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foreword

It is rare in our time that the right of workers to form unions and to
engage in collective bargaining is openly challenged, although it is
often voided in fact. In trying to exercise this right, workers in
many countries face the imposition of state control, legal obstacles
of all kinds and repression in various forms, ranging from punitive
dismissal to murder.

Yet, the right to organise is internationally recognised as a basic
human right. Why should that be? There are two principles
involved, one quite specific, the other more general.

The first is an issue of natural justice: it is obvious to everyone that
the power of the individual worker, compared with that of his or
her employer, or of the State, is negligible. Without organisation
the individual worker is defenceless. Only if workers are able to
form “continuous associations for the purpose of maintaining or
improving the conditions of their working lives” can they create, in
the best of cases, a more equal balance of power. And with this
power, a possibility of effectively defending the freedom and dig-
nity of the individual worker in the only way: through collective
action.

The second principle is that of solidarity, which is rooted in all lead-
ing world cultures as a fundamental condition for social cohesion
and therefore a universal principle that has to be supported and
protected. “All for one, one for all” is as much a principle of the
trade union movement as of the Swiss Confederation.

Or, as Paul Germanotta puts it: “every struggle faced by workers
anywhere has a direct and immediate bearing upon the interests of
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workers everywhere, given that they are members of the same eco-
nomic class in the same global economic system.”

For these same reasons, the right to strike has also been interna-
tionally recognised as a basic human right, an intrinsic part of
union rights. The strike has been described as a continuation of
bargaining by other methods. It is an intrinsic part of the bargain-
ing process. People who are talking about prohibiting strikes are
really talking about prohibiting collective bargaining and, ulti-
mately, prohibiting unions, at least free and democratic unions
owned by the workers themselves. Without the right to strike, col-
lective bargaining is collective begging.

It is remarkable, however, that whilst strike action is recognised as a
basic human right, one of its forms, the solidarity strike, is not. A
basic human right is by definition unconditional. Yet in many coun-
tries, including most leading industrial democracies, the right of
workers to strike in solidarity with other workers is criminalised, or
hedged with so many conditions as to make its exercise practically
impossible without breaking the law of the land. Here we have a
unique case of a basic human right, which ceases to be basic except
in its narrowest applications.

There are two problems with this. The first is a problem of democ-
ratic principle: who imposes these conditions and by what right? If
the right to strike, as the ILO has said, is “one of the principal
means by which workers and their associations may legitimately
promote and defend their economic and social interests”, who
defines what these economic and social interests are, if not the
workers themselves? And who decides by what means they are to
be defended if not the workers themselves? The international com-
munity no longer accepts that men should decide the rights of
women, nor that cultural majorities should unilaterally define the
rights of minorities living in their midst. Yet it accepts that the
rights of a majority of the world’s population should arbitrarily be
restricted by powerful minorities opposed to its interests.

The second problem is pragmatic. In an increasingly globalised
world economy the right to form unions and the right to strike
must also be global in application. The principle of solidarity
applies to all workers in all countries without exception. Today it is
no longer possible to correct the huge imbalance of power
between national labour and transnational capital unless union
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organisation and action also becomes global in scope. In a global
world economy, it is precisely the ability to engage in international
solidarity action that is the most necessary and relevant application
of the right to strike.

In my experience, two examples stand out. First, in 1973 the IUF
organised international solidarity action to protect a union in Peru
from a union-busting attempt by Nestlé, backed by the threat of
military intervention, which could have lead to bloody confronta-
tion. Although this action involved many countries, it was not
before the New Zealand Dairy Workers’ Union threatened to shut
down the Nestlé plant which supplied powdered milk to all Nestlé
plants on the Latin American Pacific Coast that the company aban-
doned its attempts to break the union and signed an agreement
that continues to this day. Second, in 1980 and 1984, it took solidari-
ty strikes in Australia, Finland, Norway, Sweden and Venezuela, in
combination with national boycotts in several countries, to save a
union in a Coca Cola bottling plant in Guatemala, where the fran-
chise holder had tried to prevent union organisation by having the
union leaders assassinated. The union still exists and has an agree-
ment with the bottling company under a new owner. International
union action upholds and enforces basic human rights by compen-
sating for the weakness of local unions faced with the power of a
transnational corporation. International union action also saves
lives.

In this booklet Paul Germanotta has made an inventory of the mul-
tiple ways in which solidarity action is restricted, and has outlined
what needs to be done to protect workers seeking to exercise their
right to strike where, in the context of a global economy, it matters
most: at international level. The Global Labour Institute and the
Institute of Employment Rights are proud to contribute this contri-
bution to a necessary discussion.

Dan Gallin
Chair, Global Labour Institute
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Demonstration in
1982 in support of
the NHS workers’
dispute over low
pay. Solidarity
action was
curtailed in the UK
by the Employment
Acts of 1980 and
1982, and made
totally unlawful by
the Employment
Act 1990.

pic: Stefano Cagnoni (reportdigital.co.uk)
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