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Annual conference round-up
As usual there was a full international programme at NDC, with visitors from Swaziland, Denmark, France, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Spain; an international rally and reception and a full range of international fringe meetings. Representatives from Swaziland and Ireland addressed conference, which also watched a short video message from Burmese leader Aung San Suu Kyi. Conference debated three international motions. They called on the union to strengthen the European and international dimension to our campaign to defend public service and oppose cuts; and to work with the TUC and other unions in support of the struggles for democracy, trade union and human rights in Egypt and other countries of the Middle East and North Africa. 

However conference rejected the motion on Palestine which called for the acceptance of the report of the recent NEC delegation to Palestine and Israel, which looked at the union’s relations with Israeli public service unions and labour movement NGOs. The international committee will now make recommendations on how to take these issues forward.

New International Committee  
Following the election of a new NEC, the international committee has been reconstituted. Alison Shepherd was elected chair and Linda Sweet as vice chair. The first meeting of the committee will be held on 15 September.
International seminar

The next seminar for branch and regional International activists will take place from Friday 21 October to Sunday 23 October at UNISON Centre in London. The seminar will include a mixture of presentations, guest speakers, panel discussion and group work on topics such as: Southern Africa; developments in the Middle East and North Africa; UNISON’s International Development Fund; the Play Fair Campaign and the 2012 Olympics; and Austerity in Europe. Places are limited and will be allocated on a strictly first come first served basis. Completed application forms should be returned by 30 September 2011.
Developments in the Middle East and North Africa

UNISON’s National Delegate Conference in June passed a comprehensive composite motion on the developments in the Middle East and North Africa and the need to provide solidarity and support to the emerging free and independent trade unions in the region. UNISON is looking at how, through the TUC and Public Services International, we can play a role in this work. UNISON will also continue to be an advocate for human and trade union rights in the region. Whilst the press have rightly covered the suppression of dissent in Syria, they have been almost silent on the continued harassment, arrests and imprisonment of pro-democracy and trade union activists in Bahrain, for example. 
United Nations recognition for an independent Palestinian state
UNISON has endorsed the call from the Palestinian trade union movement for the United Nations to recognise an independent Palestinian state at its forthcoming session in September.  Online campaign group Avaaz has launched an e-petition in support of this initiative which has already been signed by 700,000 people worldwide. Here in the UK there is a petition on the government’s new e-petition website calling on the UK government to support the Palestinian request. UNISON urges members to sign up to both petitions.
Support striking Palestinian quarry workers

Palestinian quarry workers in the Occupied West Bank have been on strike for nearly two months to try and win recognition for their union and a collective agreement with their Israeli employers. Their union, WAC-MAAN is calling for donations to the strike fund and UNISON has donated £1000 towards it. We are urging branches to show their support too. More information about the strike can be found on the WAC-MAAN website. 
Italian water privatisation referendum

On 14 June Italian voters voted in a series of popular referenda, including one on water privatisation. An amazing 95% of voters supported the referendum which rejected the privatisation of water in Italy and the involvement of the private sector in the delivery of water services. The result was a direct consequence of a major campaign over several years by Italian political parties, trade unions and civil society organisations in which our Italian sister union, CGIL Public Services, played a leading role. The campaign shows the importance of trade unions working in partnership with a broad coalition of organisations. 

UNISON and CGIL Public Services have agreed to hold a series of joint seminars to look at how we can work more closely together and learn from each other and this campaign will be one of the issues that will be discussed.
European round up


The European TUC held its congress in Athens in May. The main theme was the economic crisis and the austerity politics of the European Union and the majority of European governments. The congress committed the ETUC to mount a major campaign advocating a different approach based on promoting economic growth, tighter regulation of the banks and financial sector and support for a Financial Transaction Tax. The Congress also elected a new leadership for the ETUC which now has its first woman General Secretary, Bernadette Segol, who was previously general secretary of the European private services union federation, UNI-Europa.
Colombia – not getting better
Notwithstanding claims by President Santos that his election last year would improve the situation for trade unionists and human rights activists, things have not improved. Despite a massive public relations effort by the Colombian government at home and abroad, impunity continues to reign. According to a recent report on Colombia from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office: “threats against and assassinations of land activists, lawyers and other human rights defenders have not abated.” And a recently issued leaflet from Justice for Colombia shows that on average one person is being assassinated every three days as a result of their political or trade union activities. 

UNISON through its support of a number of projects in Colombia and through contacts with Colombian trade unions will continue to campaign against the continuing threats, intimidation and injustices suffered by trade unionists in Colombia.
Malawi in crisis – calls for the president to investigate deaths of 19 people

LabourStart has issued an urgent action regarding Malawi following the deaths of 19 protestors on 20-21 July. It calls on the government to carry out an independent enquiry into the killings by security forces and for the government to respect the right to peaceful protest. 

Malawi, an impoverished country in southern Africa, is experiencing economic mismanagement and undemocratic governance at the hands of its president - Bingo Wa Mutharika. Since coming into office in 2004, the president has been criticised for expelling rivals from the ruling party, expanding presidential power, and signing laws restricting protests and media freedom. In 2010 he enraged both the Malawian people and international donors when he spent $13 million on a private jet – a sum which could have funded the salaries of 5,000 nurses for a year. Malawi remains heavily dependent on foreign aid. 

President Mutharika’s poor economic stewardship and failure to check corruption sparked a street protest on 20 July. Despite a government ban being issued on the eve of the planned protests, the demonstrations went ahead. With seventy-five percent of the population living on less than one dollar a day, Malawians were determined to raise their voices against a man who is responsible for the worsening economic climate and rapidly increasing living costs.

Peaceful protests escalated into violence when the police shot and killed 19 people, including a 13-year old boy. Organisers of the demonstration accused the government of aggressive repression of free speech.

International condemnation of the civilian attacks has been swift.  The international trade union movement called for the president to respect international treaties, including International Labour Organisation (ILO) conventions 87 and 98 which have both been ratified by Malawi.  On 14 July the UK government halted all general budget support to Malawi. 

UNISON has condemned the government’s response to the protests by reaffirming its support for public service unions in Malawi, and for the right of people to demonstrate peacefully. Labour Start has set up this online urgent action petition. Please sign it and circulate widely via Twitter and Facebook to show your support for the Malawian people.

[Article written by Anika Mohideen, student placement]

HIV/AIDS project evaluation

The ambitious project “Strengthening the Public Sector Trade Union Response to HIV/AIDS in Southern Africa” came to an end in March 2011. UNISON and Public Services International jointly ran the three year project. It was funded by the Department for International Development. The project involved 32 PSI affiliated trade unions in 11 countries: Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius & Rodrigues, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 

The recently completed independent evaluation concluded that, despite great challenges: “The capacity of 32 unions, with a combined membership of over 700,000 and influence over many more workers and managers in the public sector, has been strengthened through a sound and well-executed project. It has also been excellent value for money”.

The project met or exceeded all the agreed outputs. For instance, the evaluation identified a 50% increase in the number of unions having HIV/AIDS policies. And, in regard to influencing governments through campaigning and collective bargaining the report noted that in Zimbabwe: “the Deputy Minister of Labour and Social Services, called upon trade union activists to help monitor the implementation of government policies, laws and strategies in place to address the challenges of HIV and AIDS.” 

One of the core objectives to deliver the strategy was to ensure that the issue was mainstreamed within the unions themselves, and the evaluator concluded: “I examined claims for HIV/AIDS mainstreaming with some scepticism. However when I observed changes to union policy and constitutions, to staffing arrangements and above all to budgets, I could not believe the impact that the project was making to the unions’ core business.” 

Furthermore, the development of peer educators was directly saving lives: “In many of the workplaces, according to one union in Malawi, peer educators speak to colleagues who look unwell and encourage them to be tested. We discuss who is closest to this one, in age or kinship or from the same village, and that person goes to speak to him – many times if necessary. We explain that if he has the test he can get drugs. Many of our colleagues are now well because we helped them get the test.” 

UNISON and PSI are committed to exploring further ways to build on the success of this project. If you would like to know more, please contact International Officer, Ravinder Gill r.gill@unison.co.uk
UNISON Northern region - the Women Sugar Cane Cutters’ Committee capacity building project in Colombia
The UNISON Northern Region’s relationship with Colombia developed following an initial link with a Colombian human rights group and was consolidated by a number of visits from prominent human rights and union activists from Colombia. A visit from Aida Quelque a leader of indigenous people of South West Colombia, whose husband was murdered by rightwing militia, brought the plight of the women sugar cane cutters to the region’s attention.

The Women Sugar Cane Cutters’ Committee evolved following the strike of 10,000 sugar cane cutters in six sugar cane refineries in southwest Colombia, in September 2008. The strike protested slave-like conditions imposed by giant sugar companies, which involved twelve-hour shifts in searing temperatures seven days a week, on wages lower than the national minimum. By contracting workers to self-organised ‘cooperatives,’ the system allowed sugar companies to shift the weight of market unpredictability or poor harvests onto the corteros (sugar cane cutters). Co-operatives were forced to compete with each other for contracts with the refineries, driving down wages and eroding labour rights.

The September 2008 strike lasted six weeks. The courage of the workers drew international attention as they stood up to aggressive government counter tactics. For the majority of women, this was their first experience of social protest or political activism. The strike won a favourable outcome for the corteros and their families which led to the Women Sugar Cane Cutters’ Committee being an officially registered organisation.  

Inspired by this success, the Northern Region devised an educational programme to support the organisation and help build capacity, starting in one municipality. The programme consisted of 12 workshops designed by Nomadesc, a Colombian human rights NGO. They held an initial workshop and module for 35 women from March – May 2011. 
The value of the project could be immediately seen as the Committee became increasingly active. It received invitations from other human rights groups, established links with other sugar cane cutter trade unions, participated in the Minga Congress and other events staged by the National Movement of Victims of State Crimes (MOVICE). The women report that they have become empowered and are in a position to cascade what they have learned in workshops to other members of the Committee in respective municipalities.  

It is through the uniqueness of the UNISON International Development Fund and the determination of our branches and regions that UNISON can make a real difference to workers and trade unions above and beyond solidarity pledges. If you would like to know more, please contact International Officer Ravinder Gill r.gill@unison.co.uk
Events

Saturday 8 October: Venezuela Solidarity Campaign AGM  

Congress House, Great Russell Street, London, WC1

Register here  

Saturday 29 October: Action for Southern Africa (ACTSA) AGM
Details to be announced
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