TRIBUTE TO NEIL KEARNEY

by Silvana Cappuccio

Today I feel a deep emotion due to a mix of reasons. Two of them are the most evident. Firstly as we are here to pay tribute to Neil Kearney, a passionate workers’ voice of the trade union movement, with whom I have been working for more than twenty years. Then  because of this venue. Neil was born in Donegal, Ireland was his home, the country of his roots and education, where he chose early on to belong to the socialist family.
So, both on the behalf of the ITGLWF and by my heart I wish to thank the ICTU and CCC for giving me such a special honour.

The first time I met Neil was in 1989 during a textile CGIL union congress in Italy. I was in charge of the international policy for the Italian textile union and I knew him at that time only through our working mail and phone talking. He was 39 (indeed was looking much younger), he was the General Secretary of the ITGLWF only from one year, as he was elected in Tokyo in 1988. He was already a charming speaker and a very high profile trade unionist, able to talk about workers’ issues with a smart mind and big heart, with competence and passion. It was a big congress and he impressed delegates quickly. At that time, just a handful of people – even in the trade unions - were talking about globalisation and its implications. He was one of them. Neil had promptly understood that neo-liberism and wild competition were violently transforming the world and the labour market at the expense of the weakest parts of society. During his speech at the Congress he caught the attention of participants by talking about child labour; describing how children were losing their childhood and smile in Pakistan, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, India and so on ; expressing his strict and absolute indignation against these forms of exploitation as a sort of “border of his heart”, something that no human being should accept or tolerate. 
From the beginning of his international leadership, he was not an ordinary international leader who wanted to like and be liked by whomever. He soon had an exact profile: that of someone who is absolutely intransigent as far as concerns the respect of basic principles and human rights. The following years showed that the textile trade union movement was a pioneer in the fight against child labour worldwide and that many of the actions undertaken and policies assumed to send children to school and in favour of education and progress were the result of Neil’s strictness and tenacity towards injustice.
“Yesterday we were told by a doctor at a clinic that the most common problem among workers was malnutrition. 

“We need to be clear. No-one working in the garment export industry should be paid so little that they cannot afford to feed themselves. 

“No-one working in the garment export industry should be paid so little that they can only live in a slum. 

“No-one working in the garment export industry should be paid so little that they cannot send their children to school, or are forced to send their children to work. 

“No-one working in the garment export industry should be paid so little that they cannot afford medical care for themselves and their families..(Neil’s words during one of his many visits to a clinic in Bangladesh).

This intransigence was one of the main features of his personality and sometimes made life  difficult for him, especially as globalisation went on with unscrupulous behaviours from some multinationals, export processing zones multiplied, some Governments allowed employers to act with impunity to deny workers their fundamental rights, workers’ organisation became more and more difficult and often unions could not engage in collective bargaining to improve wages and working conditions in the textile sector. 
Even when was facing the most serious attacks to the unions and in the hardest situations, he kept pure his will of fighting to improve workers’ life, to support and be together with workers who were fired, attacked or humiliated, to understand the feelings of mortification of someone in order to vitalise and share a new sense of dignity’s preservation. Never demoralized or resigned. Never.
In the years he spent at the ITGLWF, in all continents he negotiated a number of agreements with companies to lead to the reinstatement of thousands of workers who were sacked for joining a trade union and to introduce a proper system of industrial relations.

Neil was well-known for being a big traveller, he visited something like 140 countries around the world. When I was visiting or still meet with workers and trade union colleagues wherever, in Asia, Africa, the America’s......beforehand people were asking about Neil, now they remember him. His way of living, communicating and behaving was simple and people enjoyed being with him. Neil’s style was above all concerned with fairness: he was close to the vulnerable workers, the people who need to make their voice heard, those who are neglected by this cynical society and lead by those who are “the strongest players”. His speeches  - at any level, annual ILCs, written articles or local meetings - contain plenty of concrete stories, examples for which he has battled along his life. These stories were the lifeblood and the goal of his commitment at the same time.
In the last times, he was sad when we were making comments on the political evolutions in Europe and on the increasing weakness and defeats of the left in so many countries. This could not surprise anybody who knew him. All his life Neil was committed to social and political values, had political visions and never was attracted by the new emerging trends or fashionable stereotypes. 

He passed away six months ago. During the past months my memory and thoughts often went to his family, his wife Jutta and his children Nicole and Caroline. In his familiar dimension, Neil liked to share and prepare food, to watch nice movies, to discover and understand new habits, to listen to music, to stay and chat with family and friends, to tell them the many stories of his trips in remote parts of the globe.... I think about his moods so reserved but never distant, his care to listen to problems and know the emotions of other people, his irony and his never-ending hope and will of changing the world, putting a final end to injustice. Tirelessly fighting for unconditional respect for human dignity.
If I could, from all those who had the privilege to meet him on their way for whatever occasion, I would like to tell him: thank you, Neil, for having been the friend, the leader, the colleague, the dreamer and the man you were.
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