1

UNIONLEARN CONFERENCE, 11 JUNE 2009
Thanks Jo [Brand] for that introduction.

And thanks for chairing our conference; for your support for Adult Learners Week; and for your long commitment to Equity.

As some of you may know, Jo was recently a judge on the BBC2 programme “The Speaker” – which was a competition to find Britain’s most talented public speaker.

So, absolutely no pressure for me then . . .

Let me also take this opportunity to thank Liz Smith, who as many of you will know will be retiring as unionlearn director next month.

Liz has long been an outstanding champion of learning, trade unionism and ordinary working people – and without her, quite simply none of this would have been possible.

So on behalf of all of us, thank you Liz.

Conference, we are meeting at an absolutely critical time.
The global economy remains in the deepest recession since the 1930s.

Unemployment here in Britain is likely to surge past the three million mark by this time next year.

And our political system is in turmoil, with the Labour government taking a battering in the local and European elections.

But amidst this huge turbulence, one thing can be said with some certainty: that there has never been more need for our work on the learning and skills agenda.

Over the past year, we have once again raised the bar; showing that higher skills are the best insurance policy ordinary workers can take out in this age of unprecedented global change.
And I’m proud to report we have made huge progress in taking learning to those who need it most.
We’ve helped 223,000 people access learning through their union, and we’re well on course to get this up to a quarter of a million by the end of 2010.

We’ve made massive strides forward on skills for life, with the number of people on literacy, numeracy, IT and ESOL courses well ahead of target.
And we’ve opened another 99 learning centres; signed 200 new learning agreements; and encouraged almost 230 employers to take up the Skills Pledge.

All this, and more, reason to be proud.

And think too about the other things.

We’ve signed four new Memorandums of Understanding with National Training Awards, the Campaign for Learning, Skills for Health and the UK Resource Centre for Women.

We’ve appointed new Investors in People Union Ambassadors, building on our successful partnership with IIP.
We’ve secured a successful Ofsted report on U-Net and relaunched our own careers advice service.

And we’ve helped more learners access higher education – and what better way for us to mark the 40th anniversary of the Open University?

But there’s one achievement I haven’t yet mentioned.
The most important one of all.

Because today I can announce that we now have 24,000 learning reps in workplaces the length and breadth of Britain.

A rise of over 4,000 in the past year.

That is a fantastic achievement.

Not only have we already reached our target of 22,000 learning reps over a year early – but we’ve kept on going.
And be in no doubt: our learning reps are the very lifeblood of our work on the skills agenda.

For all we can build the capacity, negotiate the provision and set up the courses, ultimately this counts for nothing unless we can encourage ordinary people to take the plunge.
People often out of learning for decades; sometimes with acute needs; perhaps lacking the confidence to sign up themselves.

That – of course – is where our learning reps come in.

And it came as no surprise when Ofsted gave them top marks – praising their “outstanding peer support” as mentors, advocates, negotiators, role models and advisers.
But for all the statistics, however impressive, and all the official reports, however glowing, nothing better conveys the work of our learning reps than real stories about real people in real workplaces.
People like Tracy Roberts, a care worker in Wigan and a volunteer with her local Citizens Advice Bureau.
Despite being diagnosed as a dyslexic, she is currently studying for her Level 2 literacy and numeracy qualifications.

And Tracy’s now a Unison learning rep herself, supporting her colleagues with dedication and enthusiasm.

So much so that she has just won the Trade Union Education Student of the Year award.
Or think about Martin Vince, who works for Cityclean in Brighton.
After struggling at school and leaving without any qualifications, he took the plunge and returned to learning through his union, the GMB.

And he’s never looked back.

Now he is also a learning rep, helping work mates take up courses as diverse as Polish, signing, ESOL and computing.

And Martin’s the proud winner of the Regional Learner of the Year award in the south east.

Conference, just two stories – among countless thousands – that show what our work on learning is really about: helping ordinary people do extraordinary things.

So there is certainly much for us to be proud of. 

Together we have come a long way in a short space of time.

Together we have taken learning to parts of the workforce others cannot reach.
And together we have shown that in our offices, factories and workplaces, Britain really has got talent.

Simon Cowell, eat your heart out.

But now is not the time to rest on our laurels – we’ve got to keep raising our game, pushing the boundaries, showing that when it comes to learning, trade unions are leading the way.

And there are some pretty big challenges ahead.

With our economy still contracting, with job losses mounting and with the global skills race becoming more competitive by the year, the need for lifelong learning has perhaps never been greater than now.
We know that businesses who don’t train their staff are around two and a half times more likely to fail – a deeply disturbing statistic, faced as we are by the deepest recession since the war.

And we know that those who do train will be much better placed to compete when those elusive green shoots of recovery finally appear.
So it’s up to us in the trade union movement to encourage employers to do the right thing.

Showing how they can take advantage of schemes such as Train to Gain.

Ensuring workers are able to make the most of the new right to request training.

And, with hundreds of thousands of young people about to leave school or college, getting more firms to sign up for apprenticeships.

The TUC is right behind the government’s aim to create 250,000 apprenticeships a year by 2020, and we believe unions – and union learning reps – have a crucial role to play in supporting apprentices.
But in a sense our role is more fundamental than all of this.
Because it’s for us to really engage with employers direct – and to show how, when times are tough, we can help improve the bottom line.
That’s why, today, we are publishing a new guide – Leaders in learning – setting out how employers and unions can co-operate on skills.
And conference, where this kind of joint work is taking place, the results have been spectacular.

Think about Boots, where over half the workers in the logistics division have gained nationally recognised qualifications thanks to a successful partnership with USDAW.

Or think about Horstmann Group, a small manufacturing firm in Bristol, where skills for life courses organised by Unite have led to real improvements in morale, working relationships and teamworking.

And think finally about Portsmouth-based shipbuilder BVT Surface Fleet.
As well as upskilling the existing workforce, the onsite union learning centre – run by the Confederation of Shipbuilding and Engineering Unions – is now also offering practical support to local unemployed people.

Not just revitalising the firm’s recruitment strategy – but helping people like trainee plater Tony Brown, previously unemployed for seven years, gain a foothold in the world of work.
So be in no doubt: this really is a win–win agenda.

On workplace learning, I believe there is genuine common cause between employers and unions.

As Ofsted noted earlier this year, we can make a real difference by boosting productivity, improving morale and reducing both absence rates and staff turnover.

So my message today, both to politicians and employers, is simple: when it comes to learning and skills, unions really mean business.

Let nobody lose sight of what together we can achieve.
Showing that learning must be a right not a privilege.

Showing that the best way to unlock individual talent is through collective action.

And showing that Britain can not only weather the current economic storm, but emerge stronger and fairer when the good times return.

Thanks for listening.
