UNISON Retired Members’ National Conference 
1/2 October 2019, Southport Convention Centre
The Conference was chaired by this year’s President, Josie Bird from the North East Region, who is the first UNISON President to start out in the union as a young members’ officer. We were addressed by Christine McAnea, Assistant General Secretary.

UNISON’s national retired membership is around 165,000.The North West Region of UNISON has the largest group of retired members in the union. UNISON Cheshire East Branch has a membership of 726, as at 30 September 2018, down 2 on the previous year’s figure.
The Report of the National Retired Members’ Committee (NRMC) including Action Arising from the 2018 Conference was received. The full text of all the motions and amendments contained therein can be found on the UNISON website, listed as Final Agenda. 
The 2 motions submitted to the 2019 National Delegate Conference (NDC) from the 2018 National Retired Members’ Conference were Composite A Intergenerational Commission Report; and Motion 22 Abuse in Care Homes. 

Composite A rejected sentiments that brand older people as a drain upon society and responsible for the problems faced by younger people; and rejected the proposals contained in the Resolution Foundation’s New Generational Contract report, where these are likely to have an adverse effect upon retired workers.

The NDC carried the composite and accepted the view that, in truth, inequality exists within generations, not between and that UNISON does not accept that older people should be held responsible for the impact of unfair government policies upon the lives of younger people.

The NDC also carried Motion 22 which highlighted abuse in care homes and the need for UNISON to challenge the understaffing and the lack of training that underlies the problem. 
2019 motions   
Health and Social Care 
The Future of Social Care (Composite B, Motions 10 &16): Call for the creation of a National Care Service funded from general taxation; the reversal of existing privatisation of care services; personal care free at the point of need; standards of care that meet human rights legislation; and terms and conditions for staff that meet UNISON’s Ethical and Residential Care Charters.

Dental Care (Motion 12): Calls for the provision of free NHS dental services for older people of pensionable age to help in the detection of serious medical conditions such as oral cancer and heart disease.
Routine NHS Health Checks (Motion 17): Urges UNISON to campaign for the introduction of personal health checks for people age 65+ and at 5 yearly intervals.   

Cancer Screening (Motion 11): Seeks to replace the existing screening “opt-in” procedure for breast cancer after age 71 and bowel cancer after age 74 (England and Wales) with one based on continuity of screening, with “opt- out” provision until the end of life.
Seasonal Deaths (Motion 9): The UK State Retirement Pension remains at the foot of the OECD league and last year’s toll of excess winter deaths reached a 40 year high. The motion calls for the retention and index-linking of the Winter Fuel Allowance and notes that the reasons for the spike in seasonal deaths of older people during the 2018 heatwave also needs to be addressed.

Pensions and Pensioner Benefits

National Insurance & the State Pension (Motion 7): The UK weekly Minimum Income Standard for a pensioner couple in 2018 was assessed as being £364 but for a single age working adult was £288. The National Insurance Fund, the estimated surplus of contributions over what is required to pay contributory benefits is £26.4bn. The motion calls for the annual surplus be used to fund pensions at a level at least equivalent to the Minimum Income Standard to address pensioner poverty.

Universal Credit & Mixed Age Couples (Composite F): Since May 2019 many older people are being penalised for having a partner younger than themselves because entitlement to Universal Credit is now defined by the working-age partner, not the pensioner. UNISON will campaign to reverse the change in rules which Age UK calculates could result in some pensioners being £7000 worse off each year.

Withheld and Unclaimed Benefits (Motion 4): Age UK estimates that £3.8m of benefits remain unclaimed by pensioners each year even though it retrieves an additional £1.4m on their behalf. Mistakes by the DWP can mean that benefits are wrongly withheld, sometimes with tragic consequences. The motion calls for the establishment of Welfare Rights Services in all local authority areas.
Equal Pension (Motion 6): Calls for a campaign to enshrine equivalent occupational pension rights in UK law for survivors of same sex marriages and civil partnerships as for widows of opposite sex marriages.

Attacks on our Benefits (Motion 20): Urges a campaign to direct voters towards candidates opposing attacks on pensioner benefits at the forthcoming General Election.

Free TV Licences for the Over-75’s (Motion 22): Makes the case for these to be retained and funded from general taxation rather than by younger licence payers or by cutting  BBC services (e.g. the proposed end of the “Red Button” information and news service in early 2020).

Free Travel Pass for the 60+ (Motion 33): To reduce the age of eligibility for a free bus pass. 

Celebrate the Bus pass (Composite D); Declining Public Transport and Older People (Motion 31): Asserts the social benefits of the bus pass; calls for a national bus strategy to reverse the decline in service and passenger usage; for government to meet the full cost of the bus pass concession to local authorities; and for campaigns to support the maintenance of the bus pass at national and local level.
Senior Railcard Travel Restrictions (Motion 32): Calls for the government to require standardisation in the application of time restrictions on the use of the card by train operating companies (e.g. before 9am and between 4.30 and 6pm).     
Austerity-Defending Living Standards for Older People (Composite C); Young People Need our Help (Motion 23): Since the Intergenerational 
Commission Report in 2018 (see above) there have been a number of further attacks upon older people’s entitlements and standards of living as a means of alleviating the effects of austerity upon younger people: the Taxpayers’ Alliance (“freeze state pensions”); BBC (“scrap the free TV licence for over 75’s”); Intergenerational Foundation ( “end OAP concessions”); DWP ( “the Toyboy Tax”- see Composite F, above); the House of Lords ( “scrap the Triple Lock on state pension; delay payment of the winter fuel allowance and bus pass, then tax them; subject pensioners to NI payments” etc.,etc...). The motion rejects these attempts to set younger people against retired people and calls upon UNISON to develop a strategy against austerity that jointly engages both older and young people.
Other Issues and Campaigns

Fraud (Composite E): Notes that in 2018 official figures indicate that around 49,000 older people in the UK were scammed, double that since 2015, and this figure is likely to be a fraction of the actual number of victims. The motion calls for UNISON to launch an awareness campaign.

Technology (Motion 28): Notes that goods and services are increasingly available by online access only (for instance, from next summer, passport applications) and argues that as many older people are not or do not want to be part of the computer society, they are being disadvantaged. The motion calls for UNISON to research this issue and make recommendations to address it.

Volunteers in the NHS (Motion 8): At the 2018 Conference there was a keenly contested debate on a proposal for UNISON to support Helpforce, a Community Interest Company, in seeking to raise standards and availability of volunteering practice in the NHS and the voluntary sector. The arguments in favour? More volunteers (there are currently around 78,000 providing help and support in English hospitals) and improved patient care in undertaking tasks which employed staff would not otherwise perform (e.g. running book clubs, talking to patients and taking them for walks in the hospital grounds). Against? Fears of job substitution and privatisation. Result? The motion was defeated by a clear margin.

This year the National Retired Members’ Committee tried again, given that UNISON’s Health Service Group at its Conference had endorsed a “Charter to strengthen relations between the Helpforce programme and staff in the NHS (England)”. 

The result was another defeat, overwhelming but not unanimous (I voted in favour).

Conclusion 

I hope that the above represents a fair and accurate summary of the issues but please ask for further details or check on the UNISON website if desired.

Whatever, I find it reassuring that our union is clearly keeping abreast of the issues facing older people and is hopefully able to exert influence through the open and representative forum that is UNISON’s annual National Delegate Conference each June. I voted for Composite B and Composite F in the ballot to go forward to the Conference as our 2 prioritised motions, but whichever 2 motions do go forward need to be prioritised at that Conference if they are to be admitted to the agenda and debated with a view to becoming UNISON’s policy.  
All the motions described above (except Motion 8 which was defeated) are now referred to the National Executive Council (NEC), National Pensioners’ Convention, Scottish Pensioners’ Forum, Age UK, TUC, Scottish TUC, Labour Link and the relevant trade unions as appropriate for action, liaison and consultation. It is the responsibility of our National Retired Members’ Committee (NRMC) to take forward the actions agreed in the motions and to report back on progress to next year’s Retired Members’ Conference.

The full wording of the motions and amendments can be found on the UNISON website under Final Agenda (see above).

Proposals for consideration by the Group resulting from the Conference
1. That the Group continues to press through our Branch for Cheshire East Council to adopt UNISON’s Ethical Care and Residential Care Charters.

2. Although not debated at this year’s Conference, the Group continues to press through our Branch for the Cheshire Pension Fund to support the Motion 4: Dignity in Social Care carried at the 2017 Conference, as endorsed at our 2019 AGM. 
I am grateful to the Group for electing me as its Conference delegate and hope to be present at the Group AGM if anyone has any questions on this report.
The 2020 Conference will be held in Bournemouth on 13 & 14 October.
Roy Walker 

Delegate, Cheshire East UNISON Retired Members’ Group 
November 2019
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