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I am delighted and honoured to be here this morning in such good company.

Firstly I must thank the organisers of this event, the ICTU Equality Unit as well as the 
to generosity and time of the Equality Commission, (and other funders) for assisting with  this event which starts the 2009 Anti-Racist Workplace Week.
I have been asked to speak on how we can develop the workplaces of Northern Ireland into ideal spaces for production and protection, for sustainability and security, for intermingling and integration.

Two years ago, the Congress Migrant Workers Unit opened, and its role is complimentary to the Equality Unit, in furnishing advice to migrant workers, and alerting the wider trade union movement to the needs of migrant workers. This is very much a two-way process. 

The growth of new communities of migrant workers and their families has been a great opportunity for the trade union movement, and the establishment of the Congress Migrant Workers’ unit has been a hugely significant initiative. The unit does more than give information to migrant workers, it offers representation, promotes the entire trade union movement and offers vital lessons about the depths to which some employers are willing to stoop.

The people who come to us looking for advice or assistance are the human face of globalisation and the logical consequence of a Europe without borders. Free movement of labour is a great advance for humanity, but too often, that journey brings them to our door, with another heartbreaking and infuriating tale of exploitation and abuse.
The best defence for any and all workers, regardless of their country of origin or status of occupation, is the trade union movement. We do so because we have a duty to uphold and a tradition of social solidarity and shouldering the burden of those who are our colleagues, then our comrades and finally our friends.

We also have a deeper commitment to social justice, that which saw us out in the streets over racist attacks. The same impulse drove us to the gates of Belfast city Hall and other towns and cities, including Newry, when elements opposed to the democratic will of the people murdered three security personnel last March. The same impulse saw us call for a ceasefire over Gaza, and protest at the treatment of Visteon workers.

It is our sense of fraternity, our spirit of internationalism, our emotional attachment to that slogan popularised by Jim Larkin – “An injury on one is and injury to all.”

You could call it the Global Franchise. We have the right and the duty to ignore the artificial barriers of race or creed or nationality. That is why we must ‘butt-in’, even when one side of the dispute does not want us around. 

Especially when one side does not want us around. 

So why were we on the streets last summer? The crisis unleashed which saw over one hundred Romanians forced to flee their homes ought to have galvanised a greater appreciation that racism is a close cousin of sectarianism and must be challenged whenever it raises its vile face.
That said, the best protection is the rule of law. Having a clear and just legal framework and the firm resolve and resources to enforce the law – that is the best form of protection.

However, there are different methods of creating just and fair workplaces and safe and secure streets, and that is the court of public opinion. Let us challenge racism when we see and hear it. Let us challenge not only the dumb and the thuggish who smash windows and smear walls with filthy slogans.

That could be called hard racism Then there is soft racism. This is racism crossed with cowardice. People without conviction accusing others of evil.

Let us also challenge the soft racism which does not condone, but does not condemn either. Let us challenge the lies one hears on radio phone-in shows and reads in the Daily Mail and Daily Express. Let us be clear about the facts and use those facts to counter the myths and misrepresentations and barefaced lies.

The facts cannot be clearer, in research report after research report.

Migrant workers are not taking our jobs. 

Migrant workers are not taking our benefits.

Migrant workers are not taking our social housing.

In fact, Migrant workers are filling jobs which need to be done, and paying taxes which pay for public services. They are collecting far fewer benefits than they are entitled to, such as universal child benefit.

Migrant workers are predominantly young, and highly productive workers and are having children among a general population which is getting older. The children of migrant workers are reversing plans to close schools in certain areas. The health service could not function without skilled immigrant labour. 

Our most vulnerable, our aged and our ill, are being cared for by migrants. 

We owe them.

This week of events, Anti-Racist Workplace Week offers a snapshot of what it is like to live at the sharp end of our economy. 
What is particularly appalling are the stories from the mouths of migrant workers, people who have travelled long distances and invested into our society their energy and enthusiasm and ambition and have been rewarded by connivance and long hours and intimidation and exploitation and – we must say this because it is palpably true – racism.

Have we learnt nothing from each other, our feuding traditions, the ease at which we can pick up the smallest sectarian slight and take terrific umbrage from the most casual remark from the ‘other side’? Do we really think that workers in so-called ‘entry-level’ jobs have no feelings or dignity?
How do some employers think that they can get away this? Migrant workers are concentrated in jobs known as the ‘three Ds’ – they are dangerous, difficult and dirty. And yet they largely will carry out these ‘three D’ jobs without complaint if they think that they are being treated fairly.

I firmly believe that the best insurance against exploitation for any worker is to be among the like minded and similarly employed. Human solidarity requires structures. Those structures in the workplace are trade unions. We ought to be the first stop for a worker in dispute, but too many bosses refuse to allow their workers to organise themselves. It is these individuals which represent the caseload entering the offices of the ICTU Migrant Workers’ Unit and organisations such as Citizens Advice and the Law Centre.
This is particularly true when it comes to 3-D jobs. They are likely to be workplaces where trade unions are not organised and not welcome. If they were in a union they would have a competent representative who would take on their case, and submit their grievance and in the face of an intransigent employer, take industrial action – as a last resort, they can strike, that last line of defence for workers and the most vital right for any and all workers.  
Citizens Advice and the Law Centre cannot do that. The law as it stands means that the only organisations which can enter a workplace and represent the interests of workers are trade unions. Something more which trade unions can do is to view the entire workforce as a collective entity, with the attendant strength which that brings.  

Bad employers cause problems outside of their workplaces. It is rather like the truism that if you see a man abusing an animal, then you can accurately surmise that he will have no qualms about abusing people. An employer that has contempt for the human beings that work for him or her will have no compulsion about being rotten towards his or her clients and customers.

Bad employers not only undermine the hopes and ambitions of their employees. They undercut and threaten good employers who treat their workers as if they were human beings rather than little profit generators.
There are, fortunately, more good employers than bad ones. Those are the workplaces we must learn from and spread the message that a workplace can be a beacon of production without an atmosphere of threat, intimidation or bullying.
In fact, a unionised workforce who is content and feels well-treated is more likely to meet and exceed targets, to have better rates of retention and to benefit from workplace training. All of these make businesses and services more efficient as well as more humane.

It goes without saying, that this is a social imperative as much as an economic imperative. It also goes without saying that trade unions have a crucial role to play in representing workers and facilitating the development of an economy which is just as well as prosperous, progressive as well as sustainable, and fully inclusive of society’s diversity while building that sense of solidarity which embeds our common interests.
In short, it is about autonomy and the belief that it is with the support of others that each worker and every citizen can reach their full human potential.

Regardless of your name, your faith, your language
Thanks for listening.  
