
- 1 - 

 

2021 Energy and WET Service Group Conference Guide 

 
2021 Special Energy and WET Conference 

 

SOC Guidance on submitting motions  

 

 
1 GENERAL 
Motions to the Special Energy and WET Conferences 
must be submitted in accordance with the guidance 
issued on virtual branch meetings.  
The following guidance is detailed and branches or other 
bodies planning on submitting motions should read it 
carefully. 
  
The Service Group Executives have called Special Energy 
and WET Conferences under Rule D 1.2.  
This will take the form of a virtual conference and details 
about the themes for the conferences can be found below.  
 
Subject Matter 
The Energy Service Group Executive has decided that the 
themes for the Conference should be: 
 
1.  The role of UNISON’s energy membership in meeting 
the Net Zero 2050 and decarbonisation agenda and 
building a sustainable future for all. 
 
2.  The future of the energy sector in a post-pandemic 
world addressing inequality and organising for recovery. 
 
The WET Service Group Executive has decided that the 
themes for the Conference should be: 
 
1.  Securing a sustainable future for workers in Water, 
Environment and Transport Sectors post pandemic. 

  
This should focus on one or more of the following areas:  
 
a. securing increased investment to improve water quality / 

the Environment Agency / bringing back into public 
ownership privatised water companies across UK; 
greater public ownership of public transport;  

b. the conditions necessary to secure improvements in pay 
c. the key importance of equalities for WET members in 

delivering public services 
d. decent and secure jobs across all sectors in which the 

union organises;  
e. the key importance of UNISON members in WET in 

delivering public services;  
f. the creations of a green and sustainable economy, with 

public transport provision at the heart;  
g. well organised workplaces, a fairer labour market and 

overhaul of employment and trade union rights.  
  

2.  Securing the health, safety and wellbeing of workers 
providing services in the Water, Environment and 
Transport Sectors into the future. 

  
This should focus on one or more of the following areas as 
they apply within the Service Group: 
  
a. health and safety across our workplaces in the context 

of Covid, from the front line to home working. This can 
include vaccination policies and issues related to 
workplace testing; 

b. the comparison of responses across the nations and 
regions where we organise;  

c. union resilience - how our Service Group/ Branch/ 
workplace organisation and the wider union held up;  

d. how we progress into a Covid-secure future within the 
Service Group; 

e. the extent to which a decade of austerity and regulatory 
constraints has impacted on the safety of WET 
members when carrying out activities in the workplace 
as well as the impact on the response to the pandemic. 

 
It is the responsibility of the Business and Environment 
Standing Orders Committee (SOC) to ensure the union’s 
Rules and standing orders relating to the business of the 
conference are observed (Rule P.2).  This includes compiling 
the agenda. 
 
2 SUBMITTING BODIES 
Those entitled to submit motions and amendments - 
submitting bodies - are those bodies within the union which 
have the right under Rule P.1.3.5 to submit items for the 
agenda of a service group conference. 
 
 
3 TIMETABLE AND SUBMISSION PROCEDURE 
Special Conference Dates: 
 

• Energy  .............................. Thursday  10 June 2021 

• WET. .................................. Saturday  12 June 2021 
 
The deadlines are as follows: 
 
i) Motions ……………………Thursday 15 April 12 noon 
ii) Amendments……...............Monday 17 May 12 noon 
iii)      Motion Appeals ..………….Monday 17 May 12 noon 
iv)      Amendment Appeals…….. Friday 28 May 12 noon  
v)       Agreement of Composites  Friday 4 June 12 noon 
vi)      Publication of Composites  Monday 7 June 
 
It is helpful if items could be submitted as early as possible.  
Submitting bodies are advised not to schedule meetings too 
close to the deadlines. 
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4 ONLINE CONFERENCE SYSTEM 
Motions and amendments are submitted via the Online 
Conference system (OCS).  As well as supporting UNISON’s 
environmental policy by moving away from a paper-based 
system, it provides transparency and accuracy in all 
submissions. 
 
Using the OCS, motions/rule amendments can be authorised 
at branch level by either the branch secretary or chair.  The 
other will receive email copies of the item as soon as it is 
submitted.  At regional level, the regional secretary will be 
authorised to submit the item, with the regional convenor 
receiving an e-mail copy.  The process is replicated at 
national level for national bodies and their relevant 
secretaries and chairs. 
 
Other features within the OCS will make it easier to submit 
items that meet the agreed criteria as the submission will not 
be able to take place without supplying key data, such as the 
date of the meeting at which the motion was agreed, contact 
details, etc. All items will be time and date stamped by the 
system to ensure there is no dispute about the date and time 
of submission. 
 
For 2021 all correspondence between the Standing Orders 
Committee and submitters will be via OCS. 
 
 
5 BEST PRACTICE ON WRITING MOTIONS AND AMENDMENT 
When writing motions and amendments branches should: 
 
i) Write clear, succinct motions and amendments that 

include specific proposals for action 
ii) Any quotations from other source documents must be 

identified with quotation marks 
iii) Links to websites are not appropriate in motion text 
iv) Wording should avoid language which may cause 

offence 
 
Each motion and amendment is considered by the whole 
SOC and decisions are made collectively.  General advice is 
available from SOC members on: 
 
i) Drafting motions and amendments, prior to deadlines 
ii) Guidance and assistance on procedures and standing 

orders 
 
However, receiving advice from individual committee 
members does not guarantee acceptance on to the agenda. 
 
6 SUBJECT MATTER AND CITIZENSHIP ISSUES 
All motions and amendments for the conference must be 
relevant to the service group.  Motions may instruct the 
Service Group Executive but may not commit the union 
nationally to a particular policy or campaign.  Motions that are 
relevant to the union as a whole should be sent to National 
Delegate Conference. 
 
Some issues may be relevant to the service group, such as 
utility charges, may also be of relevance to the whole Union.  
These are called “citizenship issues”.  This is because 
members experience them not just as workers but also as 
members of the public.  Such motions when submitted to 

National Delegate Conference can instruct the whole union to 
adopt a policy or campaign. 
 
The same subject matter may be appropriate for debate at 
both a Service Group Conference and National Delegate 
Conference.  However, a motion should only be debated in 
one arena, depending on its content, what action it calls for, 
and which part of the union can deliver that action. 
 
A motion will be deemed a citizenship issue, and not 
admitted to a Service Group Conference agenda, if: 
 
i) It is beyond the remit of a service group 
ii) It is of relevance to the whole union 
iii) The outcomes can only be achieved by the union as a 

whole 
iv) It calls for action that only the whole union can act on 
 
 
7 COMPETENCY OF MOTIONS 
Branches are often disappointed when motions are ruled out 
of order by the SOC because of a technicality, for example 
the contents of the motion conflict with the Rule Book.  The 
SOC members and officers are available to offer advice and 
assistance to branches in advance of the deadlines.  They 
are also available to offer general guidance and assistance 
on procedures and standing orders. 
 
 
8 AMENDMENTS 
Amendments should not be used to promote essentially 
alternative motions, to negate a motion or be a substitute for 
voting against a motion.  Amendments are likely to be ruled 
out of order (as wrecking amendments) if they: 
 
i) Introduce a direct negative into the motion 
ii) Reduce a motion to a restatement of existing policy 
iii) Change fundamentally the purposes of the motion 
 
Branches cannot submit amendments to their own motions. 
 
9 CALLS v INSTRUCTS 
Branches should be aware that the SOC sees a distinction 
between motions that call on another body or part of the 
union to do something and one which instructs them.  When 
using ‘instruct’ submitters of motions should be clear that 
service group conference does indeed have the power to 
instruct the body concerned, and in addition that the body 
being instructed has the power to undertake or ensure the 
action.  Even when using ‘call’ or ‘seek to ensure’ submitters 
should still check that the Conference has the power to call 
on this body and the body has the power to undertake or 
ensure the action. 
 
 
10 STAFFING 
Motions which deal directly or indirectly with staffing matters 
will need to bear in mind that the National Executive Council 
and the General Secretary have responsibility for the 
employment and terms and conditions of UNISON staff, 
including legal obligations under employment law (Rules D 
2.10.1 and D 2.10.2).  As such the conditions of existing post 
holders cannot be changed or challenged by conference. 
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11 DEVOLUTION 
In accordance with Rule P.1.3 the SOC can take into account 
the effect of a motion with regard to the national negotiating 
machinery of devolved administrations (in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland).  The SOC can make 
recommendations to the conference to restrict voting to on 
such a motion to representatives covered by that machinery.  
Any such recommendation by the SOC has to be approved 
by the conference. 
 
 
12 AFFILIATED POLITICAL FUND/LABOUR LINK 
Issues that are internal to the functioning of matters affecting 
the Labour party, both in relation to internal issues and in 
respect of matters to be pursued at Labour party conference 
are dealt with by the Affiliated Political Fund (Labour Link), 
not the service group conference or the National Delegate 
Conference. 
 
The SOC’s approach is that motions which seek to give 
instruction or direction in relation to Labour Party matters are 
ruled out of order, while motions which ask, urge or call on 
are not. 
 
 
13 “UNISON SPONSORED MPS” 
The term ‘UNISON sponsored MP’ is inaccurate as it is illegal 
to ‘sponsor’ MPs to undertake advocacy.  A motion or 
amendment which uses this term will be ruled out of order.  
Submitters of motions and amendments may refer to 
UNISON’s parliamentary group of MPs or the relevant group 
in the devolved institutions or the European Parliament. 
 
 
14 THE GOVERNMENT 
Motions can be submitted on the policy or actions of the 
government and motions relating to UNISON’s relationship 
with the coalition government.  When using the phrase 
‘Labour’, motions must be clear if they are referring to past or 
future Labour governments or the Labour Party. 
 
 
15 INDUSTRIAL ACTION AND UNLAWFUL ACTION 
The National Executive Council has exclusive power to 
authorise industrial action (Rule O).  To be lawful, industrial 
action must relate to a trade dispute as defined by s.218 of 
the Trade union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 
1992.  Motions calling for industrial action over privatisation 
or over ‘the cuts’ do not fall within the legal definition of a 
trade dispute and so must not be debated as this would put 
the union in legal jeopardy.  Any motions relating to industrial 
action must not contravene Rule O which relates to industrial 
action or Rule B 4.5 which requires the union to act lawfully. 
 
Motions or amendments must not describe previous or 
current disputes as being ‘against privatisation’ or similar 
such words, as this could leave the union open to legal 
challenge. 
 
 
 
 
 

16 LEGAL PROCEEDINGS 
The principle applied by the SOC is that the conference 
cannot compromise existing or potential legal proceedings for 
either party in a case.  Proceedings include potential, past or 
current disciplinary issues. 
 
If there is a possibility that a motion may prejudice 
proceedings, the SOC will seek legal advice.  If the advice is 
that a motion either directly or indirectly refers or could lead 
to reference to a particular case either expressly or by 
implication, or if a decision at Conference could be used in a 
case by any party, the SOC will rule the motion out of order. 
 
On some very limited occasions it may be necessary to rule a 
motion out of order not because of its content but because it 
would be impossible to debate the motion without the details 
of a particular legal case arising.  For this reason, motions 
relating to equal pay will not be put on the agenda. 
 
Motions that call on the union to break the law are not 
competent. 
 
17 PENSION SCHEMES 
Individual occupational pension schemes are normally 
debated as bargaining issues at service group conferences 
but there are circumstances where National Delegate 
Conference can debate general public sector pension policy 
and the finance and administration of the schemes without 
straying into individual bargaining issues.  Submitters are 
reminded, if doing so, that the Local Government Pension 
Scheme has membership across more than one UNISON 
service group. 
 
 
18 EMERGENCY MOTIONS 
Emergency motions will not be considered for the Special 
Energy Conference.  Any Emergency motions that are 
received will be ruled out of order automatically.  
 
19 STANDING ORDERS COMMITTEE 2021 
 
Members 

• Willie Docherty  ...........   Energy 

• Teresa Heal ................   Energy 

• Ian Monks ...................   Water, Environment & Transport 
 
Officers 

• Julie Hallam ................ ……SOC Secretary 

• Sandra Jean-Baptiste . ……SOC Administrator 
 
20 CHALLENGES TO SOC DECISIONS 
If the SOC rules your motion or amendment out of order, a 
letter will be sent by the SOC with the reasons why.   
If you are not happy with the decision and want the SOC to 
reconsider, you must contact us in writing via the OCS..  
Please remember that it is not possible to reword a motion 
after the deadline, to make it competent. 
 
 
                           _________________ 
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This Guidance was written for the Special Delegate 
Conferences 2021 and does not set any precedents for 
future conferences 

 
 
 
 

UNISON 
Business Community and Environment Section 

130 Euston Road, London NW1 2AY 
March 2021 


