Factsheet: The Role of Unions
Some argue that the imbalance between the bargaining power of employees and employers is one of the fundamental reasons for the emergence of the crisis, which is something that needs to change in the future (Blackwell, 2009). Hence, unions should have had a bigger role to play in the past, and it is imperative that they be key actors in the future. 

In countries where unions have been involved in the preparation of the response to the financial crisis, a social dimension has been included in the policy and politics of the crisis (Watt, 2009). It is clear that unions must play an active role if the responses to the crisis are to go beyond monetary policy and also comprise agendas for a socially inclusive and sustainable economy, balancing short and long-term interests. In this context, unions will need to protect and enhance the right to education. As representatives of workers, unions can play this role effectively by tapping into their members’ problems, views and energy.

Who Makes the Decisions in Solving the Financial Crisis?

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted a tripartite Jobs Pact (ILO, 2009) at its Global Jobs Summit in June 2009, which Pact contains an agenda for global recovery, with the support of governments, unions and employers. It provides a clear message that the focus on decent work for a more healthy economy can only be sustained through social dialogue, which requires tripartite bargaining (ibid). Indeed, in many countries, unions, governments and employers form social and economic policy together, sometimes within formal cooperative structures. At the international level, quick action by global union federations has placed jobs and social issues on the agenda (CGU, 2009). 

Nonetheless, at both national and international levels, concerns do exist about the continued involvement of unions and civil society. Indeed, the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) calls for the better inclusion of unions in a recent statement to the UN June 2009 Conference on the financial and economic crisis (ITUC, 2009). In order to increase momentum for effective action, unions need be strategic and target the right actors with the right information. There are multiple semi- or non-governmental entities involved, who can be mobilised or influenced with an effective strategy. These include social-economic planning agencies, ministries of finance, academia and engaged citizens’ and their organisations.

What are Unions’ Strengths?

Unions have extensive knowledge on the social effects of economic policy. Indeed, the daily work of any teacher and education union is to assess the impact of government and school policy on their members. Based on these assessments, unions suggest policies and make counter-proposals in order improve working and social conditions of teachers and education staff. Unions are therefore better-placed than anyone else to gauge the potential impact of crisis-related policy. Governments, in turn, need such input to make their strategies more effective.

In order to present properly-documented analyses, unions can easily tap into their pool of members who work at the front line of education. When policy proposals are presented by governments, unions can consult their members or survey large samples of workers. As this information is collected in an atmosphere of trust, it is likely to be more reliable than other forms of consultation. 

Language that is used in discussions on the financial crisis is often technical and hard to comprehend for anyone without an economic background. While unions in many countries now engage qualified economists, union leaders must make an effort to express and discuss these issues in everyday language as they engage their members in debates about possible solutions. As leaders, they can appeal to common-sense reasoning about complex problems. Such an approach can improve policies, as well as gain more support for good strategies for economic recovery.

In addition, if policies turn out to be negative for large groups of people, the membership of unions can quickly be mobilised for action. Such enthusiasm is important in society, as it gives people a platform not only to express their worries and frustrations, but also to act, leading to new hope and new solutions arising out of crisis situations. Actions such as demonstrations and other forms of mobilisation  can be undertaken to prevent the worst types of policies from passing through political decision-making structures such as national parliaments. After all, we must not forget that most social policy has been created because unions and wider civil society have campaigned for it.

Who can be Partners for Unions?

The financial crisis affects a wider group of people than the direct membership of teacher and education unions. It is therefore advisable to develop alliances in order to have a stronger voice at the political level. Such alliances can be useful for future work as well, as the best cooperation develops in an atmosphere of trust, addressing common problems. The following organisations could be interesting partners for teacher and education unions to work with.

· Student (and Pupils’) Unions 

These have a similar history and a similar role to play as education unions. Composed of highly active, critical young people, they often analyse the potential impact of crises on their membership at an early stage, preparing themselves for calls to action. Such a role makes them a natural partner to work with in order to address the financial crisis head-on.

· Parents’ Associations 

These are equally concerned about the quality and inclusiveness of education. In countries where parents are well-organised, they are often a strong voice to political groups. Moreover, these associations can appeal to a broad audience, as there are large groups of parents whose children are going through education.

· General Labour Unions 

These are generally well-informed and involved in bargaining or negotiations on the response to the crisis. They have expertise on economic issues, which can be used if there is a lack of competence to speak about these topics within the education unions. They can also provide political advice, as they often closely follow discussions within government on a wider scale than the education sector. Therefore, general labour unions are a natural partner to work with in order to generate a response. 

· School Administration and Higher Education Institutions 

These have an interest to maintain their activities, and thus in keeping their staff and students. In a time when budgets are suffering from cuts, they can be instrumental in campaigning against decreases in public investment in education. Higher education institutions can also contribute to carrying out research about the possible negative impacts of policies, also making them a useful source of information. 

· The Global Campaign for Education (GCE)
This is a coalition of organisations which aims to mitigate the effects of the global crisis in education while supporting the goals of Education For All (EFA). These work together to organise a number of actions, such as the Global Action Week on education. Within the GCE, many different organisations work together to achieve these joint goals, showing that partnership can work. The 2010 Global Action Week will address the effects of the financial crisis. For more information, go to www.campaignforeducation.org. 

· World Teachers Day 

This is the yearly activity organised by teachers’ unions and partners, which celebrates the signing of the 1966 ILO/UNESCO ‘Recommendation on the Status of Teachers’ (ILO/UNESCO, 1966) on 5 October every year. This years’ activity will focus specifically on the need to invest in teachers as a response to the financial crisis. For more information on World Teachers Day 2009, go to http://www.ei-ie.org/worldteachersday2009/ 
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