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International weekend seminar 

The biannual international weekend seminar for branch international officers goes from strength to strength with a full programme of activities planned for the 70 delegates attending this autumn’s seminar in Leicester in late October. 

This seminar will host speakers from Zimbabwe, South Africa and Swaziland enabling branch international officers to learn first hand about trade union involvement in democratic development in these countries and the region. 

We will also be joined by Bolivia Information Forum, Justice for Colombia, Cuba Solidarity Campaign, Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign and Venezuela Information Centre to find out more about developments in Latin America and how branches can get involved. The packed agenda includes a session on twinning with sister unions, with examples from branches and regions, and a session on the significance of public delivery of water and sanitation in saving lives.

Free the Miami 5

The campaign to achieve justice for the Miami 5 and their families is gathering pace around the tenth anniversary of their arrest. UNISON general secretary, Dave Prentis, alongside a large number of prominent personalities from all sections of the community and across the political spectrum, supported a full page advert placed in various newspapers demanding that the Bush administration grant full visiting rights to the families of the Five and bring an end to the inhumane treatment they are suffering. The longer term goal of the campaign is to ensure the release of the prisoners whose only ‘crime’ was to pass on information to the US authorities about Miami-based terrorists planning attacks on Cuba. For their pains they were arrested, put through an unfair trial, sentenced to life imprisonment, placed in solitary confinement and denied family visiting rights.

UNISON, as part of its continuing support for the people of Cuba, and its opposition to the attitude of the US government to the island, is making every effort to publicise the plight of the Miami 5 and to put pressure on the British government to act on this matter. Members, branches and regions are urged to add their support by affiliating to the Cuba Solidarity Campaign, to sign the Miami 5 petition http://www.cuba-solidarity.org.uk/miami5/campaigns.asp and to write to the US Attorney General.

London ambulance service fundraises for Havana

In October 2007 the greater London region launched an appeal for £35,000 to finance a project launched by the London ambulance service branch of UNISON, led by its branch secretary Eric Roberts. The project’s objective is to re-equip the Havana City ambulance control room which had been deprived of modern means of communication by the illegal US blockade of Cuba. 

The appeal exceeded the target and raised £45,000 - a resounding success! The overwhelming majority of funds came from health branches in the UNISON greater London region with several individuals donating too.

In September Eric Roberts and Phil Thompson, regional organiser and secretary of the region’s Europe and international committee, made a working visit to Havana in order to conclude with the Cuban Ambulance and Emergency Service (SIUM) the technical details of what the money would be spent on. It is expected that the project will be completed over the coming months. The Cuban Health Workers Union, SNTS, will monitor progress of the project and send regular updates on the progress of the work.

In addition, the visit was able also to conclude twinning agreements between UNISON London region and SNTS and SNTAP, the Cuban Public Administration Workers’ Union.  It had been intended to secure twinning agreements with them during the visit to London of a delegation from Havana at the end of 2007, but unfortunately that delegation was unable to visit London.

A report on the working visit, together with copies of the twinning agreements and updates of the ambulance project will be available on the regional and national websites soon.

Zimbabwe trade union leaders’ case to go to Supreme Court

ZCTU president, Lovemore Matombo, and secretary general, Wellington Chibebe have been granted the constitutional right to have their case heard at the Supreme Court. The leaders are facing charges of speaking out about state-sponsored violence in Zimbabwe. The trial date has been moved to 5 December to give the Supreme Court time to make a decision. 
Please take action and add your voice to support these brave trade unionists. Visit: http://www.unison.org.uk/international/index.asp
ZCTU voices concerns over power-sharing deal

The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) General Council met with Prime Minister, Morgan Tsvangirai on 27 September 2008 seeking an explanation on the contentious issues of the agreement between the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) and Zanu PF. 

ZCTU raised concerns about the ‘flawed process’ which has led to an agreement that does not address the primary causes of the dispute that created the current economic and political deadlock. The deal is argued not to be all-inclusive, since civil society and interested groups, such as labour, were not given the opportunity to participate. Through the agreement, the power of President Mugabe is seen to be consolidated, with Zanu PF having power of veto over all issues. ZCTU contend that the power-sharing deal is a political settlement by the elite, and not about the welfare of ordinary people.

Following the meeting, the General Council resolved to maintain its earlier position on several issues. According to ZCTU President, Lovemore Matombo, the agreement is a far cry from ZCTU expectations and from a labour point of view, it is not acceptable. The current arrangement means that the people would be led by an unelected government for the next five years. There is therefore a need for a Neutral Transitional Authority to resolve the current electoral dispute, contend ZCTU. But, if the present arrangement is to continue, it must be a transitional arrangement that will lead to a free and fair election under a new, people-driven constitution.  
Linking up with unions in Bangladesh

Over a number of years the greater London region has developed links with the trade union movement in Bangladesh. However, the Bangladesh government has sought to curb the already weak rights enjoyed by trade unions there. Government actions against trade unions were deemed so severe as to warrant specific criticism from the International Labour Organisation in its annual meeting earlier this year.
The Bangladesh government has specifically targeted unions in the important textile sector, mainly as a result of their efforts to defend workers in the country’s Export Processing Zones (EPZs); industrial zones where ordinary employment and health and safety laws don’t apply. Leaders and activists of the Bangladesh Independent Garment Workers’ Union Federation have been targeted for arrest, harassment and even torture.
However, trade union rights are also severely curtailed in the rest of the country outside of the EPZs. Public sector workers in particular are denied the right to form or join trade unions.
UNISON at both national and London regional level will be stepping up efforts to raise awareness about the denial of trade union rights in Bangladesh in the coming months by putting international pressure on the Bangladesh government to abide by its ILO commitments.
Latest UNISON development fund projects

The UNISON International Development Fund (UIDF) continues to support trade union projects in developing countries to enable them to tackle the HIV/AIDS pandemic, to capacity build, campaign for trade union rights and fight privatisation programmes.

The most recent projects to receive UIDF funding are in Africa, Asia and Latin America.

http://www.unison.org.uk/file/uidf2008.pdf 

Project to support Palestinian workers

UNISON is to support a project aimed at strengthening awareness amongst Palestinian workers about the role of trade unions, and the PGFTU in particular, in the workplace. The project will run workshops on a range of core trade unions issues such as child labour, occupational health and safety, employment law, union organising and organising in the new Export Processing Zones that are being set up along the Green Line border with Israel. UNISON was one of the first unions to commit financial support to a series of projects supporting the Palestinian General Federation of Trade Unions run by TUC Aid, and this project will continue the union’s commitment to support Palestinian workers.

Major agreement between PGFTU and Histadrut 

UNISON has welcomed the resolution of a long-standing dispute between the PGFTU and the Israeli TUC, the Histadrut. In 1995 the two unions signed an agreement whereby the Histadrut would remit to the PGFTU a percentage of the union membership fees of Palestinian workers employed in Israel. However, most of the money was never paid by the Histadrut. This summer, after international mediation by the international trade union movement, the Histadrut finally agreed to pay over the outstanding money. UNISON, regrets, however, that it has taken the Histadrut so long to honour its 1995 commitments. UNISON will also be watching carefully to see if the Histadrut also follows through on its commitment to provide legal advice to Palestinian workers in Israel, something UNISON itself has helped the PGFTU financially with in the past.

Campaigners demand action on MDGs

UNISON joined anti-poverty campaigners, including, Oxfam, Save the Children and World Vision to hand-over a ‘check-list for action’ on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to the Secretary of State for International Development, Douglas Alexander MP. The hand-over took place at the Labour Party Conference just prior to the Secretary of State travelling to New York for crucial discussions with other governments at a UN High-Level Meeting on the MDGs. 
 

The checklist for action includes calls to train an extra 4.25 million health workers by 2010, which is needed to address the global health worker shortage and ensure the goal of universal access to HIV prevention, treatment and care by 2010, will be met.  
Trade union response to HIV/AIDS in southern Africa

UNISON’s HIV/AIDS project in southern Africa is going from strength to strength. 37 trade unions from 10 countries have now signed up to be involved, and the second structure to oversee the project’s delivery was set up in Johannesburg in September 2008. Trade unionists from Botswana, Malawi, Zimbabwe, Mozambique and South Africa were selected for representation on the project coordination team based on their experience and expertise in HIV/AIDS work in a trade union environment. They will work with UNISON to ensure that the project activities identified by sister unions in the planning stages are implemented, monitored and delivered on budget. 
 

At their first project coordination team meeting, members were able to share and develop ideas on key project activities, such as national seminars, developing a resource centre, how to involve leaders and membership and developing guides to provide training and advice on HIV/AIDS related issues. The first two national seminars will take place in Mozambique and Malawi and the project coordinator, based in South Arica, will work closely with unions there to identify specific areas of relevance to each country, in the struggle against HIV/AIDS. 
 

To assist coordination team members with their new roles, the meeting was preceded by project management training, which all members found extremely useful, not only for their involvement with UNISON’s project, but for setting up and running projects in their unions. 
Colombian trade unionists under threat

UNISON general secretary, Dave Prentis has called on the European Commission to investigate evidence of Colombian government complicity in the murders, disappearances and torture of more than 600 trade unionists and thousands of its citizens.

’Contrary to claims made by the Colombian government that the situation faced by union members is improving, the reality is that in the first six months of 2008, 40% more trade unionists were killed compared with the same period the previous year,’ said Mr Prentis in a letter to EU trade commissioner Lady Ashton.

Colombia remains the most dangerous place in the world for trade unionists to operate. Between 2002, the year that President Uribe came to power, and August 2008, some 606 trade unionists were assassinated in Colombia – more than in the rest of the world combined during the same period.

’As for basic trade union rights,’ writes Mr Prentis, ‘the ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations expressed its concern in 2008 about practices in Colombia such as the arbitrary rejection of applications to register new unions; compulsory arbitration to end a strike; the prohibition of strikes in a broad range of services; and the use of work co-operatives as a cover for denying the right to join a union.’

Mr Prentis called on the Commission to confirm that they will ensure that Colombia complies with the requirement to implement core international conventions on human and labour rights when it applies for renewal of its European trade preferences in November.

Justice for Colombia is asking all trade unionists to support a campaign to get the EU to investigate Colombia. You can also sign a letter to Lady Ashton at http://www.justiceforcolombia.org/?link=3_0_3 

The future is electronic! RMS update

UNISON is moving to electronic communication when contacting branches and regions. As part of this eventual move to email and web based communications, the international newsletter will no longer be sent out in hard copy format. It will be sent to branch international officers by email. It is imperative that your email address is on RMS so please check with your RMS administrator if you think your details are not correct. You may download a copy of the newsletter from the website http://www.unison.org.uk/international to distribute to those who do not have access to email. You can also subscribe online to receive the newsletter (and urgent actions) http://www.unison.org.uk/international/index.asp
Events

19 Nov Lobby of Parliament for Palestine, London

UNISON is urging all members who can make it to attend the national Lobby of Parliament for Palestine http://www.unison.org.uk/international/pages_view.asp?did=7676 

6 December Latin America 2008, Congress House, London

Making a better world possible

www.latinamerica2008.org.uk  
Publications

UNISON’s international work

Leaflet on UNISON’s international work explaining why we do international work, current priority areas and countries, why members should get involved and why non-members should join UNISON

http://www.unison.org.uk/file/intwork.pdf 

Action on HIV/AIDS leaflet

Working with sister unions worldwide to tackle HIV/AIDS

http://www.unison.org.uk/file/HIV.1.pdf 

Sewerage works

PSIRU report on how sanitation systems can save lives in developing countries

http://www.unison.org.uk/file/sewerage.pdf 

Annual review 2007

A review of the international unit’s work over the previous year

http://www.unison.org.uk/file/review.pdf 
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