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Trade Unions are at the cutting edge of globalisation. Their
members are affected by the daily challenges that their
integration into the global economy presents. War on Want’s
development education project ‘The Global Workplace’ is
therefore extremely timely.

The project is jointly funded by DFID and the EU. Unlike
other DE projects in the trade union world, The Global
Workplace is not specifically integrated with one union and
does not focus on the provision of a specific course. Instead it
encompasses a large range of activities specifically tailored to
reach the grass roots of the trade union movement, the key
activists and the organisers on the ground.

At the heart of the project are materials for a training
course. War on Want is not a training provider, so we have
worked with the International Centre for Trade Union Rights
and a number of independent trainers to produce a handbook
and course materials which can
be used at all levels in any
union. The course can be used
to stimulate discussion at a
branch meeting, integrated into
an existing training course or
built up into a full two-day
training session.

Early on in our work we discovered that all unions
approach training in slightly different ways – some through
their regions, some nationally and some at a very local level.
Different unions also have different attitudes to global issues.
Some have a very high political commitment which comes
from the top down. Others are more focussed on recruitment
and servicing the immediate needs of their members. The
ultimate aim of our materials is to show the relevance of
globalisation to them. With this in mind, the materials can be
used whenever, and wherever appropriate.

Other aspects of the overall programme include:

• Having a presence at most major trade union conferences
– exhibiting Global Workplace materials, organising
fringe meetings and generally trying to promote global
issues on conference agendas.

• Producing a series of reports and materials on issues we
know will be of interest to trade unionists (eg. child
labour) and using them to hook in activists who will
become advocates for the discussion of global issues in
their own unions. Our aim is to build a sustainable
network of 1,000 activists which will continue after the
end of the project.

• Establishing national and regional committees of activists
throughout the UK to bring people in different unions
together regularly to share experiences and offer mutual
support as they work within their own unions.

• Organising Global Workers Forums – taking grassroots
union activists from the UK to the developing world and
introducing them to trade union activists there to facilitate
the building of ongoing solidarity links. This is probably
the most successful aspect of the programme but also the
most expensive.

Most successful of the Global Workers Forums was with a
group of UK garment industry union activists which we took
to Bangladesh (including some who had recently been made
redundant as a result of Marks & Spencers’ decision to source
more garments abroad). There they met garment union

activists from across Asia and
had three useful days of
discussing globalisation,
solidarity and future co-
operation. The delegation
quickly realised that the
Bangladeshi workers were not
stealing their jobs, were just as

vulnerable in the global economy (especially to Chinese
labour), and that the only sensible way forward was through
global co-operation. The UK trade unionists are now
promoting a much wider understanding of global issues by
speaking at their union conferences and meetings and pressing
through policy changes. Other forums have taken place with
agricultural workers in Haiti and with water company workers
in South Africa who are fighting off the threat of privatisation.

The Global Workplace is currently half way through a three
year programme. Development Initiatives are working
alongside us to evaluate our work. The novel approach is
sometimes more closely allied to campaigning. But in terms
of outcomes we feel we are starting to make real progress in
terms of embedding global thinking in the union movement.

Rob Cartridge is the Campaigns Director of War on
Want. 

Materials from The Global Workplace are available on
www.globalworkplace.org 
For further information about The Global Workplace or hard copies of the
materials contact Jackie Simpkins or Rob Cartridge on 020 7620 1111 or
email jsimpkins@waronwant.org

‘The Global Workplace’ 

In Volume 8.1, Ros Tennyson and Julie Smith assessed the potential of trade unions and businesses to raise
awareness of global development. Here, Rob Cartridge describes a project which demonstrates the effectiveness
of working with grass roots activists to embed global thinking in the trade union movement and to encourage global
cooperation.

The delegation quickly realised that the
Bangladeshi workers were just as

vulnerable in the global economy and
that the only sensible way forward was

through global co-operation.
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