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Thank you for the invitation to speak this morning. This is actually the third union learning conference that I have been asked to speak at - I was a speaker at the very first conference in September 2001 and the next conference in 2002.

Since my election in 2007 I’ve been going around the country speaking to the regional learning forums so it looks like answering all the hard questions has finally paid off – I’ve finally been asked to do the big gig again and it's only taken 7 years!

In all seriousness it is great to be here this morning and to able to speak to you about an area which is not only close to my heart but relevant to the concerns and aspirations of working people across Scotland.

I'm here today in my official capacity as the Co -Convenor of the Cross Party Group on Skills in the Scottish Parliament although I suppose I could be described in a number of ways - not all of them for public consumption!

I was until recently Labour's Shadow Minister for the Economy and Skills and have taken a real interest in trade union led learning - not just since my election to Parliament in 2007 - but as was kindly pointed out - my interest in this area has been from the very beginning in Scotland.

I stand here today as a product of trade unions taking an interest developing their members and activists. 

I’m very proud of my trade union background. 

I know how much I owe the trade union movement personally because of the support I was given by own union Unite in my early days as a shop steward in terms of my own personal development.

I'm sure many of you - who have completed training as learning rep or shop steward - feel the same way about the opportunity that you now have to help and represent others - and to drive forward a learning culture in your respective workplaces.

The Cross Party Group on Skills has been operating for over a year now and the interest in its work has been excellent. 

The Group has been supported by trade unions, Scottish Union Learning and many other organisations with an interest in skills.

Since its establishment last year the group has focussed on some of the big challenges facing skills development now such as supporting the long-term unemployed who are being pushed even further away from labour market in the current recession.

The group has also given thought to some of future challenges such as where and how should governments invest to ensure meet the skills challenges of the future.

I think the most pleasing aspect of working with the cross party group on skills is the enthusiasm to not just discuss the key issues facing skills but to get ideas and solutions in front of the decision makers to consider.

There are three main areas that I would like focus on this morning. 

I am focussing on these areas as someone who now observes trade union led learning, as opposed to regularly engaging with the agenda - so I hope what I am going to say relates to your own experiences.

I am also focussing on these areas as someone who is 100% signed up to the theme of today 

Not only do I strongly believe that trade union learning will contribute to Scotland's economic future - I know it has been contributing to Scotland's economic performance for a number of years.

You might agree with my thoughts or you might not – and I’m sure I will hear from many of you if you don’t! I think first of all the labour and trade union movement – given the current economic climate - needs to consider how we ensure that trade union led learning continues to be supported in future years.

I think the second thing we need to consider is how trade union led learning supports the wider organising agenda – and I think politicians of all parties need to be prepared recognise that constructive trade union and employer relationships are a good thing for our economy.

The third and final point we need to consider is how more employers are supported and encouraged to engage in workforce development.

Turning to the first area - considering how we ensure that trade union led learning continues to be supported in future years – I think it is important to look back and learn from the approaches that were taken in the past.

Following the establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 1999, it obviously meant that Scotland could do things differently from the rest of the UK.

For those of us who had been following the development of the union learning agenda at UK level post the 1997 General Election it had been quite frustrating having to wait for the same opportunity in Scotland.

There was concern at that time that officials in the Scottish Executive were not sympathetic to the development of a Scottish version of the Union Learning Fund.

But a concerted campaign by unions – much of it behind the scenes – and most of it led by Grahame Smith (I’m sure he won’t mind me saying that!) ensured the Scottish Union Learning Fund became a reality in 2000.

At that time Scottish unions were able to point to the impact that trade union-led learning was having south of the border.

I wouldn't say that all unions embraced this silent revolution at that time - but it was clear it was making real progress in getting workers back into learning at unprecedented levels and provided us here in Scotland with a powerful argument for the establishment of a similar fund.

Now, Scottish unions are able to point to the success that trade union led learning has consistently been over a number of years here in Scotland.

So when the debate over the coming months begins to focus the financial priorities of government in Scotland, in my view, trade union led learning compares well in any company.
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