Branch Meeting Minutes – Tuesday 24th March 2026

[image: ]Merseyside and Cheshire Branch
Hybrid Branch Meeting: Tuesday 24th March 7.00 pm – 9.00 pm
Everyman Theatre Bistro
5 – 11 Hope St 
Liverpool L1 9BH
& via Zoom

Attendees – 24
Present – Ollie Mawdsley (OM, Committee), Abby Middleton (AM, Committee), Janice Fryett (JF, co-Campaigns Officer), Misha Mond (Social Media Officer/co-Vice Chair), Cal Phillips (CP, Variety Officer), Roy Carruthers (RC, co–Secretary), Vicky Brazier (VB, Equity NW Councillor), Duncan Riches (DR), Sunny Sarah (SS), Lauren Chinery (LC), Barrington Powell (BP), Steff Norman (SN), Gerry Johnson (GJ), Billy Blue (BB), Melissa Amy Shepherd (MS), Tayo Aluko (TA), Sheila Jones (SJ), Robbie James Williamson (RW), Reginald Edwards (RE), Zoë Lambrakis (ZL), Kirsten Muat (KM, Equity NW Organiser), Gill Charnock (GC, guest – Casting Dir., at Lime Pictures) & Andrew Mellor (guest).
On Zoom – Michael Crowe (MC).

Apologies - Matthew Field, Louise McNulty, Han Duijvendak, Patricia Winker, Fiona Scott, Elaine Collins & Flloyd Kennedy. 

1. Welcome, Apologies and Safe Spaces Statement
OM welcomed members and guest. DR read safe spaces statement. RC read apologies.

2. Guest Speaker – Gill Charnock, Casting Director at Lime Pictures
AB interviewed GC who has worked in casting for over 30 years. Previously worked in corporate hospitality for Liverpool’s Tall Ships Regatta; wanted to get into media and applied for casting assistant job. GC explained the casting process initially involves self-tapes, first meet and then recall with a director, sometimes more if casting a group and suggested getting in touch ‘if you have a production you are in’. GC finds the most exciting part of her job is ‘meeting people in the room, rather than on Zoom’.

OM invited questions from members – RE heard from crew members who had been working on a children’s programme and asked if Lime ‘is planning to do more?’ TA often saw casting assistants running workshops, ‘how big is the casting team?’ VB suggested that self-tapes are good things in some ways, in the US there’s a belief that the tech quality has to be very good, any top tips? ‘Do you welcome two versions?’ TA asked about self-tapes requiring two or more characters ‘How do you feel about an actor doing it on their own?’ SJ asked if GC ever considered actors without an agent. DR asked about the reach of casting breakdowns: ‘are they only sent to certain agents?’ ZL asked ‘how important are headshots?’ and highlighted an increasing use of filters on Spotlight. ‘Do you use a lot of filters when casting?’

GC reply to RE: We do work on other projects; that was for CBeebies. 

GC reply to TA: We have five in our team of casting directors and assistants involved in the casting session. Assistants also send out tape requests and collect tapes. We appreciate that some actors may not have someone to read in with them.

GC reply to VB: Two versions of a self-tape is good. Regarding technical quality, as long as it is clear, with a neutral background, the director only wants to see head and shoulders.

GC reply to SJ: Yes, we do look at self-represented actors.

GC reply to DR: We don't advertise jobs. Often do send breakdowns to everyone. Some local casting to employ actors in Liverpool, Manchester and Chester. We do look to cast people with a NW base. Let us know if you have more than one base.

GC reply to ZL: GC Your headshots should reflect how you look currently, and if you have recently changed your look, let us know in the ‘comments’ section. We presume you've been suggested because you fit the brief. We sometimes use filters depending on the role, both for regulars and guests.

TA: What makes you a good casting director?
GC: I don't know how to answer that.
VB: suggested that anyone needing help with a self-tape make use of the M&C Branch Members WhatsApp Group.
[Contact merseyside&cheshire@equitybranches.org.uk to join your Branch WhatsApp.]

OM thanked Gill Charnock for being our Guest Speaker, followed by a round of applause from members.

3. Meeting Minutes (12th February) and Matters Arising
The minutes of 12th February were proposed by CP, seconded by RC. Acceptance of the minutes was carried by 13 votes in favour, no votes against with 2 abstentions and AGREED as a true and accurate record of the meeting.
Matters Arising
Patricia Winker asked for an amendment to previous minutes and emailed a verbatim text to be included by RC.
VB reminded members that minutes aren't a verbatim record but a flavour of the meeting. 
RC agreed.

4. [bookmark: _Hlk205331573]In Memoriam: John Swindells
As part of our ongoing commitment to enable members to remember friends and colleagues, OM introduced Sheila Jones.

SJ John Swindells, the former Z Cars actor and a lifelong member of Equity, died in February at the age of 94 at his home in Canada.
John was born in Wavertree, Liverpool, in 1931. 
He had a successful career in television, stage and film, as well as regional theatre in the UK, and later in Canada after he emigrated there in 1973, settling in Victoria, British Columbia. As a Z Cars regular in the 1970s, John appeared in 65 episodes as Sgt Ted Bowman.
His Z Cars role was reprised by CBC television in Canada in its police drama Sidestreet, which aired between 1975 and 1978.
Among his many credits, John appeared as First Technician in Stanley Kubrick's 1968 science fiction classic 2001: A Space Odyssey.
He made contact with the Liverpool branch (as it was called then) of Equity in his retirement in his 80s and asked if he could become a member of his home branch. It was decided that John should be awarded a certificate as an Honorary member of the branch. He kept in touch.

John asked branch member Sheila Jones if she would scatter his ashes from the Liverpool Ferry into the River Mersey. Sheila told the branch at its March meeting at the Everyman that she would love some other members of the branch to join us on the ferry once a date has been set as John is sent to his final resting place.

5. Motion For Council: discussion and voting
OM introduced VB, who explained that an Equity motion is a request for the union’s Council (governing body) to do something. M&C Branch previously chose a motion [proposed by OM] which went to Equity’s NW Regional Meeting [ERM] on 22nd March in Manchester, where it was accepted for Conference. The motion proposed by Sunny Sarah remained, and VB asked SS to propose her motion.

Please read minutes of 12th February Branch Meeting for Sunny Sarah’s Motion A.

SS: My motion proposes the inclusion of all emerging artists, irrespective of age. Since writing my motion, I learnt that ‘DaDa’ [Disability and Deaf Arts] are creating a young person's ensemble. Why not an all age ensemble? I did write to them and await a response. We all deserve the opportunity. Why can't we change funders’ minds?
JF seconded the motion.
JF knows a lot of people who came to this industry later in life, ultimately competing against older people.
SJ agreed with the motion but didn't understand it till reading the last sentence and thought it needed ‘something firmer to clarify’. 
DR agreed that support for emerging artists does seem to skew to younger performers but felt ‘we need to be clear that it is a new group of emerging artists’.
AM agreed that there is more support for ‘protected characteristics and I think age is often overlooked’.
KM explained that an amendment would have to be proposed and seconded by members.
RC thanked SS for taking the trouble to draft and propose a motion.
SJ called on Council to campaign on an end to discrimination based on age.
Members voted for acceptance of motion proposed by SS. 15 votes for. 0 votes against and 1 abstention.

6. [bookmark: _Hlk212741307]Representatives for Conference 
OM introduced VB who reminded members that the 2026 Equity Conference in Durham (9th–11th May) was fast approaching. VB explained that it is a large annual event where branch representatives from across the country meet to discuss issues, share ideas, and vote on motions. M&C Branch can send two representatives to Conference. Three members have expressed an interest in attending: Jamie Gavin (JG), Ollie Mawdsley (OM), and Misha Mond (MM), and each was invited to speak to the branch.
OM was proud that his motion was accepted at the ERM on 22nd March in Manchester ‘and I'd like to see it through at Conference’.
MM said that they had attended Derry in 2025: ‘I saw all the work that goes into last year’s Conference, attended Fringe events and passionately supported the motion from our branch.’
JG was unavailable to attend the branch meeting in person or on Zoom.
In a secret ballot, members voted overwhelmingly for OM and MM to represent our branch at the 2026 Equity Conference.
 
7. [bookmark: _Hlk205339591]Together Alliance: March and Donation 
OM discussed the upcoming Together Alliance March – [an alliance of hundreds of civil society organisations united against the far right] – in London on Saturday 28th March, details of which went out on socials, and informed members that ‘At our last Committee meeting, we agreed to propose a £50.00 donation to the Together Alliance on behalf of M&C Branch.’

Members voted on the proposal by a show of hands. 15 votes for, 0 against with 1 abstention.
KM reminded members that there are coaches leaving from Liverpool, the Wirral, and Chester. https://www.togetheralliance.org.uk/ There is also a group chat with 60 members so far, and ‘you are welcome to join us on the march, near the NEU and UCU unions’.

8. [bookmark: _Hlk190199876]Branch Socials and Workshops
OM updated members – Matthew Field is working hard on workshops; the inaugural Branch Book Club takes place at 7.00 pm on Monday 6th April at the Pen Factory, 13 Hope Street, Liverpool L1 9BQ, to discuss The Understudy by David Nicholls. The next Branch Book Club will discuss Glorious Exploits, a novel by Ferdia Lennon, at 7.00 pm on Monday 4th May, also at the Pen Factory.
OM: There will be socials afterwards, so come down, even if you haven't read the book, and bring a friend. If you have any ideas for socials, get in touch with your Committee and let us know.

9. AOB (Any Other Business)
OM invited VB to present her report to branch.

VB: Hello, Merseyside and Cheshire, it's lovely to be here! 
It's been a very busy few days for Equity in the North West. On Sunday we held our regional meeting at the People's History Museum in Manchester. We haven't got the final numbers but I'm pretty sure it was a record-breaking event and this branch was very well represented. Thanks to all the members who came but special thanks to committee members Ollie, Cal, Misha, Louise and Roy who helped run the day. And congratulations are also due - your branch's motion about arts funding was chosen to go to the national Conference. 
Next year's regional meeting will almost certainly be in your branch area - a little taster ahead of Conference which is already shaping up to be a brilliant event. 
A couple of dates for your diary. On Saturday, Equity will be joining the Together Alliance march in London. It's a march for unity and for hope. Kirsten and I are going and hope to see other North West members there. There are coaches going from the region and it isn't too late to sign up. And at 7.30 pm on 1st of April there will be a class network meeting on Zoom. The class network was set up by Councillor and Merseyside and Cheshire branch member, Steph Greer, and is doing wonderful work. They hold their meetings on the first Wednesday of every month.
At our March Council meeting, we had an update from the Recorded Media department. Negotiations with PACT and other producers continue, including with BBC Audio. There are plans to launch an Audiobook network and there's lots being done around what is, I know personally, a pretty murky and very poorly paid area of work. 
We were also updated on Manchester Pride which has been saved by the formation of a Community Interest Company made up of volunteers. The creation of a house agreement for Pride is a first, hopefully the first of many. But in less good news we have heard that Durham County Council have cut funding to Durham's pride event by 100%. As Conference is in Durham this year, there are plans being hatched around this and Council agreed to make a donation to help to support the event.
There was also discussion of the union's election policy which I'll come to separately.

The Regional Meeting really was a brilliant event. Paul Fleming and Lynda Rooke gave barnstorming speeches; Karen showed a wonderful array of photos to demonstrate the work done in the North West; Kirsten and Misty Chance (who came in full drag because, she said, she wanted to honour the work done by Karen and Kirsten and local members to support the drag artists of Manchester) updated us on Pride; the branches offered their reports (yours was excellently written and delivered by Roy) and Julie Hesmondhalgh, as ever, inspired us. So I'd like to finish by quoting something she said about the campaign to save Oldham Coliseum: 'you've got to have some core belief that something good will come of it. It's about the joy of collective action, and that in itself being worth something. And that is what a union does. We're living in a world of self-care, looking after number one, and the rise of the individual. It's something that is very much in the interests of people in power to encourage us to be thinking about your skincare routine rather than your workers' rights. To feel the energy of a common cause is what I live for. It's the joy of resistance.'
Members thanked VB with a round of applause.

OM invited VB to update the branch on Equity's election policy. 
VB: Devolved and local elections take place across Britain on 7th May 2026. As a union, Equity is unaffiliated. Join us in calling on candidates to add the arts to their agenda – including demanding an end to arts cuts by local councils.
All members are urged to register to vote in the local elections and to consider asking candidates about their stance on arts funding. The Equity website has an arts funding tracker you can use to see what has happened in your region. www.equity.org.uk/campaigns-policy/local-government-arts-funding-tracker
Equity Council have also decided to have a non-engagement policy with Reform UK. As a party, they have said they will 'go to war' with trade unions and seem to have little interest in arts funding, so Council feel there is nothing to be gained by engaging with them. Members are, of course, welcome to vote however they choose, but should not invite Reform candidates to meetings or share a platform with a Reform candidate or representative while representing the union.  

A member responded with ‘Hurray’ and another with ‘Hear, hear’. 
KM justified the no-platforming policy, as she believes Reform threatens our existence. ‘Looking at the wider anti-racist and fight the far-right campaigns, the Greater Manchester branch received training on this at a recent meeting.’

OM shared recent discussions that the Committee have had regarding Metrics or how the Committee can best engage with the branch as a whole. What are we doing well and what needs improvement? We are still working on the best method of conveying questions to you, whether during future branch meetings or via email, but we always welcome members’ feedback. 

OM asked RC to share correspondence. 
RC: Equity are launching a broadcast-only Comms Update Group on WhatsApp, which is open to Equity staff, activists, and members to join. The Equity Comms team will post links to Equity’s latest social media posts as they’re made, along with links to Equity’s news stories or major website updates, new campaigns, or press releases. There is no obligation to join the group, and you can leave at any time.
https://chat.whatsapp.com/DL1oBYr8Dsv0jm2hayamDf?mode=gi_t

TA hoped that Equity will take up a campaign on his behalf concerning a filming job he was offered recently.

OM encouraged members to get in touch to promote their productions.
MM mentioned that Duncan and Amber are looking for ‘queer identifying individuals and couples open to learning some basic dance sequences’ for ‘The Queer Dancehall’ on 29th March, 12th April and 19th April (all 10.00 am – 12.00 pm). 

SS will be appearing in an audio described performance of Our Public House at Shakespeare North, Prescot, from 26th to 30th May [Dash Arts in association with Leeds Playhouse]: ‘I had chance to write a speech on something I am passionate about.’

AM: At Liverpool's Royal Court, from 22nd May to 6th June 2026, Cured is ‘a disabled-led comedy about disabled people being disabled people’, written by the disabled Liverpudlian writer and performer Laurence Clark.
AM also wanted to highlight that ‘access to work’ is getting cut and condemned the scapegoating from the far right. ‘They are benefits to enable members to access work’,  and she encouraged everyone to write to their MPs.
VB: Something to ask your local Councillor.
SS: I am also a member of the MU [Musicians Union] and looked to the Labour Party to support disability. 
KM reminded members of Equity’s Social Security and Tax Advice team. ‘They also lobby and offer personal advice.’ The two-person team provides free advice and representation in the areas of tax, social security, and national insurance law.
helpline@equity.org.uk Open: Mondays & Thursdays 10.00 am – 1.00 pm, and 2.00 pm – 5.00 pm 
OM: I second that on support re: tax. 

BP thanked the branch, and personally thanked Matthew Field for meeting with him, for the opportunity to speak on the extortionate cost of the rail tickets he needs to enable him to attend meetings and auditions, which has affected his professional development, pay, and conditions. ‘As a variety artist, I can't afford to travel to London to get there before 11.30 am.’

OM thanked members for their attendance, in person and on Zoom, and closed the meeting with the suggestion of a drink in the White Hart.
Date of Next Hybrid Committee Meeting:
Everyman Theatre 
TBC after Easter

Date of Next Hybrid Branch Meeting:
The Brindley, 
High St, Runcorn, WA7 1BG
Wednesday 3rd June 7.00 pm – 9.00 pm



Meeting closed at approx. 8.45 pm
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