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National Delegate Conference in Manchester

This year’s international programme at NDC will highlight the international aspects of the attacks on public services as a result of the economic crisis. Shay Cody of our Irish sister union, IMPACT, will address conference on how they are fighting back against the austerity measures that are being imposed in Ireland. And a range of speakers - from Portugal, Spain, Italy and Denmark - will address the International rally on Monday evening on a similar theme. Branch international officers (BIROs) are urged to attend the rally (and to bring along fellow delegates!) which takes place in Conference Centre at 19.30 and are also invited to the international reception on Wednesday evening. 

Conference will also welcome and hear from visitors from Swaziland where the trade union movement is leading the struggle for democracy and the curtailing of the powers of the last remaining absolute monarch in Africa. Action for Southern Africa (ACTSA) will be holding a fringe on Wednesday at 17.15. The meeting will go into more detail on the situation in Swaziland and other countries in southern Africa where public services are increasingly under attack.

On Tuesday, the eve of a European Day of Action for a Robin Hood Tax (see below), there will be an action in the UNIZONE. This will give members an opportunity to show support for a tax on financial transactions - the proceeds of which could support public services at home as well as international development in the global south. 

If BIROs are attending conference please could let us know so that we can keep you informed on IRelations@unison.co.uk  

Developments in the Middle East and North Africa

At its last meeting, the NEC International Committee discussed the recent developments in the Middle East and North Africa. It concluded that, whilst at the time of writing the ‘Arab Spring’ is still on-going, despite the success in toppling the regimes in Tunisia and Egypt the eventual possibility of these becoming full democratic revolutions is unsure. Elsewhere in the region the picture is equally confused. 

The Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions saw the collapse of the previous autocratic regimes and are still, to differing degrees, underway. In both countries the trade union movements played an important role in events. In Tunisia the main trade union centre the, ITUC affiliated, UGTT was at the forefront of the demonstrations that brought down the government and has played an active role in subsequent political developments. In Egypt, however, the state-controlled Egyptian Trade Union Federation (ETUF) defended the Mubarak regime and called for the suppression of the revolution. A number of independent trade unions have been formed in Egypt in recent years, aided by an NGO, the Centre for Trade Union and Workers Studies (CTUWS). These rallied to the cause of the revolution and announced the setting up a new trade union centre, the Egyptian Federation of Independent Trade Unions (EFITU). One of these independent unions – the Real Estate Tax Collectors Union (RETA) - is now a sister member of PSI.

Protests, modelled on those in Tunisia and Egypt, broke out in many other Arab countries. In Bahrain the scale and size of the protests, in which the Bahraini trade unions played an active role, led to armed intervention by Saudi Arabia to defend the Bahraini monarchy and to a violent suppression of the uprising which is still continuing. In Yemen demonstrations take place on a daily basis but have not yet succeeded in winning concessions from the government. Less widely reported, but significant, protests have taken place in Morocco, Algeria and Jordan leading to concessions from the governments in those countries in relation to economic policy and some promises of democratic reforms. Widespread protests have also taken place in Syria and have met with a violent response from the regime. 

In Libya a revolt against the Ghaddafi regime has turned into a bitter civil war with NATO intervention. The NEC adopted a statement on Libya at its April meeting: www.unison.org.uk/asppresspack/pressrelease_view.asp?id=2264
The ITUC and global union federations including PSI are developing strategies for assistance to Arab trade unions. The ITUC co-ordinated the “Declaration of Trade Unions from Arab countries for Democracy and Social Justice” signed by 77 Arab trade unions and union centres on May Day. 

www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/May_Day_Declaration_Arab_World_-_english.pdf
UNISON supports the emergence of free and independent trade unions in the Arab world and is ready to offer concrete assistance wherever possible.

UNISON adds its name to PGFTU call for an independent Palestinian state

UNISON's International Committee also unanimously endorsed the call from the Palestinian General Federation of Trade Unions (PGFTU) for a free, independent and democratic Palestinian state. In the run-up to the United Nations General Assembly in September at which the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) is likely to ask for recognition for a Palestinian state, the PGFTU - which is part of the PLO - has launched a campaign to win support for this move amongst the trade union movement. UNISON has long supported the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination and for an independent, viable and contiguous Palestinian state alongside the State of Israel. 

UNISON protests against attacks on the Iraqi trade union movement

Dave Prentis wrote to the Iraqi Ambassador on 11 May protesting against the most recent attack on the independence of the Iraqi trade union movement by the Iraqi government. The Iraqi government has withdrawn all recognition of the General Federation of Iraqi Workers and has appointed a government committee to take over all union structures and assets and oversee the upcoming trade union elections. In the letter, UNISON’s General Secretary said that this was not only in breach of the International Labour Organisation’s core conventions but also of Article 22 of the Iraqi Constitution. He called on the Iraqi authorities to rescind the decree and said UNISON would support a complaint to the ILO if this were not done.

LabourStart has launched an on-line campaign in support of trade union rights in Iraq aimed at the Iraqi government. UNISON is encouraging members to sign-up to the campaign here www.labourstart.org/cgi-bin/solidarityforever/show_campaign.cgi?c=917 
UNISON condemns the initialling of the EU/Colombia Free Trade Agreement

UNISON has condemned the decision of the European Commission to initial the draft trade agreement between the EU and Colombia. The initialling comes despite the fact that there is clear and undisputed evidence that trade unionists and human rights defenders are still being denied basic rights and are subject to state condoned violence. UNISON has called on European Parliamentarians to block the ratification of the treaty and to demand that the Colombian government meet its international obligations to ensure that its citizens’ human rights are upheld and to allow trade unions to organise freely. The move by the European commission has also been condemned by the TUC and a number of global union federations.

Despite the initialling of the document, the campaign against the agreement, organised by Justice for Colombia and the trade union movement, is continuing. In particular we are working to involve more and more trade unionists from across Europe, not just in the campaign against the FTA but also more generally to highlight the issues facing Colombian trade unionist. At the recent meeting of the ETUC in Athens the issue of Colombia and the FTA was given considerable prominence and given a specific mention in the ‘Athens Manifesto’. www.etuc.org/IMG/pdf/Final_Manifesto_EN_reducted-2.pdf
Swaziland democracy still a pipedream 

Buoyed by his recent visit to London for the royal wedding, King Mswati III, the last absolute monarch in Africa, continues to enjoy immunity from international criticism of his heavy-handed response to peaceful democracy and trade union protests in Swaziland. Following the brutal suppression of demonstrations in April (the anniversary of the suspension of the constitution and the installation of the king as absolute monarch), attacks and intimidation of trade unionists have increased. Many have been arrested and trade union organisers are being targeted by the regime.

The international trade union movement is responding to the escalating attacks by calling on their own governments to tell Mswati he must respond to legitimate requests from his own people to allow a transition to democratic rule. The Swazi trade union movement has called a global solidarity conference in Geneva during the International Labour Conference (ILC) in June. The ITUC in its report to the ILC said there was a ‘need for greater international media coverage and reporting on Swaziland and the SDC. This will help to increase awareness, mobilise more support and solidarity and also sustain the pressure on the government to commit to reform. Achieving a genuine democratic outcome in Swaziland is key.’ To this end UNISON has committed itself to raise the issue in the UK. We have invited sister union leaders to come to National Delegate Conference in Manchester to speak about the situation in the country. There will also be an opportunity to hear colleagues from, sister public service union, NAPSAWU speak at a fringe organised by Action for Southern Africa on Wednesday 22 June at 1715.
End to strike in Botswana closer

Botswana, once seen as a stable democracy, and envied by many countries in Africa, has endured one of the bitterest strikes in the country’s history. As many as 100,000 public service workers have been on strike since the middle of April as they have not had a pay increase for over three years. Instead of negotiating an end to the dispute, the government responded by periodically detaining, and releasing without charge, leaders of the unions involved. Over 1,400 workers deemed to be working in ‘essential services’ were sacked when they refused to return to work. These included doctors, nurses, pharmacists, fire fighters, grounds staff, cooks, cleaners, plumbers, electricians, night security staff, sewage attendants and laundry workers. Unions offered to call off the strike if the government offer of 3% was staggered so that the lowest-paid workers would get the biggest increase. It seems that this has now been agreed but unions have said that they will not be returning to work until the sacked workers are reinstated.

International support for unions in Botswana is growing and UNISON has pledged to assist sister unions Botswana Public Employees Union (BOPEU) and Botswana Lands Boards, Local Authorities and Health Workers Union (BLLAHWU) in their work supporting public service workers in the country.

Tea with your MP for an RHT

MPs are being asked to support a Robin Hood Tax (a tiny tax on international financial transactions) which could raise billions of pounds to support public services at home and abroad as well as tackling poverty and climate change. They are being asked by thousands of their constituents to have a cup of tea on 9 June as part of a lobby of parliament organised by the major development agencies, including Oxfam and CAFOD. http://teatimeforchange.org.uk MPs will be asked about their commitment to international development and how it should be funded. UNISON, among others, is suggesting an RHT might be one way of raising additional funds for overseas aid. If you don’t get a chance to lobby your MP on 9 June in parliament, you can still ask your MP for a meeting locally. The Tea Time for Change website provides lots of information and downloads to help you with the lobby.

Find out more about the Robin Hood Tax and what it could fund here http://robinhoodtax.org 

Amnesty at 50

Amnesty has just turned 50. Founded in 1961 by English barrister Peter Benenson after reading an article about the jailing of two students in Portugal for raising a toast to freedom, the organisation today has over three million supporters worldwide campaigning for human rights.

 In May the UK section of Amnesty (AIUK) held its 50th AGM and conference at Queen's University Belfast with several UNISON NEC and individual members attending. UNISON was honoured with an award for outstanding activism in support of trade unions and human rights defenders in the Philippines.

AIUK is unique in being the only country section of Amnesty to boast a trade union network with UNISON represented on its committee. Through the network, UNISON has worked with AIUK on trade union rights in some of UNISON's priority countries including Colombia, Iraq, the Philippines and Burma. A memorandum of understanding between the TUC and AIUK ensures that trade union rights remain high on Amnesty’s priorities. 
The future of the member-led organisation is dependent on more individuals and unions getting involved. Branches and regions can affiliate here www.amnesty.org.uk/content.asp?CategoryID=10455 Amnesty has just produced a video promoting its collaboration with the trade union movement (running time 4 minutes). http://vimeo.com/23318902  The video could be shown at branch meetings if BIROs are keen to get their branches to affiliate.
UNISON International Development Fund 

At its meeting in May the International Committee agreed to support a further eight projects. The Civil Servants Union in Zambia and the Rural District Council Workers Union in Zimbabwe will both be undertaking projects which build on the work on HIV/AIDS that UNISON has been doing over the last few years. Three unions in Malawi will be tackling a range of issues – work place rights, empowerment of women and building up their basic organisation. The UIDF has also agreed to fund two projects with unions in Botswana – both will look at the issue of gender balance within the union organisation and work on training trainers for women to act as advocates within the union. And finally the UIDF, despite the considerable challenges involved, is looking to work with unions representing Burmese workers and to that end has agreed a project with the Karen Human Rights Group who are working with a trade union federation based in Thailand.  

Regions and Branches are encouraged to submit further proposals. For further details please contact International Officer/Project Manager Ravinder Gill: r.gill@unison.co.uk
UNISON young members join solidarity visit to Cuba

Twenty-eight young activists from across the British trade union movement visited Cuba to enjoy the May Day celebrations and offer their support and solidarity to the Cuban people. Delegates included Vikki Garratty, Lisa Scott, Geri Cowell and James Robinson from UNISON. On the fiftieth anniversary of the Cuban literacy brigades – in which mass literacy was brought to working people and peasants for the first time – and the Cuban defeat of a US-backed invading force at the Bay of Pigs, delegates learnt about Cuba’s long struggle against foreign intervention and its prioritisation of health, education and internationalism. The group attended a solidarity conference with more than a thousand delegates from unions and campaigns within Cuba and the rest of the world to share experience of workers’ struggles and strategy for dealing with the world economic crisis.

The British activists met with young contemporaries in Cuba to learn about their struggle living under the effects of an illegal blockade, visited workplaces and heard about Cuba’s economic reforms. Delegates met family members of the Miami Five – who remain unjustly incarcerated within American prisons for fighting terrorism – and their ongoing struggle for justice illustrates the continuing need for support from the international trade union movement. 

The highlight of the visit was the May Day rally. Nearly one million Cubans paraded past the monument to Cuba’s Jose Marti waving flags, placards and chanting enthusiastically. For over 50 years Cuba has been isolated by the international community but the British trade union movement – with 24 national unions affiliated to the Cuba Solidarity Campaign and regular solidarity brigades to the island – is leading the fight against this isolation. 

The UNISON delegation returned inspired by their experiences in Cuba and – at their Young Members’ Conference in Cardiff the following weekend – raised over £200 from a Cuban-themed raffle in support of the Campaign. 

If you would like to get your branch or region affiliated to CSC – or would like more information on the Campaign – please email campaigns@cuba-solidarity.org.uk
Regional Activity

Greater London Region of UNISON, in conjunction with Unite and Salud International, an NGO working on blockade-breaking with Cuban Unions, has donated £5,000 towards the running costs of an important new capacity building project in Latin America, principally in those countries which form part of ALBA, the Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas. The project grew out of discussions the Greater London Region delegation to Cuba had last year with Cuban counterparts. London UNISON feels that this is a practical way in which we can help trade unionists from Latin American countries be trained, and is of direct benefit to trade unions in eleven Latin American countries. 

ESNA - ‘Encuentro Sindical Nuestra America’ – literally translated means ‘Trade Union Encounter for Our America’ is a framework for bringing together trade union organisations from across the American continent. This framework is facilitating trade union capacity building and development through training programmes. It is also facilitating political debate about the problems that workers across the continent currently face. The training process is taking place at the Lazaro Pena Trade Union Training Centre in Havana, where the Cuban unions have the facilities to host, accommodate and feed the participants.

Further information available from Phil Thompson, Secretary of London UNISON’s Europe & International Committee on p.thompson@unison.co.uk 

To celebrate International Women’s Day, the West Midlands Region organised a day of speeches and workshops aimed at recognising the on-going struggle of women across the globe. Contributions came from a Costa Rican trade unionist, representatives from Burma Campaign UK and the Campaign for Human Rights in the Philippines and two women from Ramallah in Palestine. The objective of the day – which was achieved – was to get members actively and practically involved in a number of campaigns to which the region is committed.  

On 16 May, Burma activists in the Northern Region, held a seminar jointly with UNISON, Amnesty International and the TUC to look at practical ways of helping Burma’s fledgling trade union movement. Speakers included Ben Moxham from the TUC who spoke about the ongoing campaign to free political prisoners and how British companies continued to operate in the country despite its appalling human rights record and use of forced labour. UNISON speakers reiterated their commitment to support the Karen people who are singled out for particularly brutal treatment as the regime carries out atrocities against ethnic communities. 
UNISON international seminar

The autumn international seminar for UNISON activists will take place over the weekend of 21-23 October at UNISON Centre in London. The seminar will focus on building the international campaign in defence of public services. The weekend will include a mix of speakers and activities to help UNISON activists engage branches in international campaigning. Details of the seminar and an application form will be available mid to late August here www.unison.org.uk/international/pages_view.asp?did=3605. BIROs and regions will also be contacted by post. The seminar is only open to branch and region UNISON activists.
Events

Monday 20 June: UNISON International Rally

19.30-21.00, Charter 8 Manchester Conference Centre

Tuesday 21 June: Action for a Robin Hood Tax
All day, UNIZONE, Manchester Conference Centre
Tuesday 21 June: Defending Socialism in Cuba and Venezuela 

Fringe organised by Cuba Solidarity Campaign, Venezuela Solidarity Campaign and Thompsons Solicitors

1715-1815, Charter 6 Manchester Conference Centre

Wednesday 22 June: Defending public services; promoting democracy - Swaziland, South Africa and the UK
Fringe organised by Action for Southern Africa

1715-1815, Charter 6 Manchester Conference Centre

Wednesday 22 June: European Day of Action for a Robin Hood Tax

Thursday 23 June: World Public Service Day 

Thursday 23 June: Support the Palestinians - end the siege of Gaza 

Fringe organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign

1715-1815, Charter 8 Manchester Conference Centre
Monday 27 June: Stop the violence in Zimbabwe - Vigil for democracy and rights 

Vigil organised by Action for Southern Africa 

1300-1400, Zimbabwe Embassy, 429 Strand, London WC2
Publications

ICTUR report on how ILO can protect rights of public service workers 
Trade union rights in public services
UNISON/ver.di joint delegation to Colombia - full report
.
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