Branch Meeting Minutes – Thursday 13th August 2026

[image: ]Merseyside and Cheshire Branch
Hybrid Branch Meeting: Thursday 13th August 2026 7.00 pm – 9.00 pm
Storyhouse
Hunter St 
Chester CH1 2AR
& via Zoom

Attendees – 24
Present – Matt Field (MF, Treasurer/Co-Vice Chair), Janice Fryett (JF, Co-Campaigns Officer), Duncan Riches (DR, Committee), Roy Carruthers (RC, Co–Secretary), Tayo Aluko (TA), Han Duijvendak (HD), Sheila Jones (SJ), Rhianna Cromwell (RHC), Sarah Sinnott (SS), Robbie James Williamson (RW), Paul F Kelly (PK), Pete Lawson (PL), Samantha Giblin (SG), Alexander McGonagle, Laura Harman (LH, Guest), Ian Puleston-Davies (ID, Guest Speaker) & Chris Neville (CN, Equity NW Official).  
On Zoom – Vicky Brazier (Equity NW Councillor), Ollie Mawdsley (OM, Co–Secretary), Eva Gaynor Smith (ES, YM Committee), Flloyd Kennedy, Lauren Chinery, Steff Norman & Karen Lockney (KL, Equity NW Official). 
 
Apologies - Misha Mond, Cal Phillips, Abby Middleton, Louise McNulty, Paul J Dove, George Sephton, Elaine Collins, Fiona Scott, Joanne Collins, Trev Fleming, Jill Fielding & Richard Stemp.

1. Welcome, Apologies and Meeting Statement
MF welcomed members and guests, RC read apologies and PK read the meeting statement.

MM At this meeting, we will ensure the powerful are held to account, speak aspirationally about the industry our members deserve, recognise that our power lies in the collective not the individual, and that our union builds power by being industrial.
We will move our workforce from resilience to resistance. 
To all artists: Good work!
To all workers: Good art! 
To all people: Equity!

2. Guest Speaker: Ian Puleston-Davies
JF welcomed Ian Puleston-Davies whose successful career in TV, Theatre, and Film spans four decades, including multiple-BAFTA nominated Dirty Filthy Love (2004), which Ian wrote with Jeff Pope, and his latest film, Box of Frogs (2026), which Ian wrote and directed. 
JF: How did your career begin?
ID: I'm off Flint - you don’t say that you come from Flint, you say you’re ‘off Flint’. I'm a farmer’s son but didn't want to be a farmer. I had an inspirational drama teacher. We always got thrown out during breaks but one cold day when we were huddling around the radiator a teacher [Chris Nichols], with long flowing hair, a wide lapel jacket and wearing purple flares, walked past us and said, “Alright lads.” My mate told me he was the new drama teacher. I didn't know what that was. 
I went to his after-class drama club because I wanted to be like him. That was the first moment I realised life was changing. He got me to audition for the lead role in Ernie's Incredible Illucinations [1969, Alan Ayckbourn] and I got the job. 
My parents were very supportive. Via Flintshire Youth Theatre, we opened Theatre Clwyd. I spent 4 years at Clwyd Youth Theatre and a lot of us went to London to drama school. I went to Guildhall School of Music and Drama and got an agent via the end of term showcase in 1981.
Sad [now] that many youngsters just want to be famous. Youngsters sometimes come up to me at workshops. That's not what we joined up for. It was an apprenticeship. It was all about getting a job and earning a living. 
JF: Describe your apprenticeship.
ID: I suffer with OCD [Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder]. When I left drama school, my contemporaries worked behind bars, but I couldn't do that. So I became a street performer in Covent Garden and did that for five years. At Guildhall, I teamed up with a mate and did a double act. We went to Sunset Strip to watch comedy. Comedians got there early just to watch the last of the strippers, then we did late-night cabaret. It was 1979–80, around the time of the burgeoning alternative comedy scene with performers like Alexei Sayle, Rick Mayall, and Ade Edmonson. So we eventually went indoors at places like The Comedy Club and Jongleurs which helped to hone performance skills in front of a roomful of drunks. I missed punk but this was like the start of punk but for alternative comedy. I did that for seven or eight years, which paid my rent. That was my apprenticeship, then I went into rep. I was part of the last generation to do rep, which I did for 16 years.
JF: How and why did you make the break into telly?
ID: Because I was broke. I just wanted to make some money. 
JF: What advice would you give to younger actors, people who entered acting later in life or those returning to the business?
ID: It sticks in my throat – “self-tape”.
SJ felt that ‘they can be handy,’ but believed that the qualification looked for was not that you are a good actor but that you can you edit.
JF: You're not offered the opportunity to take direction. Quick turn around too.
ID: In the last four years, I haven't booked a job from a self-tape. My hit rate in the room is around 50%. Maybe my energy was something they liked. You can't do that on a self-tape. It's like throwing dice. In the old days [they would receive] 10 to 15 self-tapes. Now hundreds are being sent in. 
RHC: You can tell by looking at the analytics.
ID: Because of my OCD, I'd do a self-tape 50 odd times then argue with my wife. [I now use] Tele Prompter App. I pay £18 a year. I edit script on my phone, change speed, and use two cameras. It’s helped me to stop rowing with my wife. I hope in future we go back to keeping in the room. I got a job walking into Spotlight – the first time in four years. I think Casting Directors are suffering, too.
JF: You have created your own work with three films. What prompted you?
ID: Because I needed work. I was a good writer because of my comedy experience. Jeff Pope was looking to write something. He saw something in me and we wrote Dirty Filthy Love. After that, I went back to acting but writing got me a few awards. Then Bolan’s Shoes (2023) [Ian was writer/director]. Then I revisited Box of Frogs. 
I had to go on a sunbed for a job. Gypsy Kings was playing on the speakers, and I started to think of an idea about a young dairy farmer I used to know [with] lovely, manicured nails. He would say, ‘I can't do the milking till I have my face on,’ so I did a documentary on the farmer while I was writing a film on him. Kirk Jones, the writer/director of I Swear (2025), encouraged me to write. Box of Frogs had its world premiere at the Manchester Film Festival in March and I’m now developing it into a series.
JF: Would your advice be just go and do it?
ID: I tell my students you can make a movie. I wasted so many years sitting around waiting for the phone to ring. I've spent years in dusty rooms with scripts. If you've never tried, try it; you might be able to write, film it, and send it off. I'm about to shoot a film in Manchester. I’ve been looking at self-tapes for young actors. I've chosen someone with no showreel. I do watch them to the end. We don't know half the skills you have. I walked away [from school] with one O-Level. I got a diploma from Chester University, doctor of letters.

In November 2018, the University of Chester awarded Ian Puleston-Davies an honorary Doctor of Letters (DLitt) degree at Chester Cathedral for his services to the arts and his dedication to mental health charities.

RHC: I've started writing film scripts. Any advice about writing for film festivals? I’ve made a film. It's 30 minutes duration.
ID: Make it shorter, the shorter the better. Make sure the sound is good. I’ve seen wonderful shorts that you can't hear. Choose your crew carefully. Get the best actors, be choosy.
PK: Your story is terrific. I've been an actor for a long time but also written. What do I do with it? Unless you know how to make that leap you get nowhere. How do I get it known?
ID: I did a Fringe show last year, but no one came to see it. I’ve been forgotten. I have not worked for two years and been skint. There's a new generation of casting directors who don't know who I am.
ID to PK: Do you have an agent?
PK: No. Do I need a writing agent or an acting agent?
ID: My main agent passed away, then I was with a boutique agent, and then a smaller agent. Get headed notepaper and contact agents then use that agent to get the next agent. Keep writing, get a showreel together. 
My agent offered me a job with four lines as a mechanic. I've become a day player. I thought I left that behind 40 years ago. I'm taking that job from another day player. Paul Ross [older brother of Jonathan Ross] has an answer message, ‘I’m afraid I can't take your call now - but I'll do it!’
SJ: Your success comes from your hard work and energy. Does OCD drive that energy?
ID: Great question. I think my OCD helps me. David Beckham also has OCD. He kept practising when everyone else went home. That's not a coincidence. I think there are three types of actors - the lucky ones, the natural geniuses, and the grafter. At 27, I realised I was the grafter. 
JF: So that means that could be any of us.

Members thanked Ian with a hearty round of applause.  

3. Meeting Minutes (3rd June 2026) and Matters Arising
The minutes of 3rd June were proposed by DR, seconded by SJ. Acceptance of the minutes was carried unanimously and AGREED as a true and accurate record of the meeting. 
Matters Arising
None.

4. [bookmark: _Hlk205331573]In Memoriam
MF reminded us that, as a branch, we have an ongoing commitment to enable members to pay tribute to industry colleagues and friends we have lost. 
At our March branch meeting, Sheila Jones paid tribute to John Swindells, the former Z Cars actor and a lifelong member of Equity, who died in February at the age of 94 at his home in Canada. 
SJ: I’d like to give an update. We are going to scatter John’s ashes on the Mersey. His friends will be bringing them back around the middle of September. If anyone wishes to join us, I will let you know the details nearer the time. 

5. Branch Socials and Workshops
MF shared an update on the proposed workshops which were scheduled at the Everyman for September: ‘Unfortunately, we’re pushing the workshops back to next year due to technical issues.’ The re-scheduled dates are 12th and 13th March 2027. One workshop will be on mental health and practical communication skills, not just as actors but for everyone in Equity. Flloyd Kennedy has also offered to do voice workshops. A quiz night and open mic night is planned, alongside possibly some table reads of plays written by members. Let us know if you’ve written something.
DR: I'm helping Matt with the workshops. Speak to us if you have any ideas. 

N.B. Members with workshop suggestions or scripts for a readthrough, please contact your Committee: merseyside&cheshire@equitybranches.org.uk
If you need help with a self-tape please reach out to the M&C Branch Members’ WhatsApp Group and contact your Committee if you wish to join.

RC and OM updated members on the M&C Branch Book Club. The 6th choice, Bring the House Down by Charlotte Runcie, is about the devastating consequences of a damning Edinburgh Fringe review, and will be discussed at the Pen Factory on Monday 7th September at 7.00 pm. If you don’t fancy reading the book, arrive at 8.00 pm and meet us for the social afterwards when we usually share news and a generous helping of backstage stories.
The Garrick Year, by Margaret Drabble, will be discussed on Monday 5th October.
Hollywood, by Charles Bukowski, will be discussed on Monday 2nd November. 

6. Campaigns Updates
    a) National Equity Campaigns

JF listed current Equity campaigns fighting for members. ‘It has been quiet at the moment, but the Spotlight case is ongoing and the Equity AI Campaign continues.’
 
JF also shared Equity General Secretary Paul Fleming’s response to the recent appointment of our new PM. Fleming advised the new Burnham government to take the arts seriously and recognise them as a critical economic sector. JF quoted Fleming: ‘This is not simply a “ministry for fun”, but one with a vital part to play in the future success of every part of the UK.’

JF welcomed the news that Equity members in the West End have voted to accept a new three-year agreement with the Society of London Theatre (SOLT), covering pay and conditions for performers and stage management. The agreement was approved by 98% of members voting on a 75% turnout. The agreement improves holiday entitlement and family leave, supports better work–life balance, strengthens equality and inclusion provisions, and recognises additional responsibilities. Minimum rates will rise by at least 13.5% over three years.

CN: The West End result is quite unprecedented. It should be seen as a way of building on this campaign. That's where our strength lies.
MF: We do need to start resisting. I had a Spotlight audition where the actor was being used as an AI commercial. They are stealing our work.
For further information and how you can get involved, please log into the Equity website and click on ‘Campaigns’.    

   b) Birkenhead Town of Culture
OM shared with members that he contacted Wirral Council and offered support, on behalf of our branch, following the recent news that Birkenhead has been named in the final 15 town shortlist for the inaugural UK Town of Culture 2028. Birkenhead is the only location in the NW to make the large towns category and has received £60,000 to develop its full bid. 
OM received a positive response and the offer of a future meeting. ‘I’m waiting to arrange the meeting then I will pass the info out to members. If anyone wants to have an impact in our area, get in touch with your Committee.’

Report from Chris Neville (Equity NW Regional Organiser)
I’m just over two months into the role and now feeling like I have a much better idea of what’s happening on the ground. The cast visits I’ve been on in recorded media and live performance have been great and they are a really valuable way of hearing about the issues our members face and also to ensure we get members standing as deps.

We’re working on a new strategy for Supporting Artists in film and TV ahead of the upcoming Supporting Artists negotiations. On cast visits, we are taking contacts, regardless of membership status and building a database. We will be sending out surveys to delve into the issues they care about and holding events both online and in-person.

I’m really excited about the upcoming Manchester Village Pride weekend at the end of August. As you will know, this is the first time Pride in Manchester will have performers on an Equity agreement. We will also be taking part in the march on the Saturday as part of a wider trade union section. If you would like to join us, please let me know. Our General Secretary will be marching with us, and we have the national banner. I’m also happy to say that Misha will be speaking on behalf of Equity at an Eve of Pride event organised by local trade unionists.

Locally, I want to say thanks to our deps at Storyhouse who have been great at dealing with issues around the excessive heat we’ve had recently. This is a massively important health and safety issue and the work they’ve done to look after their colleagues has been excellent.

I’m conscious that being based in Manchester can mean that I don’t always get to see what happens in other areas of the region such as Merseyside and Cheshire and really keen to hear and learn from members here to get a better understanding of work they are doing so, please do contact me if there’s anything you think I should know about.

We continue to work on individual cases for members, often around cancellation or non-payment and we have quite a good success rate getting members paid money owed to them. Again, if you need support or advice, please don’t hesitate to get in touch. I can be reached by email at cneville@equity.org.uk or on 07928 398 652

Lastly, there is a discussion around getting a banner for the North West region, similar to how other regions have had ones made and we are asking branches to consider making a financial contribution.
Members thanked Chris with a hearty round of applause.  

7. Council Report from Vicky Brazier (Equity NW Councillor) 
Hello, Merseyside and Cheshire
It's great to see you all there at Storyhouse. I wish I was there, not least to marvel at that fabulous new banner! I haven't reported to you for a while so apologies if some of this feels a bit like old news now but I want to keep you all posted on the most important work of the union.

The big piece of fairly recent news is the result of the Presidential, Council, Conference Business Committee and Appeals Committee elections. My role was uncontested so you're stuck with me but the Council elections in particular were hard fought by a fabulous group of candidates. It was incredibly close and some excellent candidates didn't quite make it. The new Council does look like a really strong one, though - a mix of many continuing Councillors with some excellent new members. Huge thanks to all those that stood. It's a great sign of the strength of the union that so many people want to stand for Equity's governing body. And I'm thrilled that Lynda Rooke - proud activist, actor and North Westerner - has been re-elected for her third term.

We had a fantastic result in the West End negotiations. An above inflation pay rise of 13.5% and a far better deal in terms of work/life balance. The commercial and subsidised theatre negotiations are, I have to say, limping along. Not for want of pushing from our side! Ollie and I are both on the working party, flying the flag for the North West. I hope there will be an update soon. 

As someone who spent last summer working in Grosvenor Park, I've been concerned about our members working in the many heatwaves. If you - or anyone you know - is working outdoors this summer do keep an eye out for our heatwave policy which has been placed prominently on social media and in emails recently. And if you have any concerns, do get in touch with Karen or Chris.

And finally. Thanks to the Merseyside and Cheshire members who applied for the Oldham Coliseum Audition Day and to Misha who helped run it. We had a fabulous day with Julie Hesmondhalgh, Nick Bagnall and Jess Lawrence. 248 North West members applied and the 18 who were lucky enough to be chosen by lottery worked hard and all seemed to have a great time working with the panel on the day. You may be aware that soon after that there was a critical article in the Manchester Mill about the management of the Coliseum. I know that Karen is in conversation with them and that there has been great news about a production of Macbeth in the Autumn. Whatever happens - and difficult as this next period may be - I hope the Oldham Coliseum will bounce back to life soon, and I salute journalists for scrutinising what goes on in our cultural institutions, especially those in receipt of regular Arts Council Funding.

I can't ignore the fact that we have a North West based Prime Minister now, even though you might be a bit disgruntled about Number 10 North being in Manchester! Let's hope that - as a former culture minister - he understands the value of our work to the economic and mental health of the country. As a union, we certainly won't stop reminding him of that. 

It's been great to see the Book Club taking off. I hope I'll be able to get over to it at some point soon.
Members thanked Vicky with a hearty round of applause.  

8. Next Branch Meeting TBC 
MF reminded members that the next branch meeting will be held in September at Shakespeare North Playhouse in Prescot and Zoom – date and guest speaker to be confirmed.

9. [bookmark: _Hlk205339591]A.O.B. Any Other Business
MF highlighted a new branch of roleplay in the health industry: ‘It’s therapeutic, using acting skills, but there is a danger that they will not be paid.’ CN shared that members in Manchester had discussed the issue, and RC mentioned that it had been raised in the members’ WhatsApp group by Joanne Collins who would be interested to have some support from anyone else who has worked in creative health in performance too. Here is an example of a webinar coming up:
 https://www.linkedin.com/posts/creativehealth-creativehealthpolicy-creativityforhealthylives-share-7490329228970799104-jh5G/?utm_source=social_share_send&utm_medium=android_app&rcm=ACoAAABv7F8B0-ebYOs4H2Xcw-oCybRk0Zr4dCs&utm_campaign=copy_link

RC: In response to Motion 16 from this years’ Equity Conference, calling for Equity to take various steps to advise members about pencilling and develop a new member campaign about contractual rights in the casting process and campaign for pencilling to end, we’ve been asked by Charlotte Bence (Equity’s Head of Greenfield Organising) for member responses to the following questions:
1. In which parts of the entertainment industry have you experienced pencilling (eg: commercials, audio, theatre, film and tv, as a supporting artist, etc)?
2. In members experience, how often does a ‘pencil’ turn into an offer of work?
3. How long are members typically kept under a pencil?
4. Have members turned down work because of a pencil they were under elsewhere?

RC: Your feedback on this would be much appreciated and will help the campaign. 

MF shared that some time ago, a number of Committee and Branch members with Kirsten Muat visited Liverpool drag performers to raise awareness of Equity and open up a dialogue on pay, working conditions, and performer safety: ‘We are trying to build the Drag Network in the North West. For example, there should be a fee for cancellations.’

TA: Preston Crown Court tomorrow. A Palestine Action [PA] case for criminal damage is potentially to be sentenced with a terrorism connection being added to the charge. I am on trial in November, also for PA. Urging Equity to keep talking about PA and support any members in the DoJ's crosshairs. 

DR asked members present for feedback about the meeting: ‘It would be helpful as a Committee, if you could get in touch and tell us what draws you to branch meetings? Is it locality? Guest Speaker?’

Janice Fryett is currently appearing in award winning Terminal 2 written & directed by David Payne, Manchester, then Wolverhampton, and then Chester.
https://www.facebook.com/events/st-thomas-of-canterbury-church-chester-uk/terminal-2-an-award-winning-queer-tragicomedy-by-david-payne-httpsemea0/2559231907836854/

Louise McNulty is currently appearing in Calendar Girls: The Musical by Gary Barlow and Tim Firth at Aberystwyth Arts Centre.
https://aberystwythartscentre.co.uk/event/calendar-girls-the-musical/

Abby Middleton is currently appearing in Outlaws: A Robin Hood Story by Kieran Lynn, and Let the Sun Shine at Grosvenor Park Open Air Theatre, Chester.
https://www.storyhouse.com/whats-on/outlaws/

Robbie James Williamson will be appearing in a live reading at the Hope Street Theatre.

Tayo Aluko will be appearing in Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller at The Everyman Theatre.
https://everymanplayhouse.com/event/death-of-a-salesman/

Flloyd Kennedy will be appearing in The Story of Edith Smith (Tour) by Pauline Fleming.
https://www.instagram.com/p/DYkT9rfIGAs/

Geraldine Moloney Judge will be appearing in her one woman show, Obscured View, at Liverpool Arts Club and Hope Street Theatre
https://www.liverpoolirishfestival.com/events/obscured-view-2/
MF: I’m totally inspired what Ian has said tonight, we have the power if we take control. Let's write, let's inspire each other. Let’s organise readthroughs: I've written two plays; and we have Ian Puleston-Davies, Nathan Powell, Nick Bagnall all in our branch.

MF thanked our guest and members for their attendance, in person and on Zoom.


Date of next hybrid Committee Meeting:
On Zoom  
TBC 

Date of next hybrid Branch Meeting:
Shakespeare North Playhouse, 
Prospero Place, Prescot L34 3AB
September, TBC

Meeting closed at approx.. 8.50 pm
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