GLATUC – TRADE UNIONS & CIVIL LIBERTIES

GLATUC welcomes you to this meeting. GLATUC has been active in fighting for civil rights or civil liberties over many years. For example, we sent 2 resolutions to SERTUC over the last few years. We have raised the issues in many ways. We have supported campaigns and demonstrations.

But we felt we needed to go further, in particular to draw together the 2 strands we see in civil liberties campaigning. 

1. The attack that affects most people in terms of numbers but often not linked to the debate on civil liberties – the anti-trade union laws restricting the democratic rights of trade unionists in violation of ILO and UN standards – laws which mean that car workers in France can support car workers in Britain but other workers here cannot.

2. Strand 2 is the massive attack on fundamental civil liberties which is increasingly done under the cloak of anti-terrorism – an attack that has eroded jury trial, right to silence, police powers over personal information like DNA, which is collated, on databases, ASBOs etc etc.

In trade unions we have seen these attacks before – for example, after WW1 the civil unrest, the Irish struggle for independence and the Russian revolution led to constant attacks to try and suppress the people – at that time we saw armed troops on the streets, emergency legislation etc. In more recent times there was the attempt to suppress trade unions –first in the late 1960s by the Labour Government of Harold Wilson with “In Place of Strife” followed in 1970-74 with the Industrial Relations Act of the Tories under Heath. This was defeated by mass working class action involving dockers, miners, engineers, transport workers, building workers and the rest. The defeat led the Tories to go away and work out how to attack us again which they did under Thatcher (avoiding the big attack by adopting the salami tactic).

But at the same time we had the situation in Ireland where we saw internment, shoot to kill policies, torture, removal of normal trials, even retrospective legislation legalising the illegal actions of the British Army. This soon came to the mainland, following the Birmingham bombs we got the Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act which soon, as we predicted, became permanent. And we got more and more of the approaches from Northern Ireland.

And what did we get from all that – the series of miscarriages of justice cases where people had been victims of appalling state collusion – and this, if you remember, was not just in Irish cases but right across the board with fit-ups for ordinary crimes. It was the result of the undermining of basic rights and giving power to the authorities to stretch or ignore the rules. We were told never again, needed safeguards and in the short term got PACE (a bit of a mixed bag) but soon we had the siren voices saying we had to redress the balance, not ignore problems of prosecutors. And there followed the moves to undermine jury trial, right to silence, evidence standards, police data limitations and so on. We also had laws being introduced for what were assured were specific purposes – such as harassment of women, anti-stalking etc. Very soon the state was trying to use them against us and other protestors.

Recently we have had the great list of repressive legislation the 1986 Public Order Act, the 1992 Trade Union Act, the 1994 Criminal Justice Act, the 1997 Protection from Harassment Act, the 2000 Terrorism Act, the 2001 Anti-Terrorism, Crime and Security Act, the 2001 Criminal Justice and Police Act, the 2003 Anti-Social Behaviour Act and the 2004 Civil Contingencies Act, and then the succession of anti-terror acts. Each time they erode more and more of our rights.

In the face of this and the real attacks being made on many of our communities we need a greater unity between trade unionists and civil liberties campaigners , in both our interested. Non-trade unionists need to understand the importance in democratic struggle of defending trade union tights. Trade unions similarly must be aware of the importance of supporting basic civil liberties, to engage the arguments about crime and violence.

We know from history, be it in Nazi Germany, Pinochet’s Chile or today’s Colombia that those who want to attack democracy understand they must shackle trade unions. We also know that attacks on civil rights are soon used against us in industrial struggles.

We must unite to fight these attacks  on any part of our community, whatever ethnic or other background. We hope this meeting will bring these issues into focus and allow us to start to build the unity to fight back effectively.
