UNISON Retired Members Conference, Brighton, 7/8 October 2025

I’d like to thank the branch for sending me again, it’s always interesting to meet with members from across the country.  There were separate meetings for self-organised groups and regional delegates on the Tuesday as well as well as a presentation on training and a panel discussion on poverty in retirement, with formal business including motions on the Wednesday.

Group Meetings

At the women’s meeting Rosie MacGregor and Maggie Morrissey were again elected to represent retired members at UNISON’s national women’s conference, and members drew attention to motions of particular interest to women.  There were separate meetings for Black, disabled and LGBT+ members to talk about their concerns and elect their representatives. 

As last year, some delegates wanted to discuss introducing an annual fee for retired members to pay for more support at regional and national level and gaining more recognition within UNISON.  Disputes and other matters involving members in employment are seen, understandably, as having a higher priority.   

This is not competent business for the RM conference because it would require a rule change, so it would have to be submitted by a branch to national delegate conference.  I am still not convinced – I think it would deter some people from staying at all, it would be costly to collect from members not on a payroll, and it could not be applied retrospectively to everyone who had already retired with a one-off payment of £15.  However it was also raised at the south-east meeting, and unless and until there is a formal mechanism for gauging opinion it will keep coming back every year.

Older People Experiencing Poverty

The panel featured Glyn Jenkins, UNISON’s head of pensions; Jack Jones, TUC pensions lead; Morgan Vine, director of policy, grants and influencing at Independent Age; and the star of the show, Neil Duncan-Jordan MP.  Neil formerly worked for the national pensioners’ convention and for UNISON and was elected as Poole’s first-ever Labour MP in July 2024 with a majority of just 18.  He currently sits as an independent after various differences from the government line, and is making the most of his limited time in parliament.  Some themes which emerged:

· some pensioners are initially well-off when they first retire but gradually become insecure, with inadequate occupational pensions, the cost of living crisis, increased reliance on food banks and charity, and social isolation.  
· pensioner poverty is greater among women, with a 25% gender pay gap; among Black, Asian and minority ethnic pensioners due mainly to lower wages in work; among pensioners who rent their homes, especially private tenants; and where pensioners live alone; 
· the threshold for pension credit is not generous, at £11,500 a year, but even then up to one-third of those who are eligible still do not claim;
· officially 1.9 million pensioners are living in poverty, but millions more are just scraping by.  Five million have savings of less than £3,000;
· Labour’s support for a national care service is welcome, but the review of social care is not scheduled to report until close to the next election, too late to implement real change.  Higher pay for skilled and professional care workers is essential, but means higher costs for service users who may not be able to afford them;
· arguments about intergenerational unfairness should not be used to set pensioners against children and working-age people.  Today’s workers are tomorrow’s pensioners, and we need intergenerational solidarity;
· equally the fact that some pensioners are comfortably off should not undermine the argument for protecting incomes for all, any more than using the fact that some children live in rich families to undermine universal breakfast clubs, school meals and nursery provision.

Overall the speakers found Labour ministers keen to work with them, and believed that they shared many of the same values and objectives, but this has to translate into visible gains and fast.  The winter fuel payment debacle and failure to consider any compensation for the WASPI women had not helped to build public trust.

Training for Retired Members Officers

UNISON staff ran through the process of developing training packages.  The aim was to roll these out at regional and national level in 2026.  A new version of the handbook for RM secretaries, together with information on training, would be circulated soon.

Formal Session

This included the annual report, presented by Rosie MacGregor, which is online at the end of page https://www.unison.org.uk/events/2025-retired-members/.  I also have a hard copy of the report on the 2024 retired members survey – it’s 16 pages plus seven pages of survey questions so too long for me to scan or copy, and it would be good to have this in electronic form.  I’ve attached the recommendations and will bring my copy to the meeting for anyone who would like to borrow.  The Oxfordshire county branch are quoted as responding:

“Our branch retired members are from all areas.  Local government, district councils, private, voluntary and community sector.  We welcome all retired members from any branch across Oxfordshire and / or if they move to Oxfordshire from anywhere in the UK they just let us know so that they can be retired members in our branch.”

Speakers

The conference was addressed by UNISON president Catherine McKenna, a school support worker from Northern Ireland.  She and vice-president James Anthony chaired the debates.  General secretary Christina McAnea was also scheduled, but her flight back to the UK was delayed by a bird strike and then cancelled.  I heard her speak at the Labour party conference, where she moved an emergency motion on the Middle East – the text is at https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2025/09/governments-must-do-more-to-get-aid-into-gaza-says-unison-at-labour-conference/ - but it would have been interesting to hear her on the many challenges facing UNISON members in the UK, both working and retired.

I’ve included my September notes on motions as Appendix A.  These were based on the preliminary agenda.  The final agenda is at the foot of https://www.unison.org.uk/events/2025-retired-members/ but no amendments made any significant changes.  The standing orders committee produced three composites which combined similar motions – Composite A on affordable homes for older people (1, 16 and 19), Composite B on the winter fuel allowance (21 and 25) and Composite C on boycott, divestment and sanctions (22 and 24).  No emergency motions were accepted, so the notes cover all the main issues.  On welfare not warfare some, while supporting the thrust of the motion, argued that as the sixth-richest country in the world, we should be able to fund decent public services as well as defending ourselves if necessary and continuing to support Ukraine.

The national retired members committee supported all motions and amendments, so the only excitement was around the standing orders committee report itself.  Some motions were ruled out because even printing them might put the union in legal jeopardy, so I don’t know what they said.  Despite arguing that one such motion was almost identical with a motion accepted and debated at the TUC all attempts to admit it failed, including requests to be told which bits were dangerous so that the rest of the motion could stand.  

All motions were overwhelmingly carried, many unanimously.  At the end delegates voted on which two motions to send on to national delegate conference.  I voted for Welfare not Warfare and the NHS Budget and Outsourcing to the Private Health Care Sector as the most popular at our last local meeting, but have not yet managed to find out which two were successful.  Next year’s conference will be in Glasgow. 

Ann Black, Oxfordshire County Retired Members delegate, October 2025




Appendix A

UNISON Retired Members Conference 2025 – Notes on Motions on Preliminary Agenda

Below is a list of motions admitted to the agenda – for many the title is self-explanatory but I’ve added some brief notes.  The final agenda, including amendments, will be published on 9 September 2025.

1.	Provision of affordable homes for older people.  Implement recommendations of the Mayhew review 2022 / taskforce November 2024 which calls for building 50,000 age-appropriate homes each year, up from current 7,000.  As well as higher quality and better for health, will free up family homes for younger people.

2.	The year of green UNISON 2026 – make it real for retired members.  2026 is Green UNISON Year of Activity but must involve retired members in plans relevant to us, including e.g. better insulation, cooling, energy measures, 

3.	Affiliate to Fuel Poverty Action.  Support their campaigning for free energy for essentials, funded by industry giants.  Calls for branch and regional RM committees to affiliate to FPA (didn’t know we were allowed to do that) and encourage individuals to sign up to monthly donations.

4.	Digital exclusion: no communication equates to no action.  Especially important around banking and health as services move online.

5.	Welfare not warfare.  Nearly one in five pensioners are still in poverty, especially those with disabilities.  Divert money from defence especially nuclear – one Trident missile costs £30 million – to restore the winter fuel allowance, compensate the WASPI women and increase the state pension.  (I think there’s a case for maintaining conventional defence spending given that Trump won’t defend Europe, but as the UK can’t use Trident / F35s etc without USA permission our nuclear “deterrent” is useless anyway.)

6.	Reverse the moves to increase the state pension age.  Plans are already in pipeline for rises to 67 and then 68 for those born from 1977 onwards.  Should tax billionaires, millionaires and six million people on the higher income tax rate [not sure about this, the threshold has been frozen for years and there’s a big difference between an income of £50,000 and an income of £1,000,000] and use the proceeds to provide secure retirement for all from age 60 [I think 60 is unrealistic, since men have never retired at 60.  I’d prefer no further increases in pension age and a more sophisticated review of the tax system].

7.	No to two-tier state retirement pensions.  Detailed analysis of the difference between pre- and post-2016 state pensions including differential application of the triple lock, and calls for anomalies to be rectified.  As it’s too complicated for me to understand, I think it also needs simplifying, but clearly the current situation is not fair.

8.	Withdrawal of immigration visas and resultant impact on social care.  Withdrawing work visas for up to 50,000 migrant workers in health and social care when there are 131,000 vacancies and turnover is 30% is daft.

9.	NHS budget and outsourcing to the private health care sector.  Increase capital investment to modernise infrastructure, oppose outsourcing surgical procedures – private sector cherry-picks and doesn’t help with long-term chronic conditions or emergencies.

10.	Fuel poverty action.  Same as 3.

11.	We can’t wait until 2028 for reform of social care.  Agreed.

12.	Social care and migrant workers.  Same issues as 8 but more comprehensive – care homes will close, fees will rise, delayed discharges from hospital will impact NHS.

13.	Digital exclusion.  Same issues as 4 but more comprehensive – 31% of over-60s find life harder because of shift to online for GP appointments, and many bank branches closing.  Work with TUC, LabourLink etc to lobby for government help.

14.	Opposing Reform UK.  Concerns at election success and rising popularity among older voters.  Alarm at policies including privatising healthcare, higher energy costs, staff shortages in social care, scrapping Equality Act, leaving the European Convention on Human Rights, lack of social housing,  economic agenda.  Challenge their policies, raise awareness among older people, support communities organising against racism and xenophobia.   Easier said than done …

15.	Pensioner poverty.  Cost of living crisis, gender pension gap affects women worse than men, savings exhausted while waiting for state pension.  Minimum income needed is £14,000 for a single person, £22,400 for a couple.   New state pension is £12,000, old state pension £9,110.  Campaign for reform while retaining triple lock, with Age UK, NPC, TUC etc.

16.	Provision of affordable homes for older people.  Same as 1.

17.	Isolation and loneliness of the elderly community.  Damaging to physical and mental health, made worse by Covid, austerity years closing day centres etc, benefit cuts in spring statement – campaign to raise awareness and restore funding for essential support services.

18.	Adult social care.  To attract UK workers the sector needs higher pay, better conditions, more training and development opportunities.

19.	Provision of affordable homes for older people.   See 1 and 16.

20.	Winter fuel payment – no means testing.  If the government had originally withdrawn WFP only where income was above £35,000, instead of less than £12,000, I don’t think it would have caused serious problems.  Overall the best approach would be to keep WFP universal and include in taxable income.   Given the chaos of the last year I’m OK with opposing means testing.  However this motion also calls for last year’s missed payments to be made now, and for the £200 WFP to be increased in line with RPI since 2000 and the £100 additional payment for older pensions since 2003.  This would mean basic WFP at nearly £400 and the additional WFP at nearly £200, so nearly doubling current level.  I don’t think going back 25 years is remotely feasible or the best way to tackle pensioner poverty across the board, so would oppose these bits.

21.	For full reinstatement of winter fuel allowance.  Restore WFA as universal benefit, reject “hard choices” between benefits for most vulnerable and taxing the super-rich, notes that freezing tax thresholds is beginning to affect more pensioners.  Much prefer this one to 20.

22.	Retired members support BDS (boycott, divestment and sanctions).  Horror in Gaza, supports UNISON policy on Palestine.  Concerns that our pension funds may invest in companies involved in providing weapons or funding businesses in illegal settlements in the West Bank, and work to challenge this.

23.	Our pension funds in carbon investments.  Concerns about investment in fossil fuel companies – promote UNISON local government pension funds “divest from carbon” campaign.

24.	Retired members support BDS.  Same as 22.

25.	For full reinstatement of winter fuel allowance.  Same as 21.

26.	Unite for more rights.  Trans rights following recent supreme court ruling – may deter older trans people from accessing services especially health.  Work within UNISON to protect their rights, and make UNISON trans ally training available to retired members.

27.	HIV stigma and retired people.  More than 100,000 UK residents are living with HIV, with more than half over 50 years old, and may face increasing stigma if they develop health conditions associated with ageing, and have to disclose their status.  Raise awareness of legal protections and support those affected and their friends and families, working within UNISON and with the Terrence Higgins Trust.

28.	Pay compensation to the WASPI women now.  At the level recommended by the parliamentary and health service ombudsman, and a cost between £3.5 billion and £10.5 billion.  Notes Labour’s pre-election support for the WASPI women and the extra money found for defence spending;

29.	Funding for NHS mental health services.  Mental health always treated as the poor relation, and suffered more under Tory austerity.  Motion focuses on Greater Manchester where the Early Intervention for Psychosis Team won more funding and jobs after nine months of industrial action.

30.	Towards a universal bus pass.  Highlights problems when rules are different in the devolved nations and patients have to cross borders to access health services.  Should be a single universal system.

31.	Give us back our winter fuel payment chancellor.  Another call for WFP to be restored as a universal benefit.  Notes that over-80s provide 23 million hours of unpaid care every week, saving the government £23 billion per year.

32.	Taxation of pensions.  Alert members to the effects of including pension pots in estates for the purposes of calculating inheritance tax liability from 2027, and work to reverse or mitigate.

33.	End inequality in state retirement pensions.  Same general issues as 7, including history of pensions from 1909 onwards.  Allow all pensioners to claim state pension at the same higher post-2016 rate.

34.	Older Black men’s health.  Highlights health disparities which disproportionately affect Black people in many areas, with specific impact on older Black men, and calls for work to address these.

35.	Stop taxing pensioners!  Continue triple lock, but notes that with tax thresholds frozen for many years, and the freeze continuing, more pensioners will be drawn into the income tax net even with relatively low increases.   Basic rate starts at £12,750, below the minimum income needed for a single person.

36.	Concessionary rail travel for the over-60s.  Extend across the whole network.  Motion is from Scotland, not sure how this would be co-ordinated but a good idea.

