[image: A purple and white logo

Description automatically generated]

EQUITY CONFERENCE 2026
Report for the Merseyside & Cheshire Branch

What is it?
The Equity Conference is where magic happens. It brings together members from branches and committees alongside Equity staff members to review progress of campaigns over the last year and to set the agenda moving forwards. Motions from members are heard, debated, and voted on, and the direction of the union is set.

This year, the conference took place in Durham at the Redhills Miners’ Hall. Over the next few pages, we’re going to give you a brief overview of the highlights of the conference.

Durham Pride
Last year, Reform UK took control of Durham council. After cutting all funding to Durham Pride, council leader Darren Grimes said, "Our residents deserve bins emptied, roads fixed, and services funded – not more council-sponsored politics in fancy dress." The total amount cut was £2500. This wasn’t about saving money, it was about making a statement.

So at Conference, Equity decided to make a statement, too. It showed that we won’t be bullied or censored by the threat of defunding of arts. They gave Durham Pride a cheque for £7200, which was welcomed by a rapturous and enthusiastic two-minute standing ovation by everyone in attendance. It was one of the most moving and galvanising moments of the conference.

Revised Meetings Statement
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]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!

The conference saw the introduction of a new meetings statement to reflect the evolving mission of Equity. Most notably, the union is focusing on resistance instead of resilience, which is a concept that has long been used to dismiss issues in favour of powering on with gritted teeth. 

Our union is taking the gloves off when dealing with those seeking to silence us and our concerns, and you can see the results of this in its recent negotiation successes – with Birmingham Royal Ballet, where the threat of strike action got Equity members every single item of their demands; with PACT, where the threat of strike action has brought producers back to the negotiating table; and with the West End, where members have balloted overwhelmingly to strike unless producers improve their offers and where we expect significant improvements to be made.

Equity and Politics
As you can probably tell from above, there was a distinct shift in terms of how Equity will engage with politics moving forwards. There was a taste of this earlier in the year ahead of the local council elections where Equity adopted a non-engagement policy with Reform UK. This followed a lengthy discussion on the Equity Council, but ultimately it was decided that Reform UK poses an existential threat to the arts in the UK and that we, as an arts union, should not legitimise them.

At Conference, one of the motions asked Council to debate the possibility of opening a political fund – not to support any one candidate or party, but to fight the politicisation of arts funding that has become more and more common (and evidenced in various other motions such as the Northern Ireland motion, which referenced the threat of funding withdrawal for a library that hosted Drag Storytime events).

Merseyside & Cheshire Motion
The Merseyside & Cheshire motion, which demanded that arts funding be enshrined as a statutory obligation for both local councils and regional government, was passed unanimously with no abstentions. That means that every single person voted for it without exception. We in the committee are delighted that it garnered such strong support across the national membership, and we hope you’re all as proud as we are.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Midlands Motion on Transport
The East Midlands branch proposed a motion on transport, highlighting the extortionate cost of tickets and suggesting an Equity travelcard as a possible solution. Ahead of Conference, this was opposed by Council because the chances of Equity taking on the trainlines and winning was incredibly low and hard to justify when such travelcards don’t exist for essential workers such as nurses, teachers and carers.

However, as this was the final motion of the conference, and because of considerable debate on the motion immediately preceding this concerning the possibility of opening a political fund, there was no time to hear and vote on it. This was disappointing as we know it’s an issue that several members in the M&C branch have brought up before, and it was clearly a motion that divided the membership at Conference as well. However, this motion will now be heard again by Council.

Other Interesting Motions
There were many very interesting motions at Conference, ranging from clamping down on the widespread use and abuse of “pencilling” (which often costs our members work without any retainer being paid), to the support of the ‘Nothing About Us Without Us’ movement (where Equity will now put more pressure on casting directors and producers to use disabled actors in disabled roles), to the role of AI both in medical roleplay and in audiodrama and voiceover work. A few other choice motions include:
· The recognition of scripted sex work as performance work, and a move to unionise that particular area.
· A stronger drive to improve the appalling rates of pay and ensure basic statutory rights such as holiday pay and sick pay for directors and designers.
· Lobbying to protect freedom of movement around the EU for singers, including the possibility of launching a ‘singer’s passport’ for those who work internationally.
· A call for Council to develop guidelines and contracts around the rapidly expanding vertical drama market.
· Stronger guidelines for supporting artists and their responsibilities, as much of their work often goes well beyond what they’re actually being paid for.
· A call to draft clearer guidance to deal with the specific challenges of open calls, and to eradicate the exploitation of the actors who often attend them.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Highlights
· An indicative ballot on strike action over PACT negotiations (which have been ongoing for years without progress – the main stumbling block being AI) had a 75% turnout, with a 99.7% vote in favour. The results were broadcast live on Sky News.
· The last year has seen the start of negotiations for West End, Commercial and Subsidised Agreements. Unfortunately, the West End negotiations have hit a deadlock, and so an indicative ballot on strike action is underway. Since the ballot was announced, membership amongst West End employees has surged by 10%; the feeling is that they’re chomping at the bit for industrial action.
· Basic Income for Artists is being trialled in Scotland, with Equity securing a seat at the table of the discussions.
· After members voted to strike, Birmingham Royal Ballet caved on every single demand for better working conditions and pay. Every. Single. Ask.
· A job-sharing working party was launched. After some success with job sharing in stage management roles, the working party is aiming to extend this to other roles as well by ironing out issues and presenting producers with a plan that works for everybody.
· Equity has been involved in new-build projects in Manchester City Centre and it has been negotiated that 900 flats in the centre of Manchester will be made available solely for the use of nightlife workers, such as variety artists.
· A new Outdoor Theatre Charter was announced in 2025, ensuring an improvement in working conditions for actors in the height of summer.
· A new Greenfields Department was launched at Equity, seeking to industrialise sectors of the industry that are often perceived as “The Wild West” – audio dramas, game voiceovers, commercials, agents, and AI.
· On that note, AI motions underwent the fiercest debate at Conference. While everyone agreed that the effects of AI on the industry will be dire, there was disagreement over whether we should not engage at all or work with the bosses in ensuring that contracts were fair. The majority felt the latter, given that the proverbial genie is already out of the bottle. 

Equity Conference 2027
Next year’s conference will take place in Liverpool, which is an incredible privilege and something we on the committee are especially excited about!
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