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UNISON INTERNATIONAL UNIT
The work of the international unit falls into the following areas:

Contact with unions abroad 
UNISON has links with sister unions throughout the world and puts UNISON branches and
regions in touch with their counterparts in Europe and further afield. Learning from other trade
unionists is a vital way of strengthening our own movement.

Solidarity work
Solidarity means speaking out when fellow trade unionists are under threat - in Colombia, Burma
or Zimbabwe, for instance. Solidarity also means helping sister trade unions to build their
organisations on their own terms.

Working with international organisations
UNISON is affiliated to several international trade union organisations, including Public Services
International (PSI), Union Network International (UNI) and the European Public Service Union
(EPSU). The international unit co-ordinates UNISON’s work to promote the policies and interests
of its members through these organisations and other international bodies.

Sharing experiences
Many unions in different parts of the world face similar challenges to our own: privatisation,
equality, the fight against racism. A key role of the international unit is to keep UNISON informed
about international developments on these kinds of issues so that we can better look after
members’ interests. The unit also handles requests from sister unions who want to learn about
UK experiences.

Policy development 
The international unit helps to develop and promote the union’s policies on key international
issues.

The unit is part of the Policy and Public Affairs Directorate based at Mabledon Place. The staff of
the unit are:

Catherine Barral (unit administrator)

Dick Barry

Nick Crook

Suzanne Gribble 

Polly Jones

Nick Sigler (head of international relations)

PRIORITY AREAS

HIV/AIDS
Southern Africa
Following a renewed commitment to HIV and AIDS at National Delegate Conference in 2003,
members of the international unit conducted an assessment visit to South Africa in
January/February. Advice was sought from sister unions, HIV/AIDS experts, possible funders and
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INTRODUCTION
The year 2004 saw continued high-level activity by UNISON internationally. The union’s
international work is not an ‘add-on’ to the union’s day-to-day activities but an integral part of
our commitment to the principles of trade unionism and our determination to improve the
working conditions of all our members.

More than ever, Britain’s economy and political system are interdependent with those of Europe
and the rest of the world. Many of UNISON’s members now work for transnational companies
and have counterparts working for the same employer in other countries. Decisions taken in
Brussels affect our daily working lives.

It is vital, therefore, that UNISON work with sister trade unions in other countries and through key
international organisations to promote and protect its members’ interests and concerns.

Most people would take for granted the right to read a report such as this, to meet and discuss
work problems or politics. But trade unionists in many other countries risk intimidation and even
death for active membership in a union. Solidarity – joining together with others who share a
common interest – is the very basis of trade unionism, and it cannot stop at national borders.

The following report sets out some of the main international activities that UNISON has been
involved in over the past year, the organisations we support and are affiliated to, and the projects
we are involved in. It is an outline intended to give a flavour of the type and extent of our
international work. More detail and information is available either in the various reports which
have been produced and are referred to below or from the staff of the international unit.

UNISON INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE
UNISON’s international policy is determined by National Delegate Conference which meets
annually and considers resolutions from branches, regions and the National Executive Committee
(NEC).

The NEC’s international committee is responsible for international policy between conferences
and for overseeing the work of the international unit. After wide consultation, it also determines
the international work priorities of the union.

The committee met on five occasions during the year. The membership of the committee is:

Dave Anderson Roger Laxton (chair) 

Angela Bagum Angela Lynes 

Sandra Dean Raphael Parkinson  

Carol Dutton Jessie Russel 

Mary Ferris (vice chair) Alison Shepherd 

Mike Folliard Eleanor Smith 

Pauline Grant
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Capacity Building
UNISON continued to develop its capacity-building work in a number of ways. In co-operation
with Solidar, a Brussels-based network, we were successful in obtaining funding from the
Department for International Development for a second four-year term for the Global Network
project. The project supports trade union education on the impact of globalisation in Africa, Latin
America and Asia. In February 2004 we undertook a fact-finding visit to Serbia and Montenegro
and as a consequence submitted a successful bid to the Foreign Office’s Global Opportunities
Fund to run a membership recruitment project with Serbian trade unions. We also ran a pilot
project in core trade union skills for six Iraqi trade unionists in November 2004, funded in part by
the Westminster Foundation for Democracy. The project served as the basis for a successful bid
to the British Council to run an 18-month training project during 2005-6.

European Union
2004 saw the European Commission propose a revision of the Working Time Directive and a
directive on services in the internal market. UNISON has worked with the TUC and with EPSU to
develop a coherent trade union position against these proposals. The June European Council
agreed the draft European constitution on which UNISON, following an internal debate, will take
a position before the planned UK referendum on the matter. UNISON also joined other
organisations across the EU in successfully opposing the appointment of Rocco Buttiglione as
the new EU justice commissioner.

Policy Statements
During 2004 UNISON issued statements on the following issues:

● Israeli attack on Gaza

● Redeployment of British troops in Iraq

● US attack on medical facilities in Falluja 

● Death of Yasser Arafat

SOLIDARITY

Affiliations
UNISON is affiliated at the national level to the following organisations engaged in international
activity:

Action for Southern Africa*, Amnesty International UK section, Angola Emergency Campaign,
Anti-Slavery International, Burma Campaign, Colombia Solidarity Campaign, Cuba Solidarity
Campaign*, Guantanamo Human Rights Commission, International Lesbian and Gay
Association, International Centre for Trade Union Rights, Justice for Colombia, Make Poverty
History*, Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign*, One World Action/Nicaraguan Health Fund, Palestine
Solidarity Campaign, Solidar*, Stop the War Coalition*, Tobin Tax Network*, Trade Union
Friends of Palestine, War on Want, Western Sahara Campaign, Trade Justice Movement.

(*= UNISON is represented on the executives of these organisations)
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campaigners about the most appropriate and effective support UNISON could give to trade
unions in southern Africa in their struggle against HIV/AIDS.

One of the recommendations was for UNISON to organise and facilitate a seminar for public
sector trade unionists from across southern Africa. This took place in Johannesburg in
December, with over 70 trade unionists participating from 13 different southern African
countries. UNISON has received very positive feedback from the seminar, with trade unionists
finding it an excellent opportunity to find out first hand about best practice among sister trade
unions. The seminar was organised with support from Action for Southern Africa (ACTSA) and in
collaboration with Public Services International (PSI). Following the seminar, UNISON is now
developing more specific HIV/AIDS projects with a number of public sector unions in southern
Africa.

Other work
On 26 April UNISON, together with ACTSA and the National Union of Students, organised a lobby
of parliament to put pressure on the Treasury to increase funding to the UN global fund to fight
AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria. The event opened with a debate on the government’s response,
followed by a lobby of MPs.

At National Delegate Conference UNISON organised a fringe meeting on HIV/AIDS with speakers
from ACTSA, Global Unions HIV/AIDS campaign and the South African Municipal Workers Union.

UNISON was involved in the organisation of a Trades Union Congress (TUC) conference on
HIV/AIDS on 4 December, aimed at NGOs as well as trade unionists. In partnership with Amicus,
UNISON ran one of the workshops focused on HIV/AIDS in Africa.

UNISON supported the Global Unions HIV/AIDS campaign and has contributed toward funding the
position of its HIV/AIDS campaign coordinator for 2005 and 2006.

Labour Migration
In 2004 the international unit began work on a major report on labour migration. The work is an
integral part of UNISON’s race equality project. In parallel with this, we were involved in
preparing a Solidar proposal for funding a project on the integration of migrants into EU member
states. The initial application was rejected, as was a second, amended version. In spite of this,
Solidar believes there is scope for member co-ordinated work in this area. We were also
involved in an Institute of Employment Rights project on labour migration, short-term work
intended for publication in summer 2005. We have also funded PSI’s work on labour migration
among healthcare workers and the impact that it is having on public service infrastructure in the
developing world.

International Policy
The challenges facing public services and public service unions do not happen in isolation:
governments and organisations actively exchange ideas and experiences on public sector
reform. In order to defend their members’ best interests, public service unions need to rise to the
challenge of international co-operation on policy. During 2004, UNISON continued to share with
sister unions around the world, its experience of a range of key policy issues. Of particular
interest were privatisation and public service reform, especially private finance initiatives (PFIs)
and public-private partnerships (PPPs). It did this by receiving delegations, participating in
conferences and seminars and making our research available to others. In addition, the
international unit assisted other departments of the union in gaining information about the
international dimension of a range of issues.
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extremely successful fringe meeting called “Why trade justice?” at the Labour Party conference.
The meeting was very well-attended. Representatives from TJM member organisations, including
UNISON’s Keith Sonnet, presented an informed and united front to Patricia Hewitt, enabling them
to push her on crucial issues of international trade.

INTERNATIONAL FEDERATIONS

Public Services International
Public Services International (PSI) is a global union federation made up of over 600 unions
representing some 20 million workers delivering public services in 160 countries across the
world. UNISON is one of the largest affiliates. The general secretary is a vice president of PSI and
UNISON has a number of representatives on both the executive and steering committees. Karen
Jennings, UNISON’s head of health, is chair of the PSI health task force which is developing
policies on a range of issues that affect health workers throughout the world. UNISON also chairs
the equalities committee and is represented on the public sector working group. John Kidd, chair
of UNISON’s water and environmental service group, was a member of the PSI delegation to the
UN Commission for Sustainable Development held in April. PSI is currently focusing on a number
of activities including its quality public services campaign, issues of labour migration (research
work directly supported by UNISON) and issues connected with the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) and General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). Like UNISON, PSI has identified the
struggle against HIV/AIDS as one of its priorities and was a partner in the seminar organised by
UNISON in Johannesburg in December 2004.

European Federation of Public Service Unions
UNISON is the second-largest affiliate to the European Federation of Public Service Unions
(EPSU), which brings together over 200 unions representing nearly eight million public service
workers in the EU and EU accession countries. EPSU held its seventh congress in Stockholm in
June 2004 at which Dave Prentis was re-elected vice president. The congress passed
resolutions on, among other things, the importance of public services to the European social and
economic model, collective bargaining at the European level, the European constitution and
pensions. The congress adopted an emergency resolution against the proposed EU Services
Directive. UNISON is represented on the executive and steering committees and on three of the
four sectoral committees (health and social services, chaired by Karen Jennings, head of health;
local government; and public utilities). UNISON is an active participant in the working group on
services of general interest, working to develop the campaign against the EU Services Directive
and for a Framework Directive on Services of General Interest.

Union Network International
UNISON National Executive Committee decided to apply for affiliation to Union Network
International (UNI) in July 2004. The application was accepted by UNI and UNISON became a
member in January 2005. UNI is a global union federation of 900 unions representing over 15
million workers delivering a range of public services in both the public and private sector. UNI is
organised both globally and regionally and UNI-Europa has a well-developed social dialogue with
the employers’ organisations in both the security and contract cleaning industries. UNI puts a
great deal of emphasis on organising, which is recognised as the greatest challenge facing all of
its affiliates. A particular concern of UNI has been the organisation of migrant workers.
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Solidar
Solidar is an international network of trade unions, NGOs and aid agencies involved in
international co-operation, humanitarian aid, social service provision and life-long learning. It is
historically linked to the free and democratic labour and trade union movement. Based in
Brussels, Solidar campaigns and lobbies on key international issues, especially within the
European Union, co-ordinates the work of its members and through its Global Network runs a
series of projects in the developing world. UNISON is actively involved in the general assembly
and international committee of Solidar. Key issues dealt with in 2004 included work on HIV/AIDS,
fair trade, promoting core labour standards and support for civil society in countries such as
Sudan, Iraq, and Burma.

Chevening scholarship
In 2004 UNISON’s international committee supported a trade unionist from Kenya on a
Chevening trade union scholarship at Ruskin College, Oxford. Michael Masila from the Kenyan
Union of Domestic, Hotels, Educational Institutions, Hospitals and Allied Workers is also actively
involved in PSI’s work in Africa and with the recruitment of young members into the union. As
well as studying at Ruskin, Michael also participated in a number of UNISON events including the
May branch international officer seminar and National Conference.

Make Poverty History
A coalition of aid agencies, trade unions and other NGOs was established in mid-2004 to
organise campaign and political initiatives as the UK holds the presidency of the G8 and the
European Union in 2005. The Make Poverty History (MPH) coalition has set out a number of
demands on debt, trade and aid which it hopes to see achieved in 2005 when the UN summit on
the millennium development goals will be held. The campaign was officially launched at the
beginning of 2005 and will include a series of actions around key events in the calendar,
including a major demonstration in Edinburgh on 2 July shortly before the meeting of the G8
heads of state. The head of international relations was elected to the MPH co-ordinating team.

European Social Forum
We were actively involved in preparations for the third European Social Forum held in London
from 15 to 17 October. There was significant trade union input into the forum’s activities. UNISON
held a number of events, including a public services seminar held jointly with Ver.di and the
Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) on collective bargaining at a European level. UNISON’s
stall attracted huge interest and there were many positive comments about our presence.

World Social Forum
A small UNISON delegation attended the third World Social Forum held in Mumbai, India, from 16
to 21 January. We were involved in a range of activities, speaking from the floor or platform on
issues as diverse as child labour, fair trade, human rights, deregulation and liberalisation of
energy and water, as well as globalisation and migrant workers. We also visited a medical clinic
and school and met Indian trade union representatives to discuss our concerns about
outsourcing. Every opportunity was taken to articulate UNISON’s concerns and opinions and our
presence was noted by many participants.

Trade Justice Movement
UNISON continues to be the only trade union member of the Trade Justice Movement (TJM).
Campaigning materials have been regularly disseminated to branch international officers and to
the wider union membership through UNISON’s communications. We also organised an
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BRANCH/REGIONAL SEMINARS

Regional international contacts seminar 
14-16 May 2004, Birmingham
About 50 people took part in the regional international contacts seminar held in Birmingham
from 14-16 May. The seminar was opened by Michael Cashman MEP, who spoke about
developments in the European Union. Sessions were held on HIV/AIDS, labour migration and
Zimbabwe and southern Africa. Action workshops were organised on UNISON’s capacity-building
work and on effective campaigning around international work.

Branch international officers seminar 
12 -14 November 2004, Bristol
Over 60 participants from a range of regions attended the weekend seminar. The assistant
general secretary of Queensland Council of Unions opened the seminar, highlighting the parallels
between the UK and Australia. The weekend coincided with the UK visit of six trade unionists
from the Iraqi Federation of Trade Unions. Sessions were held on Iraq, Colombia and Burma, the
role of the branch international officers, the Make Poverty History campaign and on Europe and
the European constitution.

BRANCH AND REGIONAL SUPPORT
The international unit administers a scheme to support the international activities of branch
members and of regions. In order to qualify, applications must be supported by the branch and
region and must meet UNISON’s overall international objectives. Support is given on the basis
that the branch or region will part fund the proposal. Applications for support are made to the
international unit. During 2004 the following projects were supported:

Branch members
Fiona Smith, Scottish region, to attend the International Youth Parliament, Sydney.

Clare Williams, Northern region, to attend Labour Women’s Congress, Sierra Leone.

Clive Swan, London region, to assist Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU).

Nikki Russel, South East region, to take part in a trade union delegation to Nicaragua.

Samantha Jess, London region, to take part in a health study tour to Cuba

Regions
London region, interchange scheme with National Education, Health and Allied Workers Union
(NEHAWU)

Wales region, delegation to Brussels

BIROS mailing
We continued to send regular two-monthly mailings to every branch international officer. The
mailing was developed to include updates on UNISON’s international work and materials from
organisations which UNISON works closely with. A survey was conducted to find out how the
mailing could be developed further to best meet the needs of branch international officers.
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ANNUAL CONFERENCE

Resolutions and composites agreed
Conference agreed resolutions and composites relating to international issues on:

● General international policy

● Iraq 

● Colombia

The texts of these resolutions can be found at:

http://cms.unison.co.uk/Decisions.asp?ConferenceID=138&OrderBy=AgendaID

At its meeting in September the international committee considered how to implement the
resolutions. Advice was given to branches, regions and members regarding the proposed boycott
of Coca Cola. Recommendations of the other resolutions and composites have been incorporated
into the overall international work of the union.

Visitors
UNISON hosted 12 guests from six countries for National Delegates Conference in 2004. The
majority of these came from central and eastern European countries that had just joined or were
in the process of applying to join the EU. We also had guests from South Africa. The international
speaker to Conference was Sekai Holland from the Movement for Democratic Change,
Zimbabwe. We were also able to extend a welcome to Subhi al-Mashadani, general secretary of
the Iraqi Federation of Trade Unions, who addressed Conference on the last day.

Visitors programme
The international unit arranged a comprehensive programme for our international visitors that
included a series of seminars on key topics of interest such as UNISON’s structures, recruitment
and retention of members, as well as GATS and privatisation.

International rally
The traditional international rally, organised jointly with a number of UNISON regions, took place
on the Monday night of Conference. The rally, which was led by the chair of the international
committee, Roger Laxton, heard speeches from Abdullah Mushin of the Iraqi Federation of Trade
Unions, Agnes Cser, president of the Democratic Trade Union of Health and Social Workers of
Hungary, Martha Gweyi of the South African Municipal Workers Union and Dave Prentis, general
secretary of UNISON

HIV/AIDS fringe meeting
The fringe meeting was an ideal opportunity to inform UNISON members about the HIV/AIDS
work UNISON was undertaking. The meeting was well-attended and publicised and speakers
included Clementine Dehwe, Global Unions’ HIV/AIDS coordinator and Aditi Sharma, campaigns
director at Action for Southern Africa.

Fair trade in the UNIZONE
We invited the Fairtrade Foundation, the UK’s leading campaigning and education organisation on
fair trade products, to participate in the UNIZONE. Hundreds of members took the opportunity to
sample fair trade products and find out how to promote fair trade at home and work.
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Nicaragua: participation in Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign trade union delegation*

Cuba: participation in Cuba Solidarity Campaign May Day study tour*

Amsterdam: participation in gay cops symposium*

Brazil: participation in PSI/EI Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) forum 

Zaragoza: participation in Western Saharan Peoples Conference*

South Africa: participation in National Education, Health and Allied Workers Union (NEHAWU),
congress

Sweden: participation in Swedish Union of Local Government Officers (SKTF) congress

Canada: invitation to share experiences on PPP/PFI*

Australia: participation in International Federation of Social Workers congress

Colombia: participation in Trades Union Congress (TUC) delegation*

Paris: participation in Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) 100th Anniversary celebration 

Malawi: participation in a WaterAid delegation

(*= Report available)

Conferences attended
During 2004 representatives from UNISON took part in the following international conferences:

Bogota, Colombia: International Confederation of Free Trade Unions/World Confederation of
Labour (ICFTU/WCL) conference, in solidarity with the Colombian trade union movement*

Budapest: seminar on public service reform and the challenges for public service unions,
organised by Hungarian public service unions*

Cyprus: European Federation of Public Service Unions/Trade Union Education in Europe
(EPSU/ETUCO) seminar on the impact of EU membership for public services in the 10 new
member states

Bosnia-Herzegovina: UNISON and Ver.di co-sponsored a seminar on the extension of EU energy
market liberalisation to the countries of south east Europe*

British Columbia, Canada: Gail Adams, UNISON’s head of nursing, addressed a conference of
nurses to support their campaign against privatisation

(* = Report available)

UNISON/VER.DI 
MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING
In October UNISON signed a memorandum of understanding with Ver.di, the biggest union in
Germany. The two unions, whose members are largely recruited from public service providers,
believe that they have a great deal in common and that by working more closely together they
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The feedback was very positive, with officers regularly using the mailing and finding its content
very useful.

INCOMING DELEGATIONS AND VISITORS

Scandinavian trade union delegation
In January 2004 UNISON hosted a joint Scandinavian trade union delegation from Iceland,
Denmark, Norway and Sweden that had come to study the impact of PFI and PPPs in the UK.

Public Services Federation of the CGT
A delegation from the Public Services Federation of the CGT visited UNISON in February 2004.
Discussions were held on pensions, the use of PPPs and PFI and on co-operation between the
two unions.

Chinese delegations
UNISON received two delegations from Chinese unions in 2004. The first, municipal workers
from Guang Zhao, visited in May and the second, representing the national civil service, in
August. Both delegations were on study visits looking at pay, employment conditions and
pensions for UK public sector workers. The international unit staff raised the question of human
rights and free trade union organisation in China with both delegations.

Visitors
International visitors to UNISON during 2004 included:

● A representative of the Saharawi women’s movement

● Representatives of Sintraemcali, Colombia

● Representatives of Centre for Trade Union and Workers Services, Egypt 

● A representative of Fetsalud, Nicaragua.

● Representatives from the National Press Trade Union (SNTP) and National Union of Healthcare
Workers (SNTS), Cuba

● General secretary and international secretary of Democratic Nursing Organisation (DENOSA),
South Africa

● President and assistant general secretary of National Education, Health and Allied Workers
Union (NEHAWU), South Africa (who addressed the NEC)

OUTGOING DELEGATIONS
During 2004 UNISON organised or took part in the following delegations:

Sweden: to meet with sister unions Swedish Union of Local Government Officers (SKTF) and
Kommunal*

Brussels: two NEC fact-finding delegations* 

Germany: to meet with officials in Ver.di

Colombia: participation in Colombia Solidarity Campaign youth delegation*
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In addition, the committee supported the following projects:

● Study tour for 10 women councillors from South Africa*

● Language courses for medical students from Cuba 

● Young Cuban Amputees Project*

● Civil Service Employees Association (CSEA), Zimbabwe, production of newsletter*

● Solidar, Global Network activities 

● Global Unions HIV/AIDS co-ordinator

● PSI project on women and international migration in the health sector

● Saharawi Women’s Communication Project

(* = Additional support from NEC, general political fund, regions or branches)
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can considerably enhance the conditions of workers in both the private and public sector. The
two unions will also work more closely on a range of policy issues, particularly at the European
level. We intend to undertake joint action in a number of transnational companies engaged in the
provision of public services where the two unions have members. In addition to joint working at
the European Public Service Union (EPSU) and at Public Services International (PSI), the two
unions organised a joint seminar at the European Social Forum. A further joint seminar – on the
future of public services – is planned for early 2005. The Greater London region of UNISON and
the Berlin/Brandenburg region of Ver.di have also set up a twinning arrangement.

DONATIONS
During 2004 the UNISON international committee made donations to the following organisations:

● WATERAID*

● Liberation 

● Medical Aid for Palestine

● Colombia Solidarity Campaign (speakers’ tour and ‘international caravan’)

● Palestine Solidarity Campaign (visitors to the ESF)

● Zaytoun

● Courage to Refuse

● Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign (for stand at TUC and Trade Unionists  Day School)

● The Peace Fund (Palestine)

● Gaza Appeal*

● Make Poverty History

● Trades Union Congress Aid (Iraq)

● Action for Southern Africa (ACTSA) 

● Burma Freedom Climb

● Victoria Climbie Charitable Trust 

● Jubilee Debt Campaign

● Dalit Solidarity Network 

● Network South Africa 2004

● Tom Hurndall Foundation

● Iraq Liaison (conference on Iraq)

● Britain Zimbabwe Society.
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