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Aung San Suu Kyi freed

On Saturday 13 November Aung San Suu Kyi, the leader of the National League for Democracy (NLD) and Nobel Laureate, was finally released from house arrest by the Burmese military dictatorship who have kept her detained for over 15 of the last 20 years.

UNISON general secretary Dave Prentis said honorary UNISON member Aung San Suu Kyi “was detained because she represented a threat to the military government: a government that refused to recognise the outcome of the 1990 general election which saw the NLD win by a landslide”. She was prevented from taking part in the recent elections which many in the international community have branded as fraudulent and merely an attempt by the dictatorship to give their hold on power a veneer of democracy. 
Despite the good news of Aung San Suu Kyi’s release it is tempered by the fact that there are still 2,200 political prisoners in the country, including trade unionists and labour activists. Over the coming weeks UNISON will work with the TUC and Amnesty International to raise the plight of Su Su Nway, a labour activist who is currently serving eight and a half years for reporting forced labour and for peacefully campaigning for democracy.

Dave Prentis in his statement to UNISON activists vowed that the union "will continue to campaign for the release of all political prisoners and for Burma to return to the road to democracy". 
The Burma Campaign in the UK have an online campaign calling on the UN secretary general to use the release of Aung San Suu Kyi as an opportunity to apply pressure on the dictatorship to enter into genuine dialogue leading to real democratic change. You can sign the petition here 

Annual lobby for Palestine

UNISON is supporting a call by Palestine Solidarity Campaign to lobby parliament this month in support of the rights of the people of Palestine.

PSC is calling on activists to lobby their MPs on 24 November as part of the organisation’s annual lobby of parliament which will take place between 2-6pm at the House of Commons in Westminster. 

In taking part in the lobby PSC want you to ask your MP to:
• Call for an immediate end to the siege on Gaza
• Oppose government proposed changes to the laws on universal jurisdiction
• Support the suspension of the EU-Israel Association Agreement until Israel ends its illegal occupation.

To be part of the lobby you need to: 


Contact your MP now asking for a meeting at the House of Commons using PSC's email tool to find your MP 


Once you’ve let your MP know that you are going to lobby them make sure you email: info@palestinecampaign.org PSC will be at the Commons on 24 November to provide you with help and support for the meeting with your MP. More information is available at PSC annual lobby
PSC website www.palestinesolidarity.org 

Robin Hood Tax - time for banks to pay

The campaign for a financial transactions tax, called the Robin Hood Tax in the UK, is continuing to grow around the world.  On Monday 8 November 183 organisations from 42 countries, including UNISON, urged world leaders to back a Robin Hood Tax. 

TUC general secretary Brendan Barber said: "Governments around the world are embarking on a sweeping programme of austerity measures that will lead to huge job losses and cuts in services that the most vulnerable in society rely upon. At the same time the banks are back to business as usual with multimillion-pound salaries being paid to the chief executives of bailed-out banks and billions handed out in bonuses.

"A Robin Hood Tax would mean the world's banks paying to reduce deficits they helped cause and would remove the need for such swingeing cuts in public spending."

Read more here:

www.guardian.co.uk/uk/feedarticle/9349501
Find out about the campaign for a Robin Hood Tax:

www.robinhoodtax.org.uk/
Take action against Britain's dodgy deals

Welcome to the Export Credits Guarantee Department (ECGD), a little known British government department which uses taxpayers’ money to back exports to the developing world.

All too often, it underwrites dodgy deals which lead to human rights abuses, corruption, climate change and conflict. What’s more, when these deals go wrong, they become Third World Debts. Over 90% of developing country debt to the UK is now Export Credit debt. Since the financial crisis, rather than tightening up ECGD rules to promote responsible finance, the UK has relaxed them even further - including by making a ban on forced or child labour in ECGD projects ‘optional’ in some cases.

Take action!

Jubilee Debt Campaign, which campaigns to end the crippling debt endured by countries in the global south forced to repay loans at exorbitant rates, has begun an online action calling for the ECGD rules to be tightened.
Write to the new Secretary of State for Business, Vince Cable, and ask him to end Britain’s dodgy deals. 
Building relationships with South African unions

UNISON President Angela Lynes attended the recent national congress of sister union the National Education Health and Allied Workers Union (NEHAWU) in South Africa in September. UNISON has had strong links with NEHAWU since its inception in 1987 when UNISON supported NEHAWU in establishing its infrastructure, structures and departments through information exchanges and delegations.

It was a vibrant congress, with the theme “advance union organisation – advance working class power”. A new leadership team was elected, led by President Michael Makwayiba. Robust debates were held concerning the recent public sector strike across South Africa and the impact of the global financial crisis on public services in South Africa.

President Angela Lynes said “I was proud to represent UNISON at NEHAWU’s congress and look forward to working closely with the new leadership team in the coming months”

Visit NEHAWU’s website here www.nehawu.org.za/
Support for democracy in Swaziland

On 17 November Swaziland marked the anniversary of Black Wednesday which saw the suspension of Swaziland's constitution and the banning of political parties. 

UNISON general secretary Dave Prentis sent a letter of solidarity to the Swaziland Democracy Campaign as it held a day of action calling for democracy in this impoverished and often overlooked country in southern Africa.

In his letter to the SDC Mr Prentis said UNISON was committed to supporting "our sister trade unions in Swaziland". He went on to say: "We will play our part by raising awareness of your struggle and the regime's response with the UK authorities and by building greater solidarity between UK trade unions and the Swazi trade union movement. 

He concluded by saying: "I wish you every success for your day of action. I am sure it will serve to demonstrate to the Swazi monarchy the growing strength and unity of the campaign for democracy, and the international support this receives."

World AIDS Day

Wednesday 1 December is World AIDS Day. The TUC will be holding a seminar on the ILO Recommendation on AIDS with a number of national and international speakers.

Mark Lazarowicz MP, Shadow Minister for International Development, will be the keynote speaker at the seminar. Also speaking will be Esther Ogunfowora, Coordinator, TUC-NLC Workplace Initiative in Nigeria. 

A panel discussion is also planned which will include UNISON international officer, Polly Jones, who will speak about UNISON's work on combating HIV/AIDS in southern Africa.

The seminar which will take place at Congress House at 2pm will bring together government officials, trade unionists, interested NGOs and diplomats.

If you are interested in attending the seminar, contact twarlock@tuc.org.uk 
Urgent action for Alfonso Castillo

Human rights defender Alfonso Castillo is still in hiding in Colombia three months after receiving threats from a paramilitary death squad known as the 'Black Eagles'.

Justice for Colombia (JfC) who are campaigning on his behalf are asking people to sign their petition to the Colombian ambassador to the UK. It just takes a few clicks to show your support for Alfonso Castillo. JfC wants 2,000 signatures to hand into the ambassador calling for the government of Colombia to safeguard Alfonso's life, and to shutdown the operations of the paramilitaries.

Alfonso is president of the human rights organisation ANDAS and also a member of the organising committee of the National Movement of Victims -- Colombia's principle human rights coalition. The threat, received in an email, told him he must leave Bogota or he would be killed.

Please sign the petition, urge others to do likewise and post it to your facebook page. Safeguard Alfonso Castillo
UNISON honoured for work on Colombia

At a ceremony in Nagasaki last week UNISON was among global union UNI's UK affiliates to be honoured for its part in the "campaign of support for the Colombian people in their fight against repression through the TUC's Justice for Colombia campaign".

UNI general secretary Philip Jennings said: "We are delighted to be able to recognise your outstanding work in this way and to be able to present these awards in Nagasaki the city of peace."

UNISON has just produced a report on its recent joint delegation to Colombia with German union ver.di where it met with sister unions, government officials, NGOs and families and friends of victims of oppression. The full report can be downloaded here.
Health workers targeted in Guatemala

UNISON has condemned the escalation of violence against trade unionists in Guatemala which has recently claimed the lives of six health workers and seen another seriously injured and forced to go into hiding.

In a strongly worded letter to the Guatemalan ambassador, UNISON general secretary Dave Prentis said the Guatemalan government must bring an end to “this wave of violence targeting trade unionists”.

He referred specifically to the murder of Bruno Ernesto Figueroa in August and the murders in September of Fredy Geovani Lopez Caal, David Pineda Barahona and Carlos Enrique Mendez Ramirez, all of whom were health workers and members of our sister trade union SNTSG. The murders appear to have been carried out in a manner which suggests that they were organised and orchestrated attacks. 

Prentis called for the ambassador to use his office to urge the government of Guatemala to bring a rapid end to the wave of violence targeting trade unionists, to respect the fundamental rights of working people and the ILO conventions to which your country has signed up and to begin a rapid investigation into the murders and to bring to justice, without delay, those found to be responsible.

On 28 October Mateo López secretary general of the local branch of the Health Trade Union (Sindicato de Salud) was shot five times on his way to a bus stop to attend a union meeting. Thankfully he is still alive but is now in hiding in fear for his life. He has spoken out against corruption in the health service, and this may have been a contributory factor in his attack. Amnesty International have called for the government to take action and investigate the shooting so that those responsible can be brought to justice. 
Legacy of fight against fascism

At UNISON's international seminar in Liverpool in October, North West regional secretary Frank Hont told delegates about his involvement in the International Brigade Memorial Trust (IBMT), and why the legacy of those who fought fascism in Spain over 70 years ago is still relevant today.

"The IBMT works hard to keep alive the memory of those brave men and women who went to Spain in the 1930s to fight fascism.

"The Spanish Civil War was a conflict between a democratically elected republic and a gang of rebellious army officers – the so-called 'Nationalists'. The defeat of the republic was hastened by the arms embargo enforced by Britain and other western democracies and the support given to the nationalists by Hitler and Mussolini. 'By their friends shall you know them.'

"Thanks to the IBMT the commitment, loyalty, courage and humanity shown by those men and women will never be forgotten. But more than that we should be ever watchful about the threat of fascism here and now as the BNP and EDL parade on our streets. We owe that to those who gave their young lives for our freedom."

UNISON activists were also privileged to hear Dolores Long speak. Dolores is the daughter of brigader Sam Wild who was leader of the British Battalion in 1938. She said her father and all the other British brigaders went to Spain because they believed that if you didn't fight the hatred and intolerance of fascism there the fight would be taken to Britain's door. They were proved right.

Delegates pledged to encourage their branches and regions to affiliate to IBMT. You can do the same. International Brigade Memorial Trust 

Find out about UNISON’s involvement to Stop the BNP
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Roundup of some events/activities from UNISON regions and branches around the UK. Please contact IRelations@unison.co.uk if you have any articles for inclusion.

Ethical action removes gas contract from company linked to Burma
Chris Easton, Secretary North of Tyne Primary Care UNISON branch

At a meeting in April 2010 of the North of Tyne (NoT) NHS Sustainable Development Group, the Trusts’ energy use was discussed, and it became evident that the Trusts were contracting gas supplies from Total, who operate in Burma. I raised my concern. 

Under the terms of its sustainable development policy, the NHS must decrease carbon output and ensure ethical sustainability in all contracting.  Therefore the group agreed that the two leads, ie management and I should research the issue and report back.

A telephone conference was arranged with our contracting organisation – Buying Solutions. Total had sent them a report, refuting the recent findings of a Burma Campaign UK investigation into their activities.
Buying Solutions act as an agent between public service organisations and their purchasing organisations. Our contact told us that there are no checks for ‘sustainability’ or ‘ethical’ issues, and that no organisation had ever before raised these issues. He had been unaware that Total’s activities in Burma were the subject of EU scrutiny, as well as being clearly defined in the media as lending legitimacy to the Burmese military regime, where instances of Total’s use of slave-labour have been well documented. The Trusts instructed Buying Solutions not to renew Total’s contract when it expires in March 2011, and another, more ethical, supplier be found as an alternative to Total.

The Group will now work with Buying Solutions to institute robust contract-award criteria, ie sustainability and ethical check and agree a sustainable and ethical procurement policy, which includes a statement on what we expect from suppliers.
Full URL links to articles above
Burma Campaign UK online action 

www.burmacampaign.org.uk/index.php/campaigns/actions/free-aung-san-suu-kyi/write-to-ban-ki-moon 

PSC annual lobby of parliament

Email tool to find your MP http://psc.iparl.com/lobby/52 

Details on the lobby www.palestinecampaign.org/lobby-2010 
Urgent action for Alfonso Castillo
www.justiceforcolombia.org/campaigns/Protect-Alfonso-Castillo 

UNISON/ver.di joint delegation to Colombia - full report

www.unison.org.uk/file/ColombiaDel.pdf 
International brigade memorial trust

www.international-brigades.org.uk 
Stop the BNP

www.unison.org.uk/stopthebnp 
Events

Wednesday 24 November: UN day for Palestine 
PSC lobby of parliament, Westminster, London

Details www.palestinecampaign.org 

Wednesday 1 December: World AIDS Day

TUC seminar on the ILO Recommendation on AIDS. Congress House, London
Details twarlock@tuc.org.uk 
Saturday 4 December: Latin America Conference

Annual conference, Congress House, London. Followed by Fiesta Latina

Details www.latinamericaconference.org.uk 
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