Branch Meeting Minutes – Thursday 12th February 2026

[image: ]Merseyside and Cheshire Branch
Hybrid Branch Meeting: Thursday 12th February 7.00 pm – 9.00 pm
Royal Court Courtyard Bar
89 Roe St, 
Liverpool L1 1EP
& via Zoom

Attendees – 18
Present – Matthew Field (MF, Vice Chair/Treasurer), Ollie Mawdsley (OM, Committee), Louise McNulty (LM, co – Secretary/co – Campaigns Officer), Abby Middleton (AM, Committee), Roy Carruthers (RC, Co – Secretary), Sunny Sarah (SS), Patricia Winker (PW), Pete Lawson (PL), Michael Crowe (MC), Lauren Chinery (LC), Barrington Powell (BP), Steff Norman (SN), Andrew Mellor (guest) & Clare Carlucci (CC, guest – Producer, Royal Court).
On Zoom – Eva Gaynor Smith, Flloyd Kennedy, Elaine Collins & Samantha Giblin.

Apologies - George Sephton, Han Duijvendak, Cal Phillips, Joanne Collins, Jill Fielding, Paul J Dove, Fiona Scott, Robbie James Williamson, Stephanie Greer and Janice Fryett.

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

2. Guest Speaker - Clare Carlucci - Liverpool's Royal Court (“LRC”)
AM introduced producer Clare Carlucci and hosted a Q&A with her. CC previously worked as an actor/dancer all over world, started in the box office 10 years ago. Royal Court has a rich & varied history including variety, rock venue in the 1980s & home of Judi Dench’s first professional job. Royal Court operates in house casting, lots of faces familiar to the audience, has held many open auditions and CC spends a lot of time on Spotlight to find new faces. The studio space is especially used finding new talent.

In terms of the writing process they accept submissions for the studio, scratch nights and Stage Write programme to support and develop new writing. There are also graduate show cases in the coming weeks. On the main stage people suggest ideas and they may get a seed commission and rarely take a finished script. LRC prefers to work on scripts though as they know their audience. LRC audiences come from a different socio-economic background and lots don’t regard themselves as a theatre audience. If anyone wants to get in touch, the website has a development programme. Harvey and CC are also available -https://liverpoolsroyalcourt.com/   harvey@liverpoolsroyalcourt.com  
ccarlucci@liverpoolsroyalcourt.com

CC then outlined the many shows which are coming up. ‘Conteh’ written by & starring Aron Julius; ‘Taking the Piste’ by Kieran Lynn; ‘Letter to Brezhnev’ by Frank Clarke and ‘Cured’ by Laurence Clark. AB said ‘Cured’ is working with Birds of Paradise Theatre, which place disabled artists centre stage and challenge the status quo www.boptheatre.co.uk. CC also mentioned upcoming shows in the Studio and her ambition to continue to develop new talent, new writing and become more accessible and diverse. CC said LRC wants to put Liverpool on stage, including relaxed performances and, in January, launched a new, permanent on-stage captioning system featuring screens that display live dialogue, sound effects, and music to enhance accessibility for Deaf, hard-of-hearing, or neurodiverse patrons.

MF opened up the questions to the floor. 

· In response to SS asking about support for singers/musicians, CC said TRC never just present musicals but some productions include music, although productions are either drama or comedy.
· In response to SN, a recent LIPA stage manager graduate asking about opportunities, CC said SN could e-mail (addresses are in these minutes). MF said Equity was trying to organise meetings for non-actor members at LRC.
· In response to RC asking about likes/dislikes in the comment section of an actor/agents Spotlight submission, CC couldn’t think of anything specific but something the applicants CV doesn’t highlight, something interesting. Casting directors want actors to do well. Studio productions tend to be local hire as the 5.00am train to London is not great and CC would want people to have a local base.
· In response to MF asking how LRC is funded CC said a small amount from the Arts Council but mostly funds are raised from ticket sales.
MF thanked CC, which was followed by a round of applause for CC.

3. Previous Meeting Minutes (AGM)
Matters Arising 
The minutes of 15th October were proposed by OM, seconded by PL, carried unanimously and AGREED as a true and accurate record of the meeting. N.B. Branch 10th December branch meeting was not quorate so no formal meeting could be held.
Matters Arising - None

4. [bookmark: _Hlk205331573]In Memoriam Hannah Edwards
MF The committee would like to introduce an ‘In Memoriam’ section at branch meetings to enable members to remember friends and colleagues.

OM: “Hannah Edwards was a proud Scouser, a gifted performer and a firecracker who lived life her way. This may sound cliche, but she was anything but. We first met when we were five at Elliot Clarke’s. Even at that young age, she’d been through the mill – a rare heart condition called Kawasaki disease had meant she’d needed a double heart bypass. But she never let that stop her. Throughout her childhood, she performed in shows all over Merseyside, including the original Twopence to Cross the Mersey, the 1998-99 tour of Les Mis, and various pantos across the city. She earned a place at Sylvia Young’s in London when she was eleven, going on to star in “Being April” on the BBC with Pauline Quirke. At 16, she began her studies at Laine, but went into cardiac arrest soon after starting. After sixteen resuscitation attempts, it was the seventeenth that brought her back to life. No longer able to pursue a career in dancing, she turned her attention to acting and was accepted by the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School. Throughout her adulthood, she was a regular at the New Vic in Stoke, but also won acclaim in London where she was nominated for an Offie for her lead performance in Lone Flyer. In 2022, she was back in hospital after suffering seizures. Doctors diagnosed her with brain tumours and lung cancer, which despite their best efforts, spread to her bones. She fought with the same tenacity and courage that she performed with, but sadly passed away on 30th November 2025. She really was one in a million – a fighter who refused to let herself be defined by what she couldn’t do. She will be missed, deeply, and by many, and I’m sure you’ll all join me in sending love to her mum, Annie, who’s joining us via Zoom this evening”. SG Hannah Edwards was a colleague of mine, teaching, acting and MT to children at both my Little Actors Theatre’s London and Neston venues. We loved Hannah and will very much miss her. There was then applause for Hannah.

5. Motions for Equity Regional Meeting (ERM), Discussion and voting.
MF introduced the motion process and asked members if they were happy to debate Motions A and B. Both were unanimously voted in favour of being debated. The chosen motion will be presented at Equity’s NW Regional Meeting at the People’s History Museum, Manchester M3 3ER at 2.00 pm on Sunday 22nd March. All members are welcome.
MF read Sunny Sarah's motion. 

Motion A: 
There are many emerging artists who are finding it difficult to break in to our industries, whether in drama, music, dance or any other art forms.  There are artists who have graduated from drama school and also those who have been trying to make it for a number of years and have not been successful. This can apply to artists of all ages particularly in underrepresented communities. 
Not getting the work can lead to financial struggles which can then lead to a decline in mental health.  There is much undiscovered talent waiting to be discovered and many artists have worked very hard taking courses, putting together portfolios and getting as much experience as they can.  We know that lack of funding is often one of the biggest hurdles and the way in which organisations fund projects can leave a lot of people feeling isolated. 
Conference therefore calls on council to encourage organisations to fund opportunities for artists of all ages to help towards a more inclusive industry. No-one should feel isolated because of their age.
Proposer: Sunny Sarah
Seconder: Janice Fryett

MF introduced OM to read his Motion B.

Motion B: 
A McKinsey report from 2023 stated that 91% of British adults had engaged with the arts in some way over the last 12 months, and in that same year, arts enterprises raised £126 billion in revenue, with creative industries accounting for nearly 8% of the UK’s total exports. The benefits of arts in education are well documented, increasing self-esteem, cognitive capabilities, and mental wellbeing amongst many other attributes. Yet arts funding is often the first to be cut when budgets are under pressure – as evidenced by Bristol’s recent decision to cut culture funding in the city.
The threat of cuts to theatres is now existential. As more funding decisions get devolved to local councils and regional authorities, the removal of grants and subsidies becomes ever likelier, and the risk of theatres closing forever becomes inevitable. This will undermine the sector for generations to come, as well as undermining the UK’s economic growth and global influence. Furthermore, ever since theatre’s inception, it has been integral to democracy, allowing a forum for education, shared values, communal identity and political debate – all of which are more important than ever.
Conference calls for Council to enshrine arts funding as a statutory obligation for councils and regional authorities, ensuring that multiple theatres across each region can continue their vital work within communities.
Proposer: Ollie Mawdsley
Seconder: Lauren Chinery

MF introduced SS to speak on behalf of Motion A.

SS It is difficult to break into this industry. There shouldn't be an age limit; or individuals are barred from entering because they don't know the right people. There are mentoring programmes. ‘Dada’ have a young mentoring programme for musicians. Why not for all ages? [ www.dadafest.co.uk ‘empower disabled artists to explore creativity, develop their practice and produce quality art.’ ] We've all got talents. We all have to earn a living.

Members commented on motion A. “Age is a protected characteristic.”, “Everything seems to be targeted to recent grads. Important to target funders.”, “funding is divisive. I had this argument with the Theatre Directors scheme. Every funding scheme has come from evidence.”, “Theatre prides itself on being for everyone then it limits people.”, “We should not stop pushing and challenging.”, “Venues for solo entertainers are falling by the wayside. Agents have to keep bringing younger acts in but they might not have the same understanding of the audience.”

MF introduced OM to speak on behalf of Motion B.

OM Funding for the arts in England dropped by close to 50% since 2010. While Arts Council funding has very specific requirements for allocation, local councils get more autonomy but less funding and are more likely to cut it in a crisis. We will lose theatres. Josie Rourke predicted that in future a region may only have one theatre.

Members commented on motion B. “Currently legislation is being drafted for statutory funding with no regard for the arts.”, “Equity saved Bristol.”, “Funding is not just about theatre, it develops social skills, relationships... the Arts Council is obsessed by metrics but does this become tokenistic?”, “At the crux of so many theatres the bottom line is not enough money. Funding is the base line of what we require.”, “I support arts funding in schools, musical showcases & etc., but are lot are getting cut. Andrew Lloyd Webber said music is a gift to kids.”, “Equity are campaigning for arts funding in schools.”, “Important to keep theatre going.”

MF asked members if they were happy to vote on Motions A and B by a show of hands or by ballot. Members unanimously voted for a show of hands and voted.
MF Motion A. For 5 votes. Against 0. Motion B. For 8 votes. Against 0

6. Disability Toolkit
[bookmark: _Hlk212741307]RC read members information on Equity’s disability toolkit from Alice Lemon, Secretary to Equity’s Deaf and Disabled Members Committee.
“We’re excited to share Equity’s new Access Toolkit, developed by Equity's Deaf and Disabled Members Committee (DDMC) and now available to all members. Designed to support committees, networks and branches, the toolkit offers practical guidance on making meetings and events fully accessible for deaf, disabled and/or neurodivergent (DDN) members. It brings together lived-experience insight, best-practice advice, videos and resource links, including signposting to disabled-led organisations across the performing arts and entertainment industry.” 
https://www.equity.org.uk/accessibility/accessibility-toolkit-equity-meetings-and-events
https://www.equity.org.uk/news/2025/ddmc-launch-the-access-toolkit

7. [bookmark: _Hlk205339591]Potential Branch Activities 
OM The new committee, is still finding our feet, and is committed to continuing the excellent work of the previous committee in terms of workshops, open auditions and social events such as playreading groups, and summer and winter socials. Although there’s various ideas for workshops – including clowning, drag and panto makeup, audiobooks and voiceovers, the committee wants to know what the membership wants. 
OH is setting up an Equity Book Club launching on the first Monday of each month starting 6th April, for Equity members and non-members, which will cover novels and biographies with a connection to the industry. People can just come along if they don’t want to read the book and attend the social, an hour after the start time. Venue is TBC, but information will be sent out shortly. The first novel will be ‘The Understudy’ by David Nicholls.
MF said a relationship with a number of local venues has been developed including the Everyman and Shakespeare North and the aim is to make branch meetings more accessible to build on communication, being together and the committee welcome ideas and suggestions from all members. The branch currently has about £1600. 
The branch can send two members as branch delegates to Equity Conference 2026 on 9th – 11th May in Durham. Accommodation will be provided and expenses covered by the union. Equity Conference is a vital policy-making forum and it is important that our branch is represented so MF invited members to think about putting themselves forward to attend. 
merseyside&cheshire@equitybranches.org.uk
MF explained as Victoria Brazier, the NW Area Councillor, is currently appearing in ‘The Memory of Water’ at Bolton Octagon before transferring to the Everyman and read her report to the branch.

“Hello, Merseyside and Cheshire! I'm sorry not to be with you; I'm working in Bolton, but the show I'm in will be transferring to the Everyman so I hope to catch up with some of you then. Much of my Council Report is linked to branches and branch meetings this time. Over the last couple of years there has been a lot of discussion about and work done on the way our branches function. There is now a clear plan about how to support branches better and to ensure they work as well as possible for their members, for us. Branch committees will be asked to make sure that they are working in line with the union's campaigns, that they are increasing the diversity of their activist base, and that they are contributing to the union's democratic life. In all of that there will be more support and training from staff and Councillors. 
A very important date for your diaries. The Regional Meeting this year will be in Manchester at the People's History Museum on Sunday 22nd March at 2pm. Please come along. And please bring someone. Bring everyone. We are planning a great programme of museum tours, guest speakers and a walking tour (possibly with a pie in hand!) and it would be wonderful for us to have at least fifty people there. We should absolutely be the busiest regional meeting outside London (the two London branches are mammoth). Please help us - in the words of Jean-Luc Picard for Star Trek fans - make it so.

It's also good preparation for next year's Conference which will be held in our region, in... Liverpool! This year's Conference will be in Durham; I hope you have a fruitful discussion about motions at this meeting. Also related to branches, there is work being done around the Safe Spaces statement. In part this is driven by a suspicion that it becomes less effective the more we repeat it. It is clear that there is still terrible behaviour in workplaces but also that the statement in its current wording doesn't really reflect what we need for union meetings and events. Watch this space. 

The Council was also presented with the union's objectives for this year, the first one linked to the Safe Spaces statement. The first priority is sexual harassment. We must challenge it through organising strategy, training and our agreements. We must refuse to allow sexual harassment and inappropriate behaviour to be normalised or accepted. Our second is Communications. The work done over the last couple of years on our communications, including the beautiful magazine and fortnightly emails has been superb. We now want to enable members themselves to do more. And the final priority is Variety. We must work harder to recruit and support singers, magicians, burlesque performers and all the myriad of other professionals who come under the vast and colourful umbrella of Variety. 

This has been a busy period for our staff involved in negotiations. I'd like to thank everyone who voted about potential industrial action linked to the PACT agreement. It was a phenomenal result and leaves us in a very strong negotiating position - we have already received a better offer from the other side. We cannot allow rights to our images and our voices to be taken away from us without proper recompense and water-tight contracts. Our major theatre contracts are also up for renegotiations being led by the formidable Charlotte Bence. And have recently had fabulous news in the North West. Not only has Manchester Pride been saved and taken over by a new Community Interest Company but the CIC will be signing an Equity agreement, the first ever such union agreement for a Pride event. Equity is still seeking payment for the more than fifty performers left out of pocket last year but this is a remarkable win for Manchester, for the LGBTQ+ community and for Equity. I'd like to offer huge thanks to the staff and members who worked so hard on this. Stronger Together.”

Round of applause from members.

8. [bookmark: _Hlk190199876]AOB (Any Other Business)
BP: As a 20-year Equity member, raised the issue of rail fares (£369 return to arrive before 11.00 am) to London and called for the branch to support a petition to the Transport Minister to lower fares. “We are being penalised in the North, creating a substantial financial barrier, not just for auditions but for professional development.” MF promised to discuss this at the next meeting as a number of issues are encompassed within this campaign, and to contact BP directly. OM had broached this subject as a potential motion, FK suggested sending this issue down to Council and SN (from South Wales) said that the price gouge also affects Wales. 

PW raised the issue of being unable to purchase online a single theatre ticket when a local theatre’s website showed that two tickets were still available. Eventually, the box office staff member overrode the system in person. But why did they originally refuse the purchase? AB commented that there is not a language that all theatres use and suggested putting in a complaint. MF believed it is a conversation to have.

SS argued for increased use of audio description in productions. During the discussion it was mentioned that, at some theatres, Artistic Directors decide which productions are audio described. Another suggestion was that the rule was for companies to decide themselves.

MF thanked everyone for raising issues and asked if members had upcoming productions to plug. LM reminded members to share production news in the members’ WhatsApp. Room. If you wish to add your number, get in touch. AM ‘Cured’ is coming up at the Royal Court at the end of May till the end of June. Important to see disabled-led comedy. We are people and have lives. 

MF thanked members for their attendance on Zoom and in person and closed the meeting with an offer of refreshments courtesy of the Royal Court.
Date of Next Hybrid Committee Meeting:
Everyman Theatre 
Thursday 5th March 7.00–9.00 pm

Date of Next Hybrid Branch Meeting:
Everyman Bistro
Tuesday 24th March 7.00–9.00 pm

Meeting closed at approx. 8.45pm
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