25th April – Conference- Supporting Women At Work.
This Conference was organised by the South West TUC and the Gloucestershire Amal Branch agreed to send Kate Hartland and Margaret Hill to represent CWU members. 

The guest speaker was Baroness Margaret Prosser, who amongst many other responsibilities is a non executive director of Royal Mail. It was an ideal opportunity for the branch to directly approach her to express our concerns over the closure of Royal Mail Gloucester. It was an opportunity we could not resist. 

Baroness Prosser has been a non executive director of Royal Mail since 2004 and also took up her seat in the House of Lords on July 2004. Margaret retired from her position as the Deputy General Secretary of the Transport and General Workers Union and in December of that year was appointed Chair of the Women’s National Commission. She has since been re-appointed until 2008. Margaret was recently appointed Deputy Chair of the new Commission for Equalities and Human Rights.
Part of Margaret’s speech covered a new scheme entitled The Springboard Scheme, which provides training for part time women who wish to take up managerial positions whilst remaining Part Time. The scheme provides for government funding of up to £25,000 providing the company agrees to match fund this figure. 

When question time arrived, I could not resist the opportunity to express my amazement that Royal Mail was mentioned as one of the companies involved in the scheme. 

My question to Baroness Prosser was “How can a company which is screaming poverty and closing branch offices up and down the country, afford to fund such a scheme?”

Baroness Prosser responded by first saying that on her way up on the train, she just knew that the closure of Gloucester Mail Centre would be raised at the conference. I was glad that she knew it would be raised as it shows that the letters we have been sending her have been received.   
It had to be done, was my immediate response. She then went on to explain that The Springboard Scheme is was not considered by Royal Mail to be a great expense, and that she would speak to me later in the day about Gloucester Mail Centre. 

I managed to meet up with her after lunch, and we discussed the progress of our talks with Royal Mail. I managed to get across the point that all the proposals from the CWU for alternatives to closures seem to be brushed aside by Royal Mail. There is total opposition to the planned closure from all Political Parties within the County, it is vastly condemned by the customers of Gloucestershire and will be opposed by CWU members. 
Baroness Prosser talked of progress and change within Royal Mail, as you would expect of her. I said that we were not adverse to change within the company and if the move had been within reasonable travelling distance and of benefit to the service we provide, ok we would have grumbled, but it would have been considerable. 

I spoke to her on the issue of Gloucester accepting immigrants into the county. The city has a very proud record of welcoming and integrating immigrants over a number of years without problems. If Royal Mail strips 480 jobs out of the city where are these people going to find work. 

Baroness Prosser said that meeting CWU members to discuss the planned closure would be a “conflict of interest” for her in her current position as non-executive director of Royal Mail. She also said that Parmjit Dhanda MP has also expressed his disappointment to her over this conflict of interest. 

I then used this conference to say to her that she was here to promote and support women at work, how she could stand by and allow Royal Mail to put over 150 women out of work at Gloucester alone”. Her reply was that she would contact Dave Ward, CWU Deputy General Secretary and request a meeting. It was a step in the right direction for the CWU campaign, albeit a small one. 

This conference turned out to be an excellent opportunity to express our views and concerns to a director of Royal Mail about the planned closure of our mail centre. Baroness Prosser was left in no uncertain terms that we oppose the closure.

Margaret Hill
