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European public service unions join UNISON on the March for Public Services

The leaders of sister public service unions from France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Sweden and the Netherlands, as well as the General Secretaries of the European federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU) and Public Services International (PSI) were the guests of UNISON on the March for Public Services in London on 26 March. The day before Dave Prentis chaired a roundtable discussion with them which focussed on the cuts taking place across Europe and the role being played by the European Union in promoting austerity measures and attacks on wages and collective bargaining. The discussions will continue within the EPSU Executive in April and will feed into the resolution on the economic crisis which will be adopted by the congress of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) in May.
Events in the Middle East and North Africa

The suicide of a young market trader in Tunisia has sparked a wave of popular protests and revolt across the Middle East and North Africa demanding social, economic and political justice. In Tunisia, Bahrain, Jordan and Yemen the trade union movement has played an active and even leading part in the protests. In Egypt, new free and independent trade unions have emerged and are challenging the role and predominance of the existing state controlled trade unions. The international trade union movement has responded quickly to events. At the end of February the ITUC and global union federations, including PSI, held a meeting in Jordan to look at how the ITUC could assist both existing ITUC affiliates in the region and the emerging free trade unions in those countries where until recently only state controlled unions existed. Following the meeting the ITUC is developing a programme of assistance, including the setting up of an ITUC office in Cairo. The TUC has called on British unions to support this appeal and UNISON has made an initial donation. However, UNISON is also considering how we could provide more long-term assistance and we will be working closely with both the TUC and PSI to see how we can do this, building on our experience of work in both Iraq and Palestine and our long-standing support for the people of Western Sahara.

Report of the delegation to Palestine and Israel

A UNISON delegation visited Palestine and Israel at the end of 2010. The delegation’s report has now been approved by both UNISON’s International Committee and the NEC and is available on the International website www.unison.org.uk/file/reportDelegation02010.pdf . The key recommendations of the report are that:

1) UNISON should maintain critical relations with the public service federations of the Histadrut (the main Israeli trade union centre). This is not because UNISON regards our relations with these unions as being normal. UNISON has been openly critical of positions the Histadrut has taken in the past in relation to the Occupation of the West Bank, the siege of Gaza and the attack on the Flotilla last year and it is highly likely that we will have major disagreements in the future. However, when we say we act in solidarity with the Palestinians we have to listen to what the Palestinian trade union movement has to say about the issue and the PGFTU were clear that UNISON could be more supportive of the PGFTU and have more influence over the Histadrut by maintaining relations with them, albeit where we retain our right to criticise, than by breaking those relations.
2) UNISON should also continue to develop links, and where appropriate support projects, with the other trade union centres and labour NGOs that have emerged in Israel and which are often more critical of the Occupation and which work to defend the rights of both Palestinian workers inside Israel and Israeli Palestinian citizens.
3) UNISON should take up the issue of systematic discrimination against Israeli Palestinian citizens who make up almost a quarter of Israel’s population but who face discrimination in employment, education, housing and many other areas of daily life. Employment of Israeli Palestinians in the public services in particular is extremely low.
4) Last but not least UNISON should continue to work in solidarity with the PGFTU and the Palestinian people.
New PSC/TUC postcard on boycotting Israeli settlement goods

The Palestine Solidarity Campaign and the TUC have produced a new postcard, aimed at supermarket managers, urging supermarkets not to stock goods from the illegal Israeli settlements. Branches and regions can order copies of the postcards from PSC campaigns officer Bellavia Ribeiro-Addy (info@palestinecampaign.org ).

Attack on trade union rights in the USA

The trade union rights of workers – especially those in the public sector - have been under severe attack over the last few months. The main attack has come in Wisconsin where the Republican Governor, buoyed by recent electoral gains by the right wing in the States, has called for major pay cuts and imposed legislation stripping public sector workers of their right to collective bargaining and freedom of association. Similar moves have taken place in the states of Indiana and Ohio. These attacks reflect a growing pattern of assault against basic trade union rights across the world and is a worrying trend which needs to be halted before it becomes commonplace. General Secretary, Dave Prentis, wrote to the Governor of Wisconsin to protest against his actions and we have been in regular contact with our sister unions in the Sates to offer support.

Protecting workers’ rights in public services

Workers’ rights are under threat across the globe. Whether it is in the United States, Mexico or the UK, the common theme running through the attacks on workers’ rights is the creation of a flexible, malleable, disjointed workforce who cannot access their fundamental rights to join a union, bargain collectively or have recourse to industrial action in defence of their rights. 

In response to this attempt to neutralise trade unions and their ability to represent the interests of their members, UNISON, together with the TUC and the International Labour Organisation (ILO), organised a seminar to discuss the role of the ILO in protecting the rights of public service workers, and more importantly, how the trade union movement can organise a response to the unprecedented attacks on hard-won trade union rights.

The one-day seminar heard from experts in the field of labour rights, including speakers from the ILO, TUC, Institute of Employment Rights and the International Centre for Trade Union Rights (ICTUR). Also speaking was UNISON assistant general secretary, Bronwyn McKenna, who heads UNISON’s legal services.

In her remarks, Bronwyn McKenna, warned delegates that the UK government ‘is at the start of a detailed 5-year programme to tear up individual and collective workplace rights’. She said the government had drawn up an employers’ charter which ‘will encourage harsher and more arbitrary treatment of workers’.

As a result of the seminar, unions present agreed to consider taking cases to the ILO to expose the tactics being employed in the UK to undermine trade unions. This, it was thought, should help to build a body of jurisprudence which could at some future point be used in a case at the European Court of Human Rights as the Court had referred to ILO standards in previous findings. 

It was also suggested that support be offered to PSI to ensure sister unions around the globe were up to speed on developments at the ILO and how building up jurisprudence could assist trade unions in taking cases to international courts when domestic remedies had been exhausted.

The final report will be available from UNISON’s international unit on request IRelations@unison.co.uk 

Disaster in Japan

Following the earthquake and tsunami in Japan, UNISON General Secretary Dave Prentis wrote to all or sister unions in the country to send our condolences and offering whatever support we could. Contact has been maintained with the unions and we will be looking at ways in which we can provide assistance. 

State-sponsored violence in Zimbabwe must stop

On 18 April Zimbabwe should be celebrating the 31st anniversary of independence but instead there are grave concerns that violence will break out as the ruling party, Zanu PF, continues to target the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) and the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU).

Last month an official ZCTU- organised march to mark international women’s day was broken up by police and 16 members were arrested. In another act of intimidation 45 people were arrested, and charged with treason, for attending a lecture on the uprising in Egypt. Thirty-nine have had their charges for treason dropped, while the remaining six, now on bail, will have to appear in court again on 20 April.

Action for Southern Africa (ACTSA) is organising a lunch-time vigil outside the Zimbabwe embassy in London on Monday 18 April under the slogan ‘the violence must stop; democracy and rights now’. UNISON is supporting the vigil and calls on members and activists working close by to join the peaceful demonstration. A message must be sent to President Mugabe that the violence against his own people must stop.

Please join the peaceful vigil if you are in Central London at lunchtime on Monday 18 April. More details here www.actsa.org 

Swaziland on the brink

Swaziland, a tiny land-locked country in southern Africa, has been ruled by a monarchy since independence from Britain in 1968. In 1973 the king banned all political parties, making his rule absolute. Popular protests due to take place on the 38th anniversary of absolute rule have been banned, and the government is now staging a crackdown.

Trade unionists, students and anyone deemed behaving ‘politically’ have been arrested. Reports of torture of those in custody are filtering out through colleagues in South Africa. UNISON is dismayed at the turn of events as the protest march had originally been given permission to go ahead. 

Dave Prentis, general secretary of UNISON, sent a solidarity message to the Swaziland for Democratic Change (SDC) as they held a rally in Johannesburg the weekend before the planned demonstrations in Swaziland.

In his letter, Dave Prentis reiterated the union’s support for the trade union movement in Swaziland, and called for a peaceful transition to democracy in a country suffering appalling levels of poverty, unemployment and ill health due to HIV/AIDS. He said Swaziland ‘is paying the price of years of misrule’ and said the people of the country deserved better.

He has also written to the Swazi high commissioner voicing his dismay that international treaties ratified by Swaziland, including the right to peaceful protest, have been broken. He has called for the release of the leadership of the Swazi trade union movement, and called on the government to engage in constructive dialogue with civil society organisations, including trade unions.  

Dave Prentis’ letter of solidarity to the SDC on behalf of UNISON www.unison.org.uk/international/pages_view.asp?did=12792 

Dave Prentis’ letter of protest to the Swaziland high commissioner 

www.unison.org.uk/file/LetterSwaziHC1204%202011.pdf 

Democracy still denied to the people of Burma

Following on from Burma’s sham elections last November, the people of Burma are still no closer to democracy. The elections seem to have benefited only the regime who, as many observers have noted, ‘have merely swopped their military uniforms for civilian clothes’. Another negative outcome of the elections is a call by several countries and NGOs to lift sanctions against the regime. This is a very worrying development according to the Burma Campaign in the UK (BCUK) who have said that the elections were a smokescreen to enable the military regime to tighten their stranglehold of the country: Burma’s dictator Than Shwe has merely legitimised his rule by giving it a civilian face. 

In April the EU is due to renew its joint policy on Burma. Ahead of the decision, some EU governments, in particular Germany and Italy, have been arguing that some sanctions should be relaxed. The National League for Democracy, the legitimate winners of the only free and fair elections in Burma, held in 1990, has said that sanctions must remain in place. In an interview recently with a German newspaper, Aung San Suu Kyi, leader of the NLD, said, ‘Sanctions should only be lifted when something has changed here’. 

UNISON has put its weight behind a call for a UN Commission of Inquiry into war crimes and crimes against humanity. The ITUC and ETUC have both supported this. John Monks, general secretary of the ETUC, said in a recent statement, ‘There is already significant support within European governments for a UN Inquiry to be launched.  Europe needs to take a strong stand and show that the regime cannot continue to act with impunity’. 
STOP PRESS – Burma Campaign UK have just said that European Union foreign ministers have just met, and decided to maintain EU targeted economic sanctions against the dictatorship for a further year.

New UIDF projects underway

The UNISON International Development Fund was established in 2004 to support the unions’ international commitments. The objective of the fund is to work with trade unions in developing countries to improve their capacity to organise, defend and promote rights and represent workers effectively. In particular, the fund supports joint projects where unions are experiencing particular difficulties such as those in post-conflict countries, and those facing the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

Recently the operations of the fund have been reassessed and updated. And it was important to ensure that the fund is used in the most effective way and in accordance with UNISON priorities. So far in 2011 the International Committee has agreed four new projects: 

· Defending Trade Union Rights in Colombia comprises of 3 elements: training on trade union and human rights for trade union activists, challenging Impunity through the United Nations legal process; and working with British based multinationals with Colombian interests to improve their response to trade union activity

· A further project in Colombia to support the Women’s Sugar Cane Cutters  Committee in Valle da Cauca will help develop a fledgling organisation of sugar cane workers that took strike action against the appalling terms and conditions imposed by giant sugar companies in Colombia.  
· Improving the conditions of migrant workers in Israel is a project to help combat the abuse and exploitation of a predominantly female workforce in an increasingly privatised health sector, working in hazardous conditions in which they are excluded from existing employment law protections.

· The Workers Advice Centre in Israel and East Jerusalem has evolved from an advice centre into a trade union. The UIDF will help them set up their own legal advice team to take cases to court but also provide training for other staff and workshops for members. 
The UIDF is determined to encourage greater regional and branch involvement in its projects and to that ends welcomes the opportunity to present the work of the fund to regional international committees. For further information please see the international pages on the UNISON website www.unison.org.uk/international and contact your regional international officer.

HIV/AIDS collective bargaining workshop held in South Africa

One of the key final activities of the, Department for International Development funded, UNISON/Public Services International HIV/AIDS project was the Regional Seminar on Collective Bargaining and HIV/AIDS in the Public Sector held in Johannesburg 17-18 March 2011. The aim of the seminar was to help build the capacity of union negotiators underpinning the importance of reaching collective agreements as part of the response to the HIV/AIDS challenge in the workplace. Twenty different unions were represented from nine different countries. 

The HIV/AIDS Project Co-ordinator presented detailed information on current trends in dealing with HIV/AIDS within different countries and an over view of the progress made by the project. A representative from the International Labour Organisation spoke about the formal frameworks in which collective bargaining takes place as well as about the ILO recommendations on HIV/AIDS.  Many of the participants were not aware of ILO recommendations or the availability of supporting documents and resources.

UNISON’s presentation focussed on what happens in negotiations, how to prepare for them and get the most out of them. A member of Labour Research Services talked about existing agreements and emphasised the existing standards and obligations on employers and shared best practice agreements with the participants.

The scale of the day to day difficulties faced by our sister unions involved in this project are immense, and therefore, addressing the issue of HIV/AIDS has not previously been prioritised for many reasons including the fundamental lack of resources. The lack of training and capacity was an issue for all participants.

During the two day seminar there was a good opportunity for individuals to talk honestly about the real issues and difficulties faced in addressing HIV/AIDS including problems within unions and the cultural issues which impact on individuals and communities addressing HIV/AIDS. All participants felt that the project had been critical in providing the impetus to prioritise HIV/AIDS as an issue for unions and the public sector more generally. The two days were very engaging and it was clear from the feedback that having that opportunity to focus and learn more about the issues was vital in enabling them and their unions to take further steps in meeting the HIV/AIDS challenge.  

Affiliate to Justice for Colombia

Following last year’s delegation to Bogota and Cali, UNISON has decided to increase its activities on Colombia. New projects have been agreed and a major conference is being planned for later in the year. Regions and branches are therefore urged to affiliate to Justice for Colombia and to keep up to date on developments via their website (http://www.justiceforcolombia.org/affiliate/affiliate-branches.php)

Events

15 April 
Bay of Pigs 50th anniversary http://www.bayofpigs50.blogspot.com/
16 April
Venezuela Solidarity Campaign National Conference  http://www.vicuk.org/
18 April 
Vigil for Zimbabwe www.actsa.org 

6-8 May
Amnesty AGM and conference, Belfast
10 concessionary places (75% reduction) for trade unionists

Details Amnesty International AGM
Publications

UNISON delegation to Palestine and Israel - full report

www.unison.org.uk/file/reportDelegation02010.pdf 
