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Goods and Services

At last! The parliamentary battle is won and the Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2007 will be in force from 30 April.

There was a final attempt to derail them in the House of Lords on 21 March, when Baroness O’Cathain (an old friend of ours!) moved that they be rejected. After a three hour debate, the Government won the vote 168 to 122.  The House of Commons had previously approved them without debate, following the farcical proceedings in the Committee set up to consider the draft regulations, where opponents of equality (a large and exclusively Conservative group of MPs) had turned up, and in effect prevented the very debate they were demanding by raising endless points of order. The Committee then voted to approve the regulations by 12 to 2. In both sets of debates, all three front benches had given their support, but whereas in the Lords Labour and the Lib Dems had imposed a Whip, the Conservatives had a free vote.

The last day of debate had once again witnessed the sad and frightening spectacle of very young children being marshalled outside Parliament to wave homophobic placards. 

It has been a long and sometimes difficult struggle. The increasing role of the trade union movement as a leading player for equality was a notable factor in the outcome, all the way from securing the Government’s willingness to prepare the regulations back in 2005, to their final achievement a year and a half later. LGBT trade unionists can be proud of the rôle we have all played, and of the contribution that trade unions and the TUC have made to this outcome.

The Regulations: what they say

All the fuss has been about Catholic adoption agencies. Opponents have used the cry of “religious freedom under threat” to conceal their opposition to any kind of equality for LGB people, a message repeated at every attempt to reform the law during the previous ten years.

Most peers from trade union backgrounds voted for the Regulations except – shamefully – three: Keith Brookman, Tony Clark and Garfield Davies.

The regulations outlaw discrimination in the provision of every kind of goods and service on grounds of sexual orientation. In education, they outlaw discrimination in the way schools treat LGB pupils or those with LGB parents. Importantly, they reinforce the message about bullying being unacceptable. There was a debate about the curriculum, and although the regs don’t cover this, it was clarified in the Lords that the way the curriculum is delivered is what matters. The minister stated, faith schools are allowed to teach that their religion proposes the superiority of heterosexual marriage (for example) but not to teach any lack of respect for those who aren’t in this mould. That, we have long believed, is still a problem, and one that will be addressed by future TUC campaigning.

There are two other exemptions apart from the delay for religious adoption agencies (which is not an exemption, but a transitional period to which the TUC reluctantly agreed after discussion with the minister). These are for the blood service – some will recall the very sharp debate at the LGBT Conference in 2005 on this complicated question; and for insurance. This is in line with similar exemptions in the SDA and DDA. This exemption is effectively also only a transition, as the regs say that insurance companies will only have it until 2008, and can only discriminate if their have actual actuarial evidence to support it. Advice to insurance companies on good practice already recommends they should not ask about sexual orientation, anyway.

Trans protection

Meanwhile, it has been reaffirmed, again, that protection from discrimination on grounds of gender identity will be part of the forthcoming single equality legislation. There will be a period for consultation starting when the Green paper is published (May seems the likely date now) and the TUC has appointed an expert to develop our response, in which trans rights will be properly represented. 

Trans Pride Conference is coming!

15 June 2007 is the date for the major national conference linked to the London Pride fortnight this year. The event will take place in London on that date, linking to a trans arts festival the following day (Transfabulous). Information and registration details will be available very shortly, but meanwhile, unions should draw this to the attention of trans members so they can arrange to get to the event if they wish: there will only be 130 places and it will be very popular.

The TUC has agreed to sponsor the cost of the venue and a small team of TUC LGBT Committee members and staff have been part of the steering group putting the conference together. One of the four conference strands will deal with workplace issues and this will be chaired by Tamsin Piper (Amicus and LGBT Committee). The current plan is to produce updated TUC guidance on trans workplace issues following the conference.

Trans issues will also feature strongly at the 2007 LGBT Conference, where they will be the topic of the informal session that will be held, as usual, on the second morning.

Appeal from Jamaica

Shocking stories about the oppression faced by LGBT people in Jamaica continue to reach us. Since the co-chair of J-Flag (Gareth, who spoke so movingly at the 2005 LGBT Conference) was seriously beaten up in February, at least ten others have suffered the same treatment, while the police, far from protecting them as the law requires, have been adding to the persecution, such that Gareth himself has been subjected to continual harassment and has had to move house.

During all this, J-Flag faces appalling financial difficulties. It has no money to pay for an office or meet staff costs. Gareth has renewed his appeal to British trade unions to raise funds for J-Flag. The TUC – which continues to press the issue with relevant contacts at Governmental level – can send donations on to J-Flag. The flow of contributions received during 2005/6 has dried up: now is the time to look again at helping out. Donations should be sent payable to the TUC via Peter Purton at Congress House.

A substantial stock of J-Flag badges remain. If anyone wants to sell these to raise funds, please contact Stewart Brown of the Fire Brigades Union, gal01@fbu.org.uk.

Yogyakarta Principles

Following a meeting in Yogyatkarta, Indonesia, last year, the International Commission of Jurists and the International Service for Human Rights are publishing (26 March 2007) the above-named principles. These affirm that full equal rights on grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity are an integral part of international human rights, and they lay down basic principles that all states should comply with. The launch will follow a meeting of the United Nations Human Rights Council. 

Given the continued gross violations of the human rights of LGB and trans people across so many countries in the world, this progress by the UN can only be of great importance in putting our human rights more forcefully on the agenda and underpinning efforts to transform the approach of the many places where LGBT people face legal and extra-legal oppression, including the death penalty, and discrimination, as has been noted many times by motions debated at the LGBT Conference over recent years.

The “Principles” will be available shortly after the launch.

TUC International Seminar

As a follow up to the very successful TUC International LGBT Conference in 2006, a seminar is being organised for 17 May – International Day against Homophobia – jointly by the International and Equal Rights departments of the TUC. The meeting is designed to build on the growing Trade Union rôle in supporting equal rights and combating discrimination globally, and the target audience is union international officers. TUC LGBT Committee members will also be taking part. The objective is to develop expertise so that unions can respond more effectively when facing international LGBT issues – including asylum - needing a quick response are raised.

Prides – and organising - 2007

Once again, the Pride season is almost upon us, and once again, the TUC plans to ensure a further development of trade union involvement and presence at the every growing number of Pride events (see the regional reports for details of some of these).

Sponsorship for the London march and festival on 30 June is being collected to again ensure the maximum profile for trade unions, and although it will be hard to top the fantastic presence we had in 2006, every effort will be made to make this year’s even bigger.

A new feature in 2007 will be that the message that the LGBT worker’s place is in their union will be reinforced by the presence at four major events – London, Manchester, Cardiff and Brighton – of small teams of organisers from the TUC Organising Academy, who have volunteered to try out their skills on our community.  The TUC will be in discussion with the regions concerned to ensure that maximum impact is made through this.

Organising in the community

As well as taking advantage of Prides, the TUC has also considered how best to reach out to LGBT people in their communities outside of the annual festivals. Recognising that only certain parts of the LGBT communities are to be found using the “gay villages” that now exist in many cities, nonetheless these are the easiest to reach out to. Organising campaigns might be run aimed both at those who use the villages for socialising, and those who work there. Thought needs to be given to how to set up an effective campaign, and this must be done in direct discussion with the trade union that wants to recruit in such areas. TUC regional LGBT groups have been asked to discuss what they might initiate in their own regions, in liaison with the Regional TUC and local unions.

One example of an initiative to reach out to the LGBT community is already in place: Midlands TUC Unionlearn has decided to use the Nightingale Club in Birmingham for its learndirect conference (27-8 March) as part of a programme to take workplace learning (and trade unionism) to the community.

News from the Regions

South West

At the AGM in March, Jeff Grist (PCS) was elected chair, Lindsey Ward (Amicus) secretary and Al Phippen (NASUWT) organiser. The group is organising to be present at regional Prides. Members took a lead in setting up the first regional Trans network under the aegis of Equality South West.

Yorkshire and Humberside

Dave Eales was re-elected as convenor in January. He reports that new unions are joining the network, and that their plans are focussed on ensuring a good presence at every Pride this year. The list is currently: Sheffield 16 June, Hull 28 July, Huddersfield 29 July, Leeds 5 August, Wakefield 12 August, York 19 August plus an event in Bradford to be confirmed. So a busy few months ahead, and the TUC regional office and regional unions are being asked to provide practical support.

Wales TUC

The Wales TUC LGBT Committee got involved in supporting the campaign around goods and services by repeatedly writing to Welsh MPs, and getting positive replies from 50% of them. They are now surveying trade union LGBT structures in Wales. They are planning a trade union marquee at Cardiff Pride and encouraging unions to book space in it. The Wales TUC conference in May is being asked to adopt a rule change to allow the LGBT Committee the same status as the other equality committees.

SERTUC

Following its successful re-launch and the election of new officers, with Anton Johnson (T&G) as secretary, the regional network has been actively establishing links and planning activities. A successful reception for LGBT History Month was held at Congress House on 28 February, and network representatives are regularly attending the LGBT Forum organised by the Mayor of London’s office.  Delegates attended the Unite Against Fascism conference on 17 February and the network will continue to play an active part in the continuing work in the region against racism and fascism.

New network for Black LGBT trade unionists

Following discussion among black delegates at the 2006 TUC LGBT Conference, it was agreed to form a network. Two members of the LGBT Committee have volunteered to serve as contacts, and their details are listed at the end. Please can regional LGBT contacts make sure this network is drawn to the attention of any members who might be interested!

Contacts

South West:

Jeff Grist, jeff.grist@dfes.gsi.gov.uk
Midlands

Yvonne Washbourne, 0121 766 4396, and Bob Deacon, 01902 552486

Northern

Pete Wilcox, peter.Wilcox@fbu.org.uk
Southern and Eastern

Anton Johnson, mabuse@mabuse.plus.com
North West

Tyne Henney, thenney@tuc.org.uk
Yorkshire and Humberside

Dave Eales, daveeales@aol.com
Wales

Derek Walker at Wales TUC, 029 2034 7010

Black TU LGBT network

Beverley Miller, sensimiller17@yahoo.co.uk
Patrick Williams, Patrick_m@btinternet.com
LGBT Newsletter editor

Contact: Peter Purton
Trades Union Congress

Congress House

Great Russell Street

London WC1B 3LS

telephone: 020 7467 1271

fax: 020 7467 1333

email: ppurton@tuc.org.uk
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