Report on UK Labour Party Women’s Conference, 23-24/2/19, held in Telford  by Alison Scouller
First of all thank you for supporting me to attend this as your delegate.  It was significant this year in that it was a stand alone conference and was mainly devoted to debate on Labour Party policy.  There were around 1200 women there, of whom 700 were delegates.
It opened on Saturday morning with Margaret Greenwood MP, Shadow Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, speaking.  This was followed by policy debates which were all on topics that had been decided by ballots before conference, 4 from CLPs and 4 from affiliates.  It was very difficult to decide on priorities as the 31 were all important topics, but needless to say all 4 of our choices (Abortion Rights; Pensions; Rights for Migrant Women; Universal credit and Employment Support) were chosen for debate.  In my report I’ve highlighted some points of interest. I can provide further details if anyone would like these.

So on Saturday morning we debated these as follows:

Women in the Workforce: This addressed maternity rights.  We heard of the plight of the increasing number of self-employed women who need Keep In Touch days in order to be able to maintain their work. Currently, some, who take up paid work whilst on maternity leave, are likely to lose their maternity allowance.  Also of interest was that paying for childcare was a big problem for women musicians who may have short notice of work offers and mostly earn less than £20,000 a year. 
Early Years Education and Childcare: This highlighted the massive impact of austerity on Local Authority provision.
Pensions: This motion, seconded by Rhondda CLP, debated the problems of women at my end of the age spectrum born in the 1950s.  I have not been as badly affected because I could access an occupational pension earlier.  However our hearts went out to women having to continue working as care workers, struggling to lift people of the same age as themselves, unable to retire when they expected.  There are women very dependent on the state pension because of career breaks for caring responsibilities and of course low pay resulting from the gender pay gap.  Ironically women spoke of being unable to help with care of their grandchildren, who can’t access childcare as per the previous debate.  The motion didn’t oppose equalizing the state pension age of men and women, but having a longer transition period, as we were all so unprepared for this change. 
I attended Breakout sessions then on Underpaid and undervalued work, chaired by Diane Abbott who was in great form, and one on Women and Social Security.
When we returned to main conference session in the afternoon, Dawn Butler, Shadow Secretary of State for Women and Equalities addressed the conference. Having heard her speak 2 years ago I found her even more inspiring. She was followed by Jeremy Corbyn who had a rapturous reception, with the usual singing!
Violence against Women and Girls: this was the final motion of the day proposed by the delegate from Aberconwy CLP, who noted that 75% of domestic abuse is against women, it has increased from 16% to 23% as a proportion of violent crime and yet refuges and other support services are closing due to austerity.  Others stated that the statistic of 2 women killed every week by a former or current partner, has remained unchanged over the years.  The motion called for funding to return to at least 2010 levels, better workplace support for those experiencing abuse and education in schools.
An International Plenary on The Struggle for Liberation: A Global look at Rights for Women ended the formal proceedings for the day. 3 amazing women activists and politicians from Zimbabwe, Ghana and South Africa spoke about their struggles for equality and justice; they emphasized that we faced the same issues worldwide in many ways, although the level of abuse and violence women in their countries encountered was shocking, notably in the Zimbabwean Parliament.  The comrade from South Africa talked about how they would start their meetings with singing and dancing so they managed to get us up on our feet and singing at the end.
This was followed a Women’s Reception sponsored by UNITE THE UNION at which we were able to relax and enjoy a drink!
On Sunday morning we were back in main session with 4 debates.   

Social Care was the topic of the first motion, addressing the needs of both paid and unpaid carers.  It demanded registration of care workers in England as has been agreed in Wales already, increasing carers’ pay, and carers’ allowance, and ending the privatization of services.
Abortion Rights was the next topic, focusing on Northern Ireland but calling for decriminalising abortion across the UK.  Our forum was pleased to see this topic on the agenda as we have tried to get it debated so many times. I got to speak on it with the support of other women from Wales.  I talked about the Welsh Assembly Cross Party Group on abortion and reproductive rights which I and other forum members are on.  It is supported by BPAS.  A mapping exercise of services has shown a postcode lottery of access to timely abortion services, for different reasons including some unsympathetic GPs, resources, funding, publicity and travel issues.  BPAS assures us this is replicated in some parts of England. I told the conference that we are hopeful that when the Committee reports our Welsh Labour Government (Welsh delegates agreed that it is often forgotten that we have this in Wales!) will be able to address the problems women and service providers experience.  However I emphasized that on the Committee we keep coming back to the fact that the WG cannot solve all the problems without the decriminalization of abortion UK wide by the UK Parliament.
Universal Credit and Employment Support was the next discussion, calling for an end to Universal Credit, as well as closing the gender pay gap and addressing housing shortages, amongst other austerity issues.  It was supported by Clwyd South.CLP. The frustrations of women, including those working in social and mental health services, those volunteering in Food Banks and those directly affected, were painful to hear.  
Rights for Migrant Women was the final motion to be debated.  Pontypridd CLP seconded this.  The need to publicise how destitute and refugee women are treated now by the NHS and other public services was identified, particularly in relation to maternity care. This puts workers in an invidious position, having to prioritise purses not pulses, instead of the other way round, as one speaker put it. The length of time women are held in Immigration Detention centres is horrifying, as Labour MPs have highlighted.  Also the increased domestic abuse experienced by migrant women is heartbreaking as they have even less resources with which to escape it. English NHS Trusts were urged to exercise their discretion not to charge undocumented migrants in need of ante-natal and maternity care.  The motion called on the next Labour government to: 
1. Abolish a ‘no recourse to public funds status’ for ALL migrant women experiencing gendered violence. The current destitute domestic violence concession status is highly limited. 

2. All new immigration law AND procedures, including the upcoming Brexit Immigration Bill, to be reviewed before implementation for possible impacts on migrant women experiencing VAWG. 

3. ALL migrant women experiencing gendered violence should have access to secure and safe provision as an exit route to the violent situations they endure.
All motions were passed and will be fed into the relevant National Policy fora.
‘Universal Credit and Employment Support’ and ‘Rights for Migrant Women’ were voted to be tabled for debate at Annual Conference.   
At the end of conference it was announced that the 3 candidates I voted to get on the WCAC were successful.  I voted for Teresa Clark and Jean Crocker on the basis that they have been unstinting in their efforts to take forward the policy making aspect of the UK LP Women’s Conference.  Gemma Bolton is a younger candidate, balancing our representation I felt, and also very committed to empowering the Women’s Conference.
