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Introduction
1. Congress represents the interests of 734,842 working people across the island
 and speaks for the interests of thousands of workers who are denied trade union rights. The Northern Ireland Committee (NIC) of the ICTU is the representative body and political voice for 36 trade unions with 250,948 members across Northern Ireland.  In membership terms, it is the largest civil society organisation in Northern Ireland. Congress continues to fulfill its role in ensuring that a fair and inclusive society is available to all our citizens, where we can all share the benefits of prosperity and peace. In Europe and across the globe trade union rights are central  to functioning democracies; societies which seek a healthy and well educated population, that seek to deliver high quality public services, that provide  more and better jobs  and who share a commitment to use sustainable development to tackle disadvantage, all have strong and modernizing trade unions at their  core. Strong trade unions stabilize democracies and create societies in which a commitment to fairness and inclusion is evidenced in practice. 

2. Congress affirms its commitment to tackling sectarianism, racism and all forms of discrimination and prejudice. The labour movement has held a strongly anti-sectarian stance throughout the conflict, alongside a robust and eventually successful campaigning position on discrimination in the workplace. One of the key manifestations of sectarian politics was the proliferation of ethno-nationalist symbolism in the workplace; the trade union movement  took significant political risks, and shop stewards took genuine individual risks, in campaigning for and insisting on, the removal of sectarian ‘flags and emblems’ from the workplace using fair employment legislation as the vehicle. 

3. Through both Counteract and latterly Trademark the unions have continued to challenge sectarianism in the workplace and the community whilst other branches of the movement were involved in the ongoing fledgling peace process  with trade unionists involved in significant, if low key, facilitative and mediative processes, particularly in assisting paramilitary organisations make tentative moves towards ceasefires and a broader transition to non-violence.  
General Comments  

4. The cuts will impact everywhere, nowhere more so than here, threats to jobs and services threaten to eat into the quality of life of all communities. Whilst Northern Ireland is accused of ‘special pleading’ when poverty and joblessness threaten many regions, there is a special case to be made if we recognise that to keep the peace process intact we need to build a secure and sustainable economy.  We need investment to secure the peace, to reduce the duplication of services, and create shared space and attract businesses and skilled workers to areas they have never been before. Through investment in innovation, co-operation and social entrepreneurial endeavour to create long term sustainable jobs and growth. The promised peace dividend was fundamental to the peace process, destroying public services and putting thousands on the dole when there are no jobs for them to go to in the private sector undermines the peace. Alongside the damage to communities, property, business, tourism and investment, sectarianism and community segregation has huge costs in terms of waste and inefficiency in separate community provision in education, housing and other public services in order to maintain segregation. 
5. In 1999, the Employment Relations Act 1999 introduced a lengthy procedure under which reluctant employers can be compelled to recognise trade unions for the purpose of collective bargaining on pay, hours and holidays. The statutory procedure only applies to firms employing more than 20 workers. The exclusion of companies employing less than 21 workers to statutory collective bargaining rights denies the fundamental human right to protection through union membership to thousands of citizens; further, those employed in SME’s with less than 11 employees face a double whammy by falling outside of the monitoring requirements of the Equality Commission. In these circumstances already vulnerable and often low paid workers face increased vulnerability to sectarian and racist discrimination and harassment. Automatic union recognition and the extension of the powers and scope of the Equality Commission would ensure that no worker in Northern Ireland is left unprotected. 
6. We note with concern the general tone throughout the document which focuses narrowly on individual hate crime, interface violence, youth and indefinite references to shared spaces. Sectarianism and racism are not the sole preserve of the young or indeed of interface communities but is rather a characteristic of this society at all levels and in all institutions. This concentration on individual behaviour or working class communities removes the focus from structural and institutional discrimination and the need to ensure that all organisations and institutions are held to the highest standards of anti-discriminatory practice.   
7. Sectarianism is a dominant (some would say defining) political feature in Northern Ireland. A meaningful strategy challenging the hold of sectarianism therefore requires political leadership, and the adequate prioritisation of legal protections and the deployment of the resources necessary to enforce the law. We note with particular concern the entire absence of any specific and achievable targets, timescales and practical actions for the implementation of CSI without which the document remains vague and ineffectual.  
Specific Comments
8. Para 1.4 states that ”good relations cannot be built on inequality. It is recognised that the promotion of equality of opportunity is an essential element in the building of good relations”. The labour movement recognises that tackling discrimination is central to a fair and socially just society. However it also recognises that good relations cannot be left as the poor cousin. Whilst equality measures in terms of numbers in the workplace might indicate changes to levels of inequality in employment, the labour movement also recognises that if organizations remain partisan to majority cultures then workplaces will remain closed, exclusive and discriminatory in ways that don’t always show up in statistics.  If public institutions are to be free of discriminatory practice and to offer a genuine equality of opportunity then those institutions must address the informal and hidden cultures which cannot be addressed by monitoring and policy reviews alone. Genuine and challenging good relations interventions therefore offer an opportunity to transform discriminatory attitudes and behaviours which prevent the emergence of workplaces in which equality and dignity are accepted as core organisational values and practices, which alongside strong equality measures can lead to genuinely inclusive workplaces.

9. Para 1.9 states “we agree to publish a sexual orientation strategy”.  Whilst the mention of a strategy is welcome the absence of any timelines suggests that Executive does not take seriously the tackling of homophobia in society. Similarly the vague reference in Para 1,.8 to bringing about “complementary policies to promote equality, fairness, rights, respect and responsibility for all of the Section 75(1) groups”  does not commit the Executive to any time bound actions  and significantly ignores gender as a core aspect of developing a shared and cohesive society. 
10. Para 3.9 states “we already have in place robust anti-discrimination and equality legislation”, but gives no mention of the long awaited Single Equality Bill which has been brought into law in GB in 2010. In it, nine major pieces of legislation and around 100 other measures have been replaced by a single act designed to make it easier for individuals and employers to understand their legal rights and obligations. A Single Equality Bill for Northern Ireland would provide a new comprehensive legislative framework of discrimination law to protect individuals from unfair treatment and promote a fair and more equal society. 
11. Para 3.12 states “Private sector employers also have a key role to play in promoting their workplaces as diverse, welcoming and shared environments”. Whilst the range of extant equality legislation does place significant duties on employers to ensure non-discrimination, supported by a body of case law which suggests others ways to challenge sectarian and racist workplace cultures, a large section of the working population is outside the oversight of the equality commission:
Monitoring covers around 72% of employee jobs in Northern Ireland, and does not include those private sector concerns with less than 11 employees, school teachers, the self-employed, the unemployed, nor those on government training schemes.
 

12. Considering that the majority of private sector employees’ work in SME’s this leaves a significant number of people outside of institutional protection. This situation is further compounded by the fact that trade unions continue to have no legal right to recognition in small companies
 and it is often these workers who are in need of the most protection. Smaller businesses often have lower rates of pay, poorer health and safety records, bigger gender pay gaps than larger unionised companies
. Current research also suggests that minorities working in smaller businesses compared to larger companies continue to be denied adequate protection in the workplace and face ongoing sectarian and racist harassment
.   Recent research by the TUC in GB
 has shown however that many small to medium businesses are in fact signing voluntary agreements which provides strong evidence both of the benefits of union recognition to business and the need to end the exclusion of employees of firms employing fewer than 20 people which disproportionately employ women and people from  ethnic minorities.
  Recent research has also suggested that union recognition can improve relationships in the workplace, improve personnel procedures, ensure a better trained workforce, and safer and more inclusive work environments
.  As a result non-partisan workplaces are likely to emerge with the added benefit of employees and employers more likely to resolve potential cases of harassment in the workplace.

13. Para 3.17 states that “the legacy of our troubled past...can still deter foreign investment” but offers absolutely no concrete actions or ideas to ensure  that sectarianism, against which we in the trade union movement have taken a strong stand, does not cost more lives, scare off customers and deter investors.   If we are to grow the private sector then we must recognize that a sectarianised Northern Ireland remains an unappealing prospect for growth and investment and that negative international opinion has the potential for disastrous impact on tourism and investment. We need to be an open economy, where people can locate without concern and where people can work and live without concern. Social and economic development can only succeed with a strong programme to tackle sectarianism and racism.  This document does not provide that programme.
14. Para 7.13 Migrant workers play more than an “essential role in our economy” and this should be recognised. Whilst migrant workers are primarily here because of the labour power they bring, they are also people. As people they have a range of rights and expectations well beyond the recognition of their contribution to the economy of Northern Ireland. CSI must explicitly recognise and make provision for this new population which has specific rights and needs that are not currently being addressed. There is also significant evidence of unlawful discriminatory practice by some employers and by companies in the recruitment agency sector and it is imperative that these be explicitly addressed. Research confirms that migrant workers face a series of challenges in Northern Ireland. It confirms the routine nature of inequality and exploitation experienced by many migrant workers in Northern Ireland. The trade union movement has a key role to play in supporting and organising and assisting their integration, a process made that much more effective by the introduction of automatic trade union recognition. 
15. Para 10.1 onwards; ICTU notes with alarm the suggestion that the shared future priority 3.2.4 for an independent agency to drive the good relations agenda might be replaced by a range of executive appointed panels and groups  with the option for contracting our community relations ‘services’. We believe that in a consociational democracy there is a need for an independent and critical voice which can hold the democratic structures to account and ensure that sectarianism and racism are genuinely challenged. Advisory panels and government appointed civil servants will not adopt the kinds of innovative and challenging approaches that community relations demands, this work can only be carried out by a strong independent body. 

16. It is crucial that independent voices are protected and allowed to hold the government to account. The trade union movement argues strongly for the maintenance of that independent voice, in whatever guise, and to make sure that there is an acceptance within government that only in tackling sectarianism at  individual, community and institutional levels can we develop a viable, sustainable and just society. 
[image: image1.jpg]STRONGERTOGETHER %

CONGRESS

Irsh Congress of Trade Unions
et er-de i g




Prepared by: 
Irish Congress of Trade Unions

Northern Ireland Committee

Carlin House

4-6 Donegall Street Place

Belfast BT1 2FN

www.ictuni.org
In collaboration with

Trademark

Twin Spires Centre

155 Northumberland Street

BT30 9TR

www.trademarkbelfast.com
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