense of disenfranchisement turns people off politics and the promotion of activism is a way to get citizens to re-engage.  In Shropshire there are similar issues with the Council – elected to be sure, but not on a programme of cuts, and without the opportunity for Salopians to express concern through the ballot box with any frequency (only once every four years). Additionally, the nature of much of the cutting – sacking staff – is a choice and not some automatic arithmetic interpretation of the need to save £80million over three years, out of a budget of approximately £1.9billion.  It is thought immoral by some that the Council can choose specifically to put 1700 people out of work rather than find some more evenly spread way of cutting its budget by 5% (which is all that was required).  Indeed, cuts might not have been required at all – the Council could have run a referendum on whether to raise taxation locally, to cover the cuts in grant from the govt.

But there is a more general sense in which ‘the moral element’ in the current political climate has to be addressed head on.  The current ideological position of the govt. has been met by opposing arguments using evidence based reasoning about the reality of poverty, the effects of the Bedroom Tax, the lack of Living Wage and so on.  It has been pointed out that this is the wrong way to respond: http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/feb/01/george-lakoff-interview  What is needed is a moral standpoint to challenge the unreasoned belief of those in power.  Activism can engage with the moral energies of those who feel abused, insulted, or simply wronged by this government’s drive for austerity.  But such people need to be encouraged to believe that activism is more than OK – it is necessary for their personal dignity, necessary to right the wrongs perpetrated against them and their neighbours, necessary to support people less well off than they are, necessary to fight injustice.  Activism is necessary to re-build and sustain a compassionate society.
The second reason that the Church (all institutional religions, to be balanced about it) and charities dislike what is being done under the name of austerity is to be found in the subversion of the purpose of charities and the voluntary sector.  Too many in the voluntary sector are finding that they are being taken for granted by govt., are being directed by govt. instead of setting their own agendas, and etc. A protest group which addresses some of these concerns, but which also shares the general anti-austerity mood, is The National Coalition for Independent Action, which is here: http://www.independentaction.net
What this all means is that there are significant numbers of potential activists who are not the usual suspects from the Trades Unions but who can, and must, be encouraged to join them in activism.  Church groups and charities support the less well off – food banks are a case in point.  But the moral energy must be that although such help is essential, the reason for it is man-made, indeed made by government which has cut benefits and also sought to encourage divisions in society whereby people are blamed (immigrants, skivers, the disabled, …).

So the People’s Assembly is being set up in Shropshire (Shrewsbury March 27th) and will draw upon a diverse range of motivations and energies – from Trades Unions to Church groups and charities – to promote activism against austerity.  The People’s Assembly will be run as a sub-group of the Trades Council, for the simple reason that it is an established body, with funding and legal obligations to work with the local community.  Of course, unionists are concerned to deal with workplace injustices – and this is often the basis for identifying injustices in society.  This makes the energies of unionists so vital in driving forward the urge to make the People’s Assembly a success.  But workplace committees and demonstrations against factory closures and privatizations are not enough.  Again, the govt. seeks to set unionists against other groups in society, in their desire that divisiveness should bleed the energy out of activism.  We live in a society where the govt. is actively encouraging people to turn against their neighbours.  That is a moral issue and activism can unite people to fight back against austerity.

We see two essential goals to be promoted at the inaugural meeting of the Shropshire People’s Assembly Against Austerity.  One is the gathering and dissemination of information about alternatives to austerity. The other is a shared sense of purpose in activism.  We expect groups of activists to engage with specific themes.  The aim must be to regenerate a compassionate society through local activism and a belief in the rightness of challenging the wrongs supposedly being done in our name.  Retired UCU activists are part of the organizational effort.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=12uR93qzCvE is good.


4. WMRMB – Contacts
WMRMB Chairperson: Darrall Cozens 

Current Committee members:

Kate Clayton, William Edmondson, Lorna Wild.

Email: william.h.edmondson@gmail.com
WMRMB - UCU also has a Facebook page:

http://www.facebook.com/groups/156281354458418
If you use Facebook why not join in?

UCU WEST MIDLANDS RETIRED MEMBERS BRANCH
Annual General Meeting 2014.

12.00pm, Wednesday, March 26th, 2014, at UCU Offices, Alpha Tower, Birmingham.

Agenda.

1. Apologies.

2. Minutes of AGM held on Wednesday, March 20th 2013.
3. Matters Arising.

4. Officers’ reports:

· 4a. Chair/Acting Secretary.

· 4b. Treasurer/Equalities Officer.

· 4c. Newsletter/Communications Officer.

5. Elections.

· 5a. Chair.

· 5b. Secretary.

· 5c. Treasurer.

· 5d. Equalities Officer.

· 5e. Newsletter/Communications Officer.

· 5f.  Delegate/s to UCU Regional Council and REC.

6. Affiliations.

· 6a. NPC.

· 6b. Women’s Charter and other women’s organisations.

· 6c. Trade Union Councils.

7. 2014 UCU Congress Business.

· 7a. Motions.
· 7b. Delegates (2)

8. AOB.

Darrall Cozens, Chair/Acting Secretary.

Launch of the

Shropshire

People’s

Assembly 

against

austerity


 


http://www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk





speakers


Chair: William Edmondson 


(Shropshire Fights Back)


Mark Rylands 


(Bishop of Shrewsbury)


Jackie Jeffrey 


(Shropshire CAB)


Bill Greenshields 


(People’s Charter TU Officer)


Alan James 


(Shropshire Unison Branch Secretary)


Brett Davis 


(President Shropshire Trades Council)


Will Duckworth 


(Deputy Leader of the Green Party)


John Turnbull 


(Shrewsbury Labour Parliamentary              candidate)





ACTION Workshops





Disabilities/  atos





Bedroom tax/  debt





Tax justice/  NHS





Benefits cuts/  LGBT





Daycentres





 











Where


Shrewsbury Abbey


When


Thursday 27th March   7 – 9.30pm





 


 








We face a choice that will shape our society for decades to come. It is a choice faced by ordinary people in every part of the globe.


We can defend education, health and welfare provision funded from general taxation and available to all, or we can surrender the gains that have improved the lives of millions of people over more than 50 years.


We do not accept that government’s austerity programme is necessary. 


The banks and the major corporations should be taxed at a rate which can provide the necessary resources. 


Austerity does not work: it is a failure in its own terms resulting in neither deficit reduction nor growth. 


It is not just: the government takes money from the pockets of those who did not cause the crisis and rewards those who did.   It is immoral: our children face a bleaker future if our services and living standards are devastated.   It is undemocratic: at the last election a majority voted against the return of a Tory government. The Con-Dem coalition has delivered us into the grip of the Tories whose political project is the destruction of a universal welfare state.


 











