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Report by Branch International Relations Officer, David Wand – May 2010

Petition on camps in Sri Lanka
In Sri Lanka, over 100,000 men, women and children are still surrounded in razor wire in open air camps set up by the Sri Lankan armed forces as internment camps.  Also 12,000 surrendered LTTE cadres whereabouts are also still unknown.  ICRC has not been given access to these prisoners of war.  International Aid Agencies have been refused access to visit most of the camps. There is no press freedom and no international or domestic independent media are allowed into the north and northeast since the beginning of 2009. 
Now that the war has been over for over a year we want to have the trapped people set FREE. That is why an organisation called "FreeTam" is fighting for their release, www.freetam.webs.com
Amnesty International is also asking for your support in signing a petition below.  Just click on the link and fill in the data required for the petition to make a difference and be heard.

www.amnesty.org/en/appeals-for-action/call-un-investigate-sri-lanka-rights-violations
Would you buy stolen goods?
Israeli settlements are illegal under international and English law yet goods from these settlements labelled ‘produce of Israel’ are imported by the European Union, of which a large percentage arrive in British stores, including all the main supermarkets. 
 
Last year the TUC Congress voted to support the call for a ban on goods produced in the illegal settlements.  This followed a similar call from UNISON’s National Delegate Conference.  The TUC, in conjunction with the Palestine Solidarity Campaign, has now launched a “Would you buy stolen goods” leaflet, and a trade union briefing encouraging members to boycott goods from the illegal Israeli settlements. 
 
Campaign materials can be ordered directly from the Palestine Solidarity Campaign.  Later in the year there will be days of action to publicise the campaign.  For more info click here www.palestinemonitor.org/spip/spip.php?article1359
Join the campaign for a fair labour law in Iraq

Nearly seven years have passed since the fall of the Saddam’s regime, yet many of its laws continue to apply, making it impossible for Iraqi trade unions to organise and bargain on behalf of their members.  Workers in the public sector cannot join unions, the government has frozen trade union assets, and key parts of government have attempted to take over trade unions.  These laws are undermining the immense contribution democratic and independent trade unions could make to Iraq’s fledgling democracy.  Iraqi workers have recently launched a campaign to finally give them their fundamental rights at work, and free and independent trade unions.  To build on this momentum, international support is needed to press the Iraqi government to put in place a fair and just labour law.  

Further information can be obtained from the following website:

www.iraqitradeunions.org
Solidarity with European public service unions

There has been a wave of protests and strike actions across Europe since the beginning of the year as governments target public sector workers in an attempt to reduce public expenditure.  UNISON has sent solidarity messages to sister unions in Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain and France in recent weeks.  Verdi, our German partner, has also staged ‘warning strikes’ as part of their negotiations with employers.  However, less press coverage has been given to the new EU member states from Central and Eastern Europe where governments in Latvia, Hungary and Romania have implemented swingeing cuts.  UNISON will continue to work through the European federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU) to make the case for maintaining public sector employment and salaries as a part of an anti-recession strategy.
Join the campaign for a Robin Hood tax

In February 2010, the Robin Hood Tax campaign was launched by a coalition of UK organisations, including many trade unions.  It calls for an international financial transactions tax and is focused on the need to raise revenue urgently and on a massive scale for public goods such as public debt repayment (and avoiding public sector cuts), meeting the Millennium Development Goals and financial action on climate change. 
 
A financial transactions tax would levy a tax on large-scale financial transactions such as currency trading, selling of stocks and shares and derivative products.  These transactions take place all over the world, all the time, and currently amount in value to as much as 75 times global GDP.  Because of the scale of this part of the finance industry, a financial transactions tax set at a very small rate - starting at 0.005% on currency transactions - could raise £250 billion a year.  Such huge amounts of revenue would be particularly useful for governments who have had to spend so much to combat the global financial and economic crisis, and this has stimulated increased interest in the idea among politicians from different political backgrounds. 
 
UNISON was one of the first trade unions to support the 2010 campaign for a Robin Hood Tax and has had policy to support the Tobin Tax, which is an earlier version of a tax on financial transactions, since 2003.  Of particular interest to UNISON is the commitment by the Robin Hood Tax campaign to use funds to protect and improve public services around the world, including in the UK.  Further details are yet to be revealed about what proportion of this should come to the UK and how it would be spent.   
 
In the last few days, the International Monetary Fund has bowed to international pressure and is calling for new taxes on financial institutions.  These fall short of a Robin Hood Tax and are essentially merely an insurance scheme for the financial sector, providing resources to mitigate the consequences of financial crises in the future.  There is every reason for the Robin Hood Tax campaign to increase its efforts to secure a full Robin Hood Tax which can generate new funds for public goods.
 
UNISON branches, regions and members are urged to support the Robin Hood Tax campaign by signing up on the website http://robinhoodtax.org.uk
EU poised to give Colombia preferential treatment 

The European Union is poised to sign a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with Colombia which gives them preferential treatment and access to EU markets.  This development is despite the Colombian government’s complete failure to improve their record on trade union and human rights.  UNISON and a number of other trade unions in the UK have been campaigning, together with Justice for Colombia (JfC), to stop the agreement being signed.  If the FTA is signed, it will be seen not only as green light to the Colombian regime to carry on with its attacks against trade unionists and the political opposition but it will also have a devastating impact on jobs and public services. See the list of Unionists that that have been killed by clicking here.  

General Secretary Dave Prentis has written to the Foreign Secretary and the European Commission and UNISON is working with a number of MEPs to try and prevent the agreement’s passage through the European Parliament. 
 
JfC has a 5-point action plan for the campaign which UNISON activists can follow, including emailing the EU trade commissioner and writing to your MP and MEP.  More about the campaign at www.justiceforcolombia.org/?link=3_0_3
Viva SAMWU!  
UNISON’s sister union, the South African Municipal Workers Union (SAMWU) have been on strike to push the South African Local Government Association to agree to implement fair and equitable wages across municipalities in South Africa.
 
With over 70,000 members out on strike, the South African Local Government Association agreed to SAMWU's demands after a week of action.
 
UNISON was fortunate enough to be hosting John Mawbey, Head of Organising and Development at SAMWU during this period.  John was able to give many different groups of UNISON members and representatives a firsthand account of the reasons for the strike and its progress, as well as discuss public services delivery, South Africa's development path, climate change, trade and solidarity with Zimbabwean unions.  He also addressed public meetings organised by Action for Southern Africa, the Trade Justice Movement and War on Want.
 
It is hoped that the visit will further strengthen UNISON's relationship with SAMWU, in particular on the issues of strengthening and defending public services, worker-to-worker contact and climate change. More info here
www.samwu.org.za
www.tjm.org.uk
www.waronwant.org
   
Tackling HIV/AIDS in southern Africa 
UNISON's HIV/AIDS project to strengthen the response of public service trade unions in southern Africa to HIV/AIDS continues to deliver strong results.  The project which is being run over three years is funded by the UK Department for International Development.
 
Some of the successes to date have included:
· Agreeing regional and national strategies 
· Developing collective bargaining agreements 
· Producing and disseminating education and training resources 
· Training union members 
As the project moves into its final year, the priority now is identifying how best to cement the regional structures which have been developed by the project for unions to share best practice on HIV/AIDS, as well to explore how UNISON should develop its international HIV/AIDS work in the future.  
 
If you would like to find out more about the project, click here www.psufasa.org
Fighting To Defend Jobs & Services
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