
l We used the street protests to link members across jobs, so people met 
others who lived locally doing different jobs. It helped us to build unity. — 
Birmingham’s Single Status fight: Page 2

Camden’s 2 day strike – centre pages
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n
We have had 20,000 
members out on strike 

each time with street pro-
tests along each main ar-
terial route into the city 
followed by electric strike 
rallies.

In 1997 UNISON agreed 
a ‘single status’ agreement 
designed to achieve equal 
pay for women workers. 
From then to 2004 pres-
sure built up in the branch 
to take the issue very seri-
ously. In 2004 we agreed 
three key principles: six 
years back pay, no losers 
and fair pay for the future by 
levelling up.

Birmingham has 50,000 
workers. We had workplace 
meetings, both during the 
day and at night. The coun-
cil wanted to use job evalu-
ation. We had to use flip 
charts to get our points 
over. Our members didn’t 
realise the extent of the ine-
quality.  The council blamed 
greedy male workers for it 
not being able to pay wom-
en what we were asking for. 
We blamed the council and 
said it was a divide and rule 
tactic.   3,000 members at-
tended a mass rally.

Eventually the council was 

forced to make offers to 
the women. These ranged 
from £33, 500, £42,000 
and £45,000 for cooks. 
This meant that women 
did not have to do two 
jobs and work 80 hours a 
week to make ends meet. 
It changed personal rela-
tionships. One woman told 
me she could now afford to 
leave her husband!

We knew we had to fight 
for fair pay in the future. We 
now have regular meetings 
everywhere.

The council’s job evalu-
ation scheme produced 
scores which said that 
5000 staff would lose from 
£500 – £19, 000 a year 
each.  The council blamed 
the greedy women workers!  

I went to meetings in the 
depots where I would be 
the only woman amongst 
150 angry bin men. It was 
tough. We argued that the 
council had 700 consult-
ants on £1,000 a day. It 
was giving Axon Global an 
outsourcing contract worth 
£140 million. Half of City 
Council staff earn less 
than £17,500 a year and 
three quarters less than 
£22,000, nobody is over-

paid. It’s been clear that if 
we all stood together we 
were much more likely to 
stop the pay cuts and get 
a better rate of pay for the 
future.

We held lobbies where the 
carers talked to bin men. 
The council tried to impose 
the new contract. The coun-
cil tried doing side deals 
with the bin men. However, 
we won the argument and 
the slogan was: ‘Equal pay 
for women. No pay cuts.’ 

We used the street pro-
tests to link members 
across jobs, so people met 
others who lived locally do-
ing different jobs. It helped 
us to build unity.

We’ve made sure mem-
bers meet up and are ac-
tive. We’ve recruited 2,000 
new members and we have 
new stewards and activists. 

The council is now in a 
strategic partnership with 
Capita and want to privatise 
most services. 

The strikes have enabled 
us to walk taller, to see 
what power we have and 
the importance at every 
stage of discussing the way 
forward and developing a 
strategy to win.

Birmingham’s  
Single Status fight

n
The demonstration 
against the third run-

way at Heathrow on 31 
May was a great success 
with 3,000 on the march. 
The London International 
Climate Forum took place at 
South Camden Community 
School in June. The interna-
tional forum with speakers 
from Bangladesh, Nigeria, 
Belgium, Taiwan, Spain, 
Senegal and the Phillipines 
was especially impressive. 
The campaign against the 
proposed new coal-fired 
power station at Kingsnorth 
hots up in August with a cli-
mate camp and a march. 

More on all this and more 
at: www.campaigncc.org

Pete Ainsley

Campaign 
against 
climate change

There has been a battle royal in Birmingham over single status. 
Caroline Johnson, Assistant Branch Secretary Birmingham UNISON, 
tells the tale

n
We are very happy 
to welcome Gwen 

Jones as the new Camden 
UNISON Office Manager.

Many of you will know 
Gwen who has been in the 
post of administrator for a 
while.  Gwen has worked in 
academic life as a teach-
er and researcher in East 
European studies and is flu-
ent in Hungarian.

You can contact Gwen if 
you wish to update your ad-
dress and contact details, 
or have a membership que-
ry. She can also put you in 
touch with a steward or con-
venor, provide information 
on campaigns and courses, 
and provide you with all the 
necessary information to 
become a steward!

Liz Leicester.
Branch Chair

Welcome Gwen
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Eye View  

Pay justice

The pay campaign has brought 
home the very low pay many 
UNISON members are on. Poor 
pay is a fact of life in much 
of the private sector too. Pay 
levels for outsourced cleaners 
doing work for local councils or 
the London Underground are a 
disgrace. 
The NUT, UNISON, UNITE, PCS 
and RMT unions are all running 
pay campaigns and have 
balloted or will be balloting for 
industrial action. Bus workers 
in London have voted massively 
against the bus companies’ 
latest pay offers.  
It makes sense to try and take 
action at the same time as this 
increases the political pressure 
on the government, which looks 
increasingly weak. 

A just transition needed

In June the TUC held a highly 
successful conference on 
climate change.  Called ‘A Just 
Transition’ it explored how 
unions should argue for major 
governmental intervention to 
enable a planned change to 
a low carbon economy in a 
socially just way.
By contrast the government 
remains wedded to supposed 
market solutions to climate 
change. The unions have to 
step up the campaign and 
explain why market - based 
solutions will not work and why 
massive governmental action is 
essential. 

Over 400 
children, 
parents, 
friends and 
neighbours 

of Edith Neville School 
(ENS), marched in June 
and again on the last 
day of term in July, this 
time with a dragon, to 
support the school in its 
stand against Camden 
Council. 

Without proper consul-
tation the Council has 
taken a decision to force 
the relocation of Frank 
Barnes School onto 
Edith Neville’s site. On 
both days a lively march 
from the school to the 
Town Hall presented 
deputations to the full 
Council and the Council 
Executive. The galleries 
were crammed with sup-
porters while more wait-
ed outside.

On 16 June local resi-
dent Esther Caplin, a vol-
unteer and governor at 
Edith Neville School for 
eight years, addressed 
the Council and made 
the case for withdrawing 
the decision and having 
on open and proper con-
sultation involving all pri-
mary schools in Camden 
who might be interested. 
‘When countless mil-
lions are being invested 
in school rebuilding the 
Council should not make 
the mistakes of the 

past: rushed decisions 
have resulted in Edith 
Neville’s poor state to-
day. This must not be al-
lowed to happen again. 
The right time to assess 
these issues is before 
a proposal is made, not 
afterwards.’ She remind-
ed the Council that Edith 
Neville School supports 
Frank Barnes School, 
which must continue, 
but not at Edith Neville.

The Council’s decision 
was taken, after flawed 
consultation, to ensure 
that the plans for a new 
Academy can go forward 
quickly on the Adelaide 
Road site. This means 
Frank Barnes School has 
to move, and a home 
has to be found for it. 
After a number of op-
tions were put forward, 
but found to be imper-
fect, the Council has 
homed in on 
Edith Neville 
with inde-
cent haste 
to meet their 
political ob-
jectives. As a 
leaked memo 
from Cllr 
John Bryant, 
former Lib 
Dem lead 
on Children, 
made clear, 
they see the 
new Adelaide 
Road 

Academy school as their 
ticket to re-election. But 
it is looking as though 
a public outcry about 
their handling of the re-
location of Frank Barnes 
School will result in the 
opposite effect.

Kevin Courtney, speak-
ing for the NUT/UNISON 
joint delegation urged 
the Council Executive to 
ask itself why, given over 
£200 million to improve 
Camden’s schools, it 
had alienated the entire 
educational establish-
ment in Camden and 
urged it reconsider its 
decisions. However, after 
hearing five deputations 
the council made no 
change to its proposals. 
The Dragon will need to 
roar again!

Ranue Bibi
Children, Schools and 

Families

The influence of private 
multinationals is spread-
ing everywhere in the 
NHS. The Whittington 
Hospital invited Richard 
Smith, a spokesperson 
for United Health, to 
speak at their annual 
dinner on the future of 
the NHS. 

 Whoever invited him 
must have regretted it as 
demonstrators insisted 
on being invited inside 
and won approval from 

most of the audience.
United Health is one 

of the biggest health 
corporations in the US 
who have taken over 3 
GP surgeries in Camden, 
and hope to gain other 
contracts. Westminster 
Primary Care Trust has 
employed them to ad-
vise on developing poly-
clinics. Camden PCT pro-
poses polyclinics at UCH 
and Royal Free hospitals 
threatening the closure 

of local surgeries. It is 
reported that the PCT 
met Virgin representa-
tives with a view to run-
ning these clinics. 

Camden Keep Our 
NHS Public (CKONP) 
campaign plans meet-
ings in Bloomsbury and 
Hampstead with fur-
ther protests against 
these proposals in the 
autumn. 

Candy Udwin
Chair CKONP

Dragon march!

Protest at the Whittington
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l ‘Our members are fed up 
with being privatised, out-
sourced, marketised and 
being taken for granted. 

They are bloody angry that 
a Labour government is ex-
pecting them to take a pay 
cut to reduce inflation and 
does nothing against City 

bosses.’
Keith Sonnett, UNISON 

Deputy General secretary

l ‘Two hedge fund man-
agers in the City received 
£200 - £250 million in bo-

nuses. What kind of so-
ciety is it when one indi-

vidual can earn more than 
20,000 local government 

workers?’
Jack Dromey, Unite General 

Secretary

l ‘In the private sec-
tor, Philip Green Chief 

Executive Officer of 
Arcadia received a bonus 

of £1.3 billion. It was given 
to his wife who is non-resi-

dent and no tax was paid…  
The NUT will be balloting 

for discontinuous strike ac-
tion in the autumn term. 
We need a fair pay rise. 

This is the fourth richest 
economy in the world.’

Alex Kenny, National Union 
of Teachers National 

Executive

l ‘In the Department of 
Work and Pensions the 

Government has said 40% 
of staff will get a zero per-

cent pay increase in 2008. 
Meanwhile, consultants 

on a quarter of a million a 
year are timing how long 
people take to go to the 
loo or close a case file.

We are stronger if we 
strike together… The PCS 

will be balloting all its 
members in September 

for a period of 12 weeks 
of strike action calculated 

to cause the maximum 
disruption.’

Mark Serwotka, General 
Secretary of the Public 

and Civil Servants Union       
(who received a standing 
ovation after his speech)

A big major-
ity of UNISON 
members 
employed 
by Camden 

Council were on strike on 
16 and 17 July in support 
of our claim for a fair an-
nual pay deal. At picket 
lines across the borough, 
UNISON members demon-
strated their rejection of 
the below inflation pay offer 
from the employers of just 
2.45% – on the day after 
the Retail Price Index rose 
to 4.6%.  

Despite management 
propaganda, before, during 
and after the strike – it’s 
clear that there was good 

support in virtually all of the 
office buildings and across 
the front-line service points. 
As a result, UNISON action 
closed down:
l 16 Primary Schools 
(wholly or partly)
l 2 Secondary Schools
l 3 Special Schools
l 8 out of 12 Libraries
l 16 out of 22 Play 
Centres/After-School Clubs
l 2 Children’s Centres

In addition there were se-
vere restrictions in many of 
the mainly office-based ser-
vices across Camden.

On 16 July, many Camden 
members joined a Regional 
march from Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields to Euston, support-

ed by striking UNISON and 
Unite members from across 
London, and then attended 
a packed rally at Friends 
House on Euston Road.

And the turnout in 
Camden was reflected 
in strike action across 
England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland, with some 
500,000 local government 
workers taking part. 

What happens 
next? 
Nationally, UNISON will now 
review the effectiveness 
of the strike, and the pros-
pects for negotiations with 
the employers. We will also 
particularly be looking at co-

PAY STRIKE HITS HARD IN CAMDEN
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ordinated action with other 
public sector trade unions. 
Within UNISON itself, lo-
cal government members 
in Scotland are balloting on 
strike action over their pay 
dispute, which is negoti-
ated separately from agree-
ments covering the rest of 
the UK. Many members of 
the Civil Service trade un-
ion PCS were also on strike 
over pay during the week of 
our action, and PCS is now 
looking at a programme 
of twelve weeks of inten-
sive action starting in late 
summer. And the biggest 
teachers trade union, the 
National Union of Teachers, 
is planning to ballot on 

strike action over pay early 
in the autumn term.   

At branch level we will 
also be reviewing where the 
strong and weak areas of 
support for the action were. 
If negotiations with the em-
ployers fail, we will be work-
ing to ensure that any fur-
ther action that members 
are called on to take will be 
as effective as possible. 
One clear encouraging out-
come of the campaign has 
been a big boost to UNISON 
recruitment. Over 120 new 
members were recruited be-
tween 1 and 15 July. This is 
over three times the normal 
monthly rate, for just the 
first half of the month.

There’s no doubt that 
UNISON and the other pub-
lic sector trade unions face 
a big battle to turn back the 
Government’s pay policy. 
But the alternative will be 
to submit to real cuts in our 
living standards not just 
this year, but for the next 
three years at least.

We will keep members 
informed of developments 
in the dispute. In the mean-
time congratulations and 
thanks to all Camden mem-
bers who supported the 
strike and, particular thanks 
to those who turned out on 
the picket lines.

David Eggmore
Branch Secretary

PAY STRIKE HITS HARD IN CAMDEN
Following 
the two 
days of 
strike 
action the 
employers 
have 
offered 
further 
talks on 
pay.

A good start: Strikers assemble on the first strike day in 
Lincoln’s Inn Fields alongside UNISON members from other 
London branches and UNITE members for the march (main 
picture) to the rally at Friend’s Meeting House (top); pickets 
outside South Camden Community School, above left, and 
Carlton Primary, above right.
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My first expe-
rience of the 
Conference 
was fantastic. 
I was fortu-

nate to have experienced 
colleagues around me to 
support, guide and explain 
things in layman’s terms un-
til I became familiar with the 
jargon, such as ‘composite 
motion’ or ‘card vote’.
My days started early, not 
stopping until late in the 
evenings. They included 
fringe meetings at lunch-
time, delegation meetings 
immediately after confer-
ence, and in the evenings 
joining the social network.
The dedication, determina-
tion and steadfastness of 
the delegates were demon-
strated through passionate 
speeches from the rostrum. 
If I learnt one thing at con-
ference it was that barri-
ers could be broken down, 
but that it requires a lot of 
effort.
We must learn to challenge 
unfair, unjust, unequal and 
bad practices by employ-
ers, and how to contrib-
ute positively. The General 
Secretary, Dave Prentis, 
told the Conference in 
his speech ‘We need your 
heart, your energy and your 
commitment to achieve our 
vision’.

The most po-
litically charged 
debate at 
Conference, 
held on the 

final afternoon, was on the 
motion “New Labour: what 
do we get for our money?”

The motion was pro-
posed by supporters of the 
Socialist Party, which openly 
campaigns for UNISON to 
disaffiliate from the Labour 
Party and help to set up a 
“New Workers Party”. 

In fact, however, UNISON’s 
rules on how it finances the 
Labour Party – through the 
“Labour Link” also known 
as the Affiliated Political 
Fund – are so obscure and 
complex that it’s virtually 
impossible to get an open 
debate at Conference on 
the rights and wrongs of 
affiliation. As a result, the 
motion simply called for a 
review of the Link, involving 
all parts of the union, with 
a report back to next year’s 
Conference on “whether 
the current fund arrange-
ments meet the wishes 
of the membership”. Even 
this was too extreme for 
UNISON’s leadership, the 
National Executive Council, 
who promoted an amend-
ment which agreed with hav-
ing a review but sought to 
restrict it to looking at how 

the workings of the Link 
could be improved. 

After a lengthy debate, the 
N.E.C.’s position narrowly 
won the day with a 53% to 
47% vote, amid many at-
tempts to smear the sup-
porters of the motion as 
dangerous extremists. But 
in a sense the precise word-
ing of the final decision is 
irrelevant. What was notice-
able, not just on Friday af-
ternoon but throughout the 
week, was the big support 
from delegates for speakers 
who attacked New Labour 
policies, particularly those 
on public sector pay, priva-
tisation of public services 
and the easy tax ride given 
to the rich and big business 
as compared to the rest of 
us. When linked to the large 
sums of our members’ 
money given to the Labour 
Party by UNISON and other 
trade unions, these attacks 
regularly drew big rounds of 
applause. This support cer-
tainly wasn’t restricted to 
activists in left-wing political 
parties.  

Now, attacks on Labour 
Party policies at trade un-
ion conferences are noth-
ing new, particularly when 
Labour is in government. 
But I’ve never experienced 
quite such a pervasive feel-
ing of hostility to Labour as 

that at this year’s 
conference. Even 
those who sup-
port the continu-
ation of the Link 
share the gen-
eral disillusion 
and anger with a 
Government par-
ty which we fund 
but which con-
tinually turns on 
union members.

The reason for 
the increased 
anger is clear 
enough. Since 
coming to power 
last year, Gordon 
Brown has con-

tinued policies for the pub-
lic sector – including those 
outlined above - which, for 
most people, are virtually in-
distinguishable from those 
of the Tories. This is not to 
say that Labour has done 
nothing good while in office. 
But it does leave many peo-
ple who support traditional 
social democratic policies 
(let alone socialists) feeling 
that we don’t really have a 
voice in Parliament at all, 
at least amongst the three 
mainstream parties.

And on top of this, even 
the good things that Labour 
has done now look jeopard-
ised by the pervasive feeling 
that the Prime Minister is a 
loser, and that a Tory govern-
ment after the next General 
Election is a very real pros-
pect. UNISON’s Conference 
came just three weeks’ af-
ter Labour’s disastrous loss 
in the Crewe and Nantwich 
by-election. The outcome 
amongst many UNISON del-
egates was a feeling not just 
of anger but also of some-
thing like despair. UNISON’s 
national leadership doesn’t 
have an answer to this – 
but neither does the call for 
setting up an alternative to 
Labour look viable. The real-
ity is that for over fifty years, 
the vast majority of electoral 
campaigns by parties to the 
left of Labour have gone 
down in defeat in the polls. 
Any successes have been 
short-lived. 

So there’s no easy solu-
tion to the issue of the fu-
ture of the trade unions 
relationship with Labour. 
But there’s no doubt about 
the importance of the ques-
tion. A political system 
which effectively marginalis-
es the concerns of millions 
of working people is, in the 
long run, bad not just for 
the current Parliamentary 
set-up but for democracy 
itself. Any answers?

David Eggmore
Branch SecretaryCamden’s delegates meet to go through the days agenda

UNISON and the Labour 
Party: at the crossroads?

CONFERENCE 2008

What is it like attending 
UNISON conference for the 
first time? Jare Oyewole 
gives his first impression
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These motions 
demonstrated 
the concern of 
members, up 
and down the 

country, about recent ef-
forts by politicians and the 
media to discredit multicul-
turalism, seeking to hold it 
responsible for economic 
and social problems. 

A key plank of this argu-
ment is the view that black 
people separate them-
selves from mainstream 
society and are themselves 
responsible for the depriva-
tion that they experience. 
The result is the notori-
ous Citizenship test, which 
aims to measure the de-
gree to which individuals 
have integrated into soci-
ety before receiving British 
Citizenship.

Delegates spoke out in 
defence of multicultural-
ism. Their view being that 
Britain is a diverse society 
comprised of varying peo-
ples and cultures, all of 

which contributes to the 
rich diversity of modern 
life. Whereas some would 
have us believe that immi-
grants are responsible for 
social ills, the reality that 
members recounted is of 
harmonious communities 
living and working along-
side each other for many 
years. This has brought a 
net gain for Britain both 
economically and culturally.  

Conference condemned 
statements, made by min-
isters and the media, as an 
attempt to create a climate 
of Islamaphobia, demon-
ising religious dress and 
cultural expression. This 
must be recognised for 
what it is, the usual divide 
and rule. It does not seek 
to benefit communities but 
those who gain from scape-
goating black communities.

Already Boris Johnson, 
the newly elected mayor of 
London, has chosen to inter-
fere with the RISE Festival, 
started in the memory of 

Stephen Lawrence to cel-
ebrate our cultural diversity 
and convey a strong anti-rac-
ist message. He has acted 
to remove the anti-racist 
message from the festival 
effectively undermining the 
safety of communities who 
are under attack from the 
BNP and removing a forum 
in which Londoners were 
able to unite in defence of 
the right to live free from 
racist attacks. This is a sad 
omen not least because its 
message to the BNP is that 
they are welcome to ped-
dle their hate and obtain 
respectability.

UNISON and the National 
Assembly Against Racism 
(NAAR) have joined forces in 
the campaign ‘One Society, 
Many Cultures’ to celebrate 
and defend multicultural-
ism. The NEC was asked to 
develop a strategy to take 
this message out to the re-
gions and branches in order 
to actively promote multi-
culturalism.

CONFERENCE 2008

Defending and promoting multiculturalism was one motion discussed and passed at 
conference. Similar motions included challenging the far right, showing racism the 
red card and promoting community cohesion, which highlights the plight of migrant 
workers. Monica Morris-Jarra outlines the arguments

One society, many cultures

Fremantle workers fight on
Camden HASC Co-convenor Phoebe Watkins with Lango Gamanga, Convenor of Fremantle 
workers at UNISON National Conference in June.  Lango had addressed a packed meeting 
about her battle against the cuts in pay, conditions and holidays imposed on residential workers 
employed by the private firm Fremantle for Barnet Council Residential Care Homes.

Earlier this year a mem-
ber of the public in an un-
provoked attack stabbed 
a Swiss Cottage librar-
ian in the back while she 
was shelving books. Sarah 
Friday, Branch Health and 
Safety officer, describes 
what she did in response

Luckily the 
librarian was 
not seriously 
injured (the 
building gets 

cold so she was wearing 
a thick jumper). I met with 
the library manager and 
Camden’s safety advisor 
to see what improvements 
could be made to security. 

The library is an open plan 
building, staff often work 
alone, a long way and out of 
view of each other. Enquiry 
desks are in the middle of 
library floor and there is 
only limited guard cover-
age. It is a fairly new build-
ing and it looks lovely – but 
little thought went into staff 
safety when designing the 
building.

So far we have agreed the 
following improvements: 
l more static panic alarms
l personal panic alarms
l improved CCTV coverage
l violence at work training. 

Metal detectors and addi-
tional security staff are also 
being considered. 

Violence at work is an 
issue for many of our 
members. Recently I held 
a violence at work train-
ing course, and over 20 
UNISON safety representa-
tives turned up to talk 
about the problems in their 
workplace.  At the moment 
our members in social work 
teams and security teams 
at the Crowndale are facing 
the brunt of the problems 
caused by youth crime in-
cluding knife violence.  

UNISON representa-
tives are involved in as-
sessments to see if their 
members’ safety can be 
improved. 

Knife attack 
on library 
staff
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There’s strength in numbers: 

JOIN 
CAMDEN 
UNISON
With over 3,500 members 
Camden UNISON is the largest 
union in the council. If you 
are worried about your job 
in a re-structure, stressed by 
your workload, having trouble 
with your manager, worried 
about outsourcing, have health 
and safety concerns or are 
anxious that there is a decent 
pay settlement this year then 
you are better off in the union 
than without. Fight together 
with others — don’t struggle 
alone.  
Phone the branch office on 
020 7974 1633 or email the 
branch office manager: 
gwen.jones@camden.gov.uk
More information at: 
www.unison.org.uk

Camden 
Eye team
Editor: Pete Ainsley,
Children, Schools & 
Families
Assistant Editor – 
Jonathan Marsh, Culture 
& Environment

Newsletter Team: Pete 
Ainsley, George Binette, 
Phil Lewis, Jonathan 
Marsh

Want to get involved? 
We need writers, 
cartoonists, 
photographers. 

Email: peter.ainsley@
camden.gov.uk

Copy date: September 
issue, 26 August

The views expressed in 
this newsletter are not 
necessarily the views of 
Camden UNISON, but 
the branch will defend 
the right of members to 
express those views.

n
Robert Irminger started 
with the background. 

The ILWU has 65-70,000 
members and 25,000 of 
them are dockers. The un-
ion covers all the ports 
from Seattle to San Diego. 
There is one master con-
tract with the employers 
covering all 29 ports. Half 
the goods imported into 
the US go through the West 
Coast and half of those 
go through Long Beach. 
Other important ports are 
Oakland, Seattle, Portland 
and Tacoma. 

The current six year con-
tract was signed in 2002 af-
ter an eleven day lockout by 
the employers and threats 
that a strike would be seen, 
so soon after 9/11, as a 
threat to national security. 
So the negotiation on the 
new contract this year was 
very important.

Twice a year one hundred 
rank and file delegates 
elected from the 29 ports 
meet for two weeks to dis-
cuss trade union issues. 
This spring there was a 
motion for a 24 hour stop-
page against the war. It was 
moved from San Francisco 
but a series of members 
spoke for it who would not 
be seen as being on the 
left. It was carried by a 
large majority.

The union leadership did 
not want this and told the 
employers that it would be 
for eight hours. The ILWU 
has the right to stop work 
for eight hours for shop 
meetings in the evening, 
but this would be during the 
day. The employers went for 

an injunction with the poten-
tial threat of a fine doubling 
each day. However, just a 
few days before May Day, 
the judge said he did not 
have enough information 
and would make a decision 
on 2 May!

Samantha Lievens de-
scribed how organising com-
mittees had been busy get-
ting letters of support and 
generating press coverage. 
This made it impossible for 
the ILWU to back down, es-
pecially as it was in contract 
negotiations and could not 
be seen to be weak.

At six in the morning on 
May Day they had no idea 

what would happen. Union 
members go to hiring halls 
where employers say what 
jobs are available and 
members choose wheth-
er to accept them or not. 
During the day not one per-
son took one job. Both the 
Northern ports, on the left, 
and the more conservative 
southern ports were out 
together. 

There were anti-war 
demonstrations in San 
Francisco, Seattle and 
Portland. A picket at the 
rail yard in Oakland shut it 
down. Fantastically, the Iraqi 
port workers union staged a 
one hour strike in solidarity.

Work loading and unloading ships stopped for eight hours on May 
Day at the 29 ports on the west coast of the United States in protest 
against the war in Iraq.  Two of those involved, Samantha Lievens 
and Robert Irminger, of the International Longshore and Warehouse 
Union (ILWU) spoke in June at Camden Trades Council. Pete Ainsley 
summarises their fascinating accounts of an historic event.

Shutting down the 
West Coast
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