Intro to Global Solidarity Summer School

Waterford 28/29th August

Welcome – great to see so many people here!  We are delighted to be in Waterford to help mark the Waterford Council of Trade Unions Centenary Celebrations!  Well done to them and a happy birthday from all of us and we look forward to enjoying tonight’s dinner followed by the Waterford Council of Trade Unions Centenary Celebration with an African Dance Group, a Gospel Choir and a Moldovan Saxophonist!  A very 21st century Waterford indeed!
We are very pleased to be joined by Patricia McKeown; Pamela Dooley; Jimmy Kelly; Noirin Greene; and Ann Speed from our Executive Council. 
A very special welcome to Mr Elliot Ramochela, General Secretary of the Lesotho Congress of Democratic Unions – our sister organisation from Lesotho and his colleague Mrs Matselisoadeline Maile.  As many of you are aware, Congress has been developing a special relationship with LECODU with David Joyce and Joe O Flynn visiting there in 2007 and the subsequent development of a capacity building programme kindly funded by Irish Aid and Impact and PSEU.  This is the first opportunity we have had to meet face to face since 2007 and we very much look forward to hearing about progress during this afternoon’s session.  
A particular welcome also to all of our guest speakers:

From the ITUC we are very pleased to be joined by:

· Steve Benedict Responsible for the Human and Trade Union Rights department of the International Trade Union Confederation; and 

· Jeroen Beinaert, The International Trade Union Confederation’s coordinator of the Global Campaign against trafficking;

Also, we look forward to hearing a trade union perspective on climate change from Asbjorn Wahl, Vice Chair of the Road Transport Worker’s section of International Transport Worker’s Federation and Official of the Norwegian “Fagforbundet”.

And from Niamh Garvey, Climate Change expert, Trocaire;


Denise Charlton, Chief Executive of the Immigrant Council of Ireland on their recent report on sex trafficking; and

Prionnsias Breathnach, Senior Lecturer, NUI, Maynooth; and Nessa Ni Chasaide, Debt and Development Coalition on Global recession and tax havens.

We are also very pleased to be joined by Minister Peter Power – the Minister for Overseas Development Assistance.  Irish Aid has been a long friend of Congress, being the principal funder of our Global Solidarity Work – without which none of us would be at this summer school today.  We look forward to hearing the Minister’s input and assure him that Global Solidarity amongst the trade union movement is very much to the fore of our agenda as is evidenced by the turn out this afternoon and the very high profile of global solidarity issues at our BDC held in Tralee last month.
There, we heard about the terrible situation facing trade unionists in Colombia as well as debating various international motions recommitting Congress and affiliate trade unions to the importance of international solidarity – perhaps now during these very difficult economic times more than ever before.
Congress has a long established interest in development - a sustainable improvement in the standard of living for all of us.  We believe that we all have a moral duty to reach out to those in need, especially, to our sisters and brothers in developing countries.   It is also a matter of trade union solidarity - an injury to one is an injury to all, and the problems of poverty in the global south affect us in the global north as well.

Congress continues to play a leading role campaigning in support of the UN-recommended 0.7% of Gross National Income to be given as aid and sought to ensure the Government’s commitment to reach this target by 2012 was reflected in Towards 2016.  For us, this was a significant achievement, but unfortunately one that has been jettisoned as we struggle with our economic difficulties.  The financial crisis, originating in shiny board rooms of US and European banks, has turned into a deep, global crisis that is hurting those least able to defend themselves: the poor.   The crisis poses a serious threat to achieving internationally agreed targets to overcome poverty.  Recent UN estimates for 2008 show the number of people going hungry every day increased this year by 130-155 million. Estimates for 2009 suggest that an additional 46 million people in developing countries will have to survive on less than $1.25 a day, while an extra 53 million will stay trapped on less than $2 a day. Clearly we will have less money to spend on ODA but now is not the time to renege on such commitments! 
However, sadly, in 2007, Official Development Assistance from major donors around the world fell by 8.4% in real terms.  The total amount of aid was about 103 billion US dollars, or one-seventh of the package proposed to save the US financial institutions from bankruptcy. And in terms of the UN-target, it is about 0.28% of the combined Gross National Income of the donor countries. There is still a very long way to go towards the 0.7% and we still hope that Ireland plays a leading role in protecting the international target.

We are also conscious of the need for aid effectiveness. Money needs to be properly used if it is to have the intended impact on the lives of those whom we want to help.  We supported the Paris Declaration on aid effectiveness. We agree that the process needs to be transparent and that there should be mutual accountability. We also agree that aid flows need to be more predictable and they should not be linked to the purchases from donor countries.  We are also in favour of untying aid from economic conditions - although not necessarily from human rights. We share the Irish Government's rights-based approach to development and would like there to be more emphasis on people's rights and people's empowerment in the programmes funded by Irish Aid - and that includes trade union rights.  Congress applauds the positive role Minister Power played during the Aid effectiveness conference in Accra and urges Irish Aid to strive to develop this leadership role in the future.  Moreover, we want to see Irish Aid used to improve vital public services - health, education, water and sanitation - in developing countries.

In October, Congress, along with unions around the world will be marking the second annual World Day for Decent Work.  This is the beginning of a campaign for the world trade union movement, to ensure that decent work is incorporated in the fight against poverty, the spread of global trade, human rights initiatives and so on.  Because only decent work can tackle the problems the world faces - inequality in countries and between countries; insecurity; and the failure to build on democratic progress to build a world free of dictatorship and oppression.

Last year, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) conference approved a 'Declaration on social justice for a fair globalisation'.  For the first time the definition of Decent Work was set out not just in a document written by the ILO secretariat or the workers group of the ILO, but approved by workers, employers and governments.  The text recognised that all aspects of the Decent Work agenda are essential, but it noted that the core labour standards and in particular the right to join a union and bargain collectively are the key enabling rights that allowed all the rest to be secured.  The Core Labour Standards are the 8 ILO conventions which can be grouped under four headings):

        Freedom of association and the right to bargain collectively: As trade unionists we have always known that rights are won, not granted, and that without the right to organise and then to use the strength gained by organising to bargain as a collective we will never be able to improve and defend our working conditions.

        Freedom from discrimination: The right to work and be treated equally regardless of gender, ethnic origin, age, disability or sexuality is again at the very root of our principles as trade unionists.

        Freedom from forced labour: An issue which is tragically still very much with us, from bonded debt labourers in West Africa or China to the victims of trafficking here in Ireland.

        Freedom from child labour: Without education children are condemned to a life of poverty - whilst millions of children around the world are forced to work to support themselves and their families they cannot receive the education that will enable them to improve their conditions.

These core standards are universal. The extent of implementation will rightly vary according to a country's state of development or the priorities agreed at a national level but the standards are supported and campaigned for by all trade unionists, north and south.

Because unless governments, NGOs and unions place a strong focus on work, all we are doing is providing endless charity. What people in the developing world really want is good jobs at good wages. This is the only long-term solution to global poverty.  Congress is pleased with the engagement of Irish Aid in the whole decent work agenda, including:

Support for our development education programme – Congress Global Solidarity – see www.ictuglobalsolidarity.org ; This is an important mechanism for engaging trade unions and their members in development discussions.  

Co financing of our trade union capacity building programme with the Lesotho Congress of Democratic Trade Unions; 

The continued engagement with the ILO including last years announcement of a new 3 year partnership programme -  July 2008 to June 2011- worth 9 million Euro the aim of which is:
 

“to contribute to the realisation of Decent Work for All, with a focus in a number of selected countries, by promoting and supporting women’s entrepreneurship, working to improve employment opportunities for people with disabilities and implementing action against forced and child labour.” 
 

And also, considerable Irish Aid support for Fairtrade initiatives - which have the potential of opening up space for trade union organising.

We look forward to hearing more about this engagement from Minister Power.
Congress hopes that this engagement will continue and deepen in the years ahead and looks forward to working with Irish Aid on these issues.

Labour standards and corporate behaviour in global markets is one of the defining issues of our time.  It cuts right across so many of our contemporary debates and is thrown into sharp focus during the current economic crisis a time when the arguments we have been making for sometime about the need for global regulations for a global market are now looking more mainstream than ever.  At a time when the power, wealth and global reach of business is arguably greater than ever before - with a number of multinationals now worth more than the economies of many developing nations - our argument has to be that only universal, international standards can effectively regulate the behaviour of Corporations today.  There must be clear standards, easily understandable by governments and companies alike, that leave no room for any ambiguity about 'local contexts', and that create the space to establish Decent Work.  The trade union movement is willing to work alongside all those who support this agenda - including progressive companies who understand that Decent Work is good for them too, and who wish to make CSR more than just a glossy corporate brochure.

But for us, the best and most important way of ensuring that core ILO standards are adhered to is through worker organisation, collective bargaining and strong, effective trade unions.  We know from bitter experience that companies and indeed governments (including our own...) sometimes fail to comply with the ILO norms. That's why we need an independent trade union presence in workplaces.  Across the world, the trade union movement has a long and distinguished history of fighting for workers' rights, for decent work, and freedom from exploitation.  Indeed many of the issues now confronting unions in developing nations are the same as the ones we encountered here after the industrial revolution.  Trade unions are also uniquely placed to ensure that basic rights and standards are actually enforced.  With enforcement regimes weak or non-existent in the developing world, we are often working people's first, last and only line of defence against unscrupulous practice.

CSR has its place and we need to get the balance right between voluntarism and hard law, recognising that there are occasions when companies need to go beyond local law - for example in India, where child labour remains commonplace, and in China, where freedom of association remains a distant aspiration.  However, voluntary codes of practice - even with credible implementation and verification mechanisms - can never substitute for collective bargaining and union organisation.

In a sense, our job is to provide pressure for change from the bottom up, whereas for governments and companies the task is to impose it from the top down.  Hopefully, we can meet somewhere in the middle.  Initiatives in this area have the chance to improve the lives of millions of people in the developing world and ultimately the opportunity to make globalisation deliver for the many not the few.  Irish Aid is in a unique position to progress this agenda in Ireland and Congress is more that willing to work in cooperation with you on this.
Finally, I want to acknowledge the work of Stellan and Marian in putting together the summer school and to the Global Solidarity Committee, chaired by Moira Leydon, who helped to shape the very interesting agenda for the next couple of days.  
