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Introduction
Trade unions are becoming increasingly engaged in
development education (DE) for their members. There has
been rapid development in activity nationally, regionally and
in some workplaces. This is not altogether the discovery of
altruism but also the redefining of self-interest in a global
economy. In what follows I will set the context for this
outburst of action, explore how DE is delivered, analyse a
selection of materials, their content and pedagogic approach
and illustrate impact through reviewing examples of activity in
the Northern region of England.

The context
There is little doubt that development issues and, therefore,
DE had little impact on mainstream trade unionism as it
developed in the post war British economy. The traditional
alliances with the Labour Party and left wing politics
inevitably led to general support for the independence
struggles of former colonies in the 1960s and campaigns
against apartheid, the excesses of multinational companies or
poverty, for example. These actions were of some significance
for the unions and their political allies but were
overwhelmingly focused on national campaigns and alliances
and were rarely underpinned by educational activities reaching
members. 

Beyond this national campaigning, unions would build
global alliances through the cold-war divided institutions of
international trade unionism. Whilst such alliances are not to
be neglected, they left a legacy of paternalism and structures
that largely focussed activity at the national level. There was
criticism of trade unions in the industrialised economies for
effectively acting as colonialists themselves in supporting the
export of models of western industrial relations systems that
reinforced government foreign policy objectives. In some
cases this led to bitter criticisms and undermined the potential
for building alliances between NGOs and trade unions that
might have been expected to share similar political outlooks.
Trade unionism in the UK was preoccupied with successfully
building workplace organisation until the early 1980s and then
seeking to defend its dismantling for a long period after. What
then precipitates the shift in gear?

It would be unfair (and inaccurate) to label all the DE
activity now taking place as precipitated by self-interest.
Equally, it would be erroneous to judge it as a sudden and
unexplained outburst of altruism. However, the factors
underlying the change are important in explaining the content
of DE materials for trade unionists and the strategies for
engaging a much broader spectrum of trade union activists in
the debate. In effect, development issues shifted from

despairing television viewing to having a direct effect on UK
workers, about which it was necessary and possible to take
action.

The reasons for this begin with the clichés of globalisation
and the rapid transformation of national state policies to
facilitate the emergence of global labour markets. The demand
for jobs, flexibility in employment conditions and wage
competition led to the ‘race to the bottom’ at a time when
British trade unionist had enough local troubles to stop them
noticing that the race had even started. Of equal importance
was the emergence of ‘Europe’ as a political and economic
entity with some force for UK trade unionists. While Europe
does not provide a framework for dealing with development
issues it provided an opportunity for trade unionists to look
beyond their boundaries in terms of building international
links and being able to take actions that had positive
outcomes. This is an important and neglected underpinning in
explaining the growth of interest in DE. Moreover, the impact
of the European Union’s decision-making was not defined by
national action, clearly important as that was, but also
impacted at the workplace. Directives on equal opportunities
and working time were felt by all workers but, of some
significance in this context, the Directive on European Works
Councils enabled UK trade unionists’ access to meetings with
their counterparts across Europe working for the same
multinational companies; the same companies, of course, that
invested well beyond Europe.

From the mid 1970s and gathering pace through the 1980s
there was a growing realisation that the national state did not
provide secure boundaries for jobs and pay; that international
alliances had to be built and, moreover, that other countries’
trade unionists also had ideas about organising that were
working better than the failing strategies in the UK. Parallel to
this was a changing institutional infrastructure that saw the
end of the old cold war divides, the emergence of newly
reformed trade union confederations at the European and
international level, as well as sector based International Trade
Secretariats turning themselves into Global Union Federations.
Even collective bargaining begins to break national boundaries
as unions seek to sign international framework agreements. A
lot to learn for trade unionists and some distance from
campaigning to make poverty history? I would suggest that,
rather, it is precisely these shifts in internationalising trade
union activity that have made DE core to trade union
education programmes. They also provide the specific context
for understanding the particular DE programmes that have
emerged and the tensions that are embedded in them.

Development education and the trade unions

John Stirling describes how the impact of changes in the global economy has led to increasing engagement in
development education among trade union members in the UK, and changing approaches to its delivery.
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The materials: ‘solidarity not charity’?1

It would be impossible to pinpoint the first set of materials
dealing with development issues2 but the Common Cause
training pack and video provides a convenient starting point
here. Produced by the Commonwealth TUC for ‘British Trade
Unionists’ in 1995 its approach contains some of the key
elements found in much of the later material.

Its target audience is clearly trade union activists at the
workplace. Its pedagogy is one of active engagement in the
strong trade union tradition of ‘discovery’ learning, using
direct experience and working to active outcomes through
engagement with materials. The firmly embedded ‘PIP’
(problem, information, plan) approach to learning is reflected
in materials that deal with the problems of the global
economy, world trade, debt and so on, through information
about successful campaigns, the structures of international
unionism and on to planning action through building solidarity
by, for example, ‘twinning’ with another trade union branch.

Individual unions produced other training programmes and
resources that developed the key issues found in Common
Cause. More recently international union organisations have
developed materials for global audiences (though largely in
English) that have applicability to DE in the UK. Getting to
Grips with the Global Food Trade (IUF, 2002) deals with the
same key issues as Common Cause but there is a much
stronger emphasis on the role of multinational companies
(MNCs) and engagement with them, alongside sections on
workers’ rights deriving from International Labour
Organisation (ILO) conventions in areas such as the right of
association and child labour.

Perhaps more interesting is the attempt by the garment
workers’ global federation (ITGLWF, 2006) to produce
training material that can be used globally and still be
accessed by UK trade unionists. The handbook assumes that
trade unionists might also be addressing non-unionists and
that organising workers is the most important strategy. While
this may appear to take us away from some of the central
issues of development it engages with them in very practical
ways. For example, organising workers in the clothing sector
requires an analysis of supply chains that is key to simply
identifying where workers work. Such an approach to DE
takes trade unionists directly into related questions such as
how can we pressure a multinational company to protect trade
union rights when we don’t even know who supplies that
company? A declaration of opposition to child labour
becomes meaningless unless it can be implemented along the
supply chain. That raises further questions for trade unionists
trying to build effective action from education programmes:
who do you work with to implement policies and how do you
do it? The ITG handbook uses activities to ‘map’ workforces,
build organising committees and use collective (framework)
agreements with MNCs that incorporate ILO conventions.

Thus far, we find DE materials that build knowledge of key
issues within traditional trade union frameworks of organising
– now taken across international boundaries – and bargaining
in the context of using these strategies to influence employers

and reduce levels of exploitation. However, there is a further
development that challenges the content and delivery of trade
union DE programmes and that is how the unions relate to
NGOs where the past has generated as much hostility as co-
operation: where, for example, the anti-nuclear campaigning
of one group might challenge the job prospects of union
members employed in the industry, or where an NGO activist
boycott campaign or other anti MNC activities might disrupt
union attempts to gain recognition and negotiating rights.

The ITG is faced directly with this in a sector where
women’s work predominates, often in small workshops that
are difficult to organise, and where NGOs have both
campaigning and monitoring roles. This is directly confronted
in the material with its guide to multi-stakeholder initiatives,
although there are no activities that focus on the relationship
between unions and NGOs. 

Working with the International Centre for Trade Union
Rights, War on Want has produced Global Workplace training
materials for union activists (2001). There is a distinct
difference in function in this material from that of the ITG and
this is demonstrated in the content. The activities focus on
understanding the key issues of globalisation and their impact,
so there is reference to international and fair trade issues, the
global marketplace and organisations such as the World Trade
Organisation. The War on Want materials raise directly the
political issues surrounding development. This is not to
suggest that these issues are missing from trade union DE
materials (how could they be?) but rather that they are
contextualised within the traditional union boundaries of
organising and bargaining (see Stirling, forthcoming 2007). 

Overcoming the tensions
In effect, DE programmes for UK trade unionists have
confronted a number of tensions. The approach to dealing
with the question of ‘relevance and distance’ has been through
the workplace and its integration into global labour markets.
This is straightforward where workers are employed in
multinational companies, but more difficult in smaller
businesses and the public sector. Workers in the latter are,
however, confronted with common problems of privatisation
and new public management strategies. The next tension in
relation to ‘charity or self-interest’ has a twofold response.
Firstly, what is wrong with supporting workers in trade unions
in other countries through help in providing the resources they
need? Charity loses its potentially patronising connotations
through being transformed into solidarity. Secondly, the best
self-interest is to work with trade unionists elsewhere to tackle
exploitation globally. 

The third potential tension underlying DE materials is the
balance between knowledge and action. Clearly, most
materials try to overcome that by providing both and by using
the knowledge that programme participants already have as a
starting point. However, it raises the more sensitive issue for
trade unions of developing a political interpretation of
globalisation alongside more practical (and in this sense safer)
actions in building practical solidarity. Finally, there is the
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relationship between trade unions and civil society NGOs.
This is rarely confronted directly in materials and where it is,
then it is in relation to working together for common ends.
Such a goal is clearly important and will underpin
relationships. However, issues surrounding the different
organisational forms of unions and NGOs, their different
methods and the different relationships they might have with
employers present a more challenging scenario.

In this section I have deliberately used the word tensions
rather than, perhaps, a harder one such as contradictions.
Trade union DE materials and programmes do have to
confront difficult questions but not necessarily conflicting
aims. The success of much of the material reviewed here has
been in developing strategies that engage. Such engagement is
developed through immediate relevance and furthered through
demonstrating that it is possible to develop effective action. It
is this latter point that I will now discuss but it also adds an
extra dimension to DE by reviewing ideas of engagement in
practice as well as in the classroom.

Building practical solidarity in the North
Direct engagement with workers and citizens of developing
countries adds a crucial dimension to DE programmes. In
addition, an institutional framework that is locally active
provides a forum for engagement and development. The
Northern Region TUC and its affiliated unions have
developed significant engagement with DE in both these
respects. Firstly, it sponsors an International Forum that is
deliberately designed to be open and involving rather than
embedded in a bureaucratic committee structure based on
delegates and conference resolutions. The Forum’s initiatives
are both formal and informal in the sense that it runs
conferences and seminars and invites colleagues from other
countries to the Region, but informal in the sense of
encouraging and supporting individual and group initiatives.
The Forum has invited high profile speakers from the
government, including Clare Short and Hilary Benn, and
combined this with workshop activities run by trade union
tutors, NGO representatives, colleagues from international
union federations or activists themselves. Such an approach
enables broader debates on policy development leading, in one
case, to a regional contribution to a DFID policy statement on
global labour standards. Alongside this has been the
development of work with NGOs such as Banana Link, that
has seen exchanges between delegates from Latin and South
America and young people from the North. 

One of the most distinctive features of the developments in
the Northern Region has been the process that has led to the
‘adoption’ of Sierra Leone as a country with especially close
links to the Region. This began with Commonwealth TUC
sponsored visits to work with the Sierra Leone Labour
Congress in developing its own education and training
materials. The long civil war led to a hiatus but to a much

broader range of activities in the subsequent years involving a
much wider group of trade unionists. At one level, support has
been developed through regular ‘Sierra Leone benefit nights’
generating funding that, on one occasion, was matched by
union contributions and provided enough money to sponsor
the first trade union women’s’ conference in the country. This
was attended by trade unionists from the Region and the
informal contacts brought further visits to the North from
representatives of the teachers’ union in Sierra Leone.
UNISON regionally and nationally then became actively
involved and there were further visits from activists to run
training programmes in Freetown and provincial towns. 

The regional secretary of the Northern TUC was part of a
delegation that went to work with the United Mineworkers’
Union of Sierra Leone in the troublesome area of diamond
mining. One outcome was the identification of the lack of
resources and the appalling state of the roads leading to the
sending of a motorbike from the Region. These are particular
examples from a particular Region which will be replicated
elsewhere. The point is the close engagement of DE with
practical action, particularly where an institutional structure is
developed that is proactive and involving. DE in trade unions,
as elsewhere, thrives where understanding leads to actions and
where those actions lead to discernable results. 

Notes
1 The phrase is from the ICFTU (2001) publication ‘A Trade Union Guide
to Globalisation’. The question mark is mine not theirs.
2 In this respect, this article is particularly neglectful of the influential and
pioneering work of both the Trade Union International Research and
Education Group at Ruskin College, Oxford and the International Workers’
Education Association.
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