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Uniting Unions
Strengthening ties between public sector unions in Wales and Nicaragua is on the cards 
this year. The Campaign has made a request to Unison Cymru to twin with its Nicaraguan 
counterpart, UNE. An official request for twinning from UNE was passed on by the 
Campaign, after a meeting with Nicaraguan trade unionists in Managua last February. The 
Unison Cymru International Forum discussed the matter in December, and are now 
exploring how links can be made.

Wales NSC has had a longstanding relationship with UNE. The Campaign first met with 
the union in 1994. Each time a delegation visits Nicaragua, a meeting with UNE is on the 
agenda. Last February the latest delegation met with Domingo Perez, General Secretary of 
Nicaaragua's Public Sector union.

Domingo outlined the current situation facing UNE members in Nicaragua. UNE is a 
member of the FNT, the Nicaraguan TUC. The FNT, as part of the FSLN (the Sandinistas) 
has several Members in the National Assembly. The UNE is, unsurprisingly, supportive of 
the current Sandinista Government.

There is no doubt that the union's ability to organise has been greatly helped by the 
attitude of the new government. Domingo painted a stark picture of Nicaragua during 16 
years of neo-liberal governments (from 1990 to 2006). At the end of the period the 
numbers living in poverty had risen to 80 per cent of the population. The effect on union 
members is told by the numbers. Before the 1979 revolution, UNE had 200 branches. 
Within a year of the revolution this number had grown to 2,000. By the end of the 
revolutionary Eighties UNE had a membership of 76,000. With the onset of neo-liberalism 
came an attack on trade unionism. "One of their aims was the dismantling of the trade 
union movement," said Domingo. "They didn't succeed, but they made huge efforts."



The scale of these efforts can again be seen in the figures. From 1990 to 1996 UNE's 
membership dived from 76,000 to 5,000. It is no exaggeration to say that UNE has only 
been able to operate as a national union from the mid Nineties onwards because of 
international solidarity, including from UNISON.  

In November 2006  Daniel Ortega's minority Sandinista government was elected. 
Domingo is in no doubt that this has changed the union's ability to organise. One of the 
main areas in which the union has been fighting is securing the employment of members 
when local government changes hands. There is a tradition in Nicaragua that when a new 
party takes over a council, workers appointed by the former administration are sacked. 
UNE have been lobbying for a number of years on the issue, helping to get a law passed in 
2004 protecting employment rights. The law, however, was never put into effect, because 
the government did not appoint the ombudsman needed to oversee it. However, the new 
government appointed the ombudsman in March 2007.

"It's only now (after the Municipal Elections in November 2007)  that the law is being put 
to the test," said Domingo. "The problems cover all the parties. In one municipality, where 
the PLC won, the mayor dismissed 25 workers. In another, where the ALN won, 40 
workers were sacked. In another, which reverted back to the PLC, 12 workers were sacked. 
In another, where the FSLN took over from the PLC, 23 workers were sacked. In Leon the 
new Sandinista mayor is ignoring the agreement. 

In another FSLN council the mayor sacked the branch leader. In San Boaco the corrupt 
FSLN mayor created a lot of phantom workers. We met with the head of the branch, and 
agreed all phantom workers should be fired. The mayor sacked 15 others, but with the 
agreement with the government we got them reinstated. Over the past two years we have 
gone from 40 branches in municipal government before the Frente took power to 90 
branches (out of a possible 153). It makes incoming mayors think twice."

Young trade unionist visits Wales
One of Nicaragua's youngest trade unionists visited Wales this summer. Karina Massiel 
Gómez Jarquin visited Cardiff as part of a tour organised by the Nicaragua Solidarity 
Campaign. Karina was in the UK as part of NSC's Linking Young Trade Unionists Project. 
The visit to UNISON in Cardiff was organised by Wales NSC. A member of the Campaign 
accompanied Karina when she spoke with UNISON officials.

Karina is 18, and on the youth committee of the Federation of Self Employed Workers. The 
union organises in Nicaragua's 'informal sector', where 70% of the population is employed. 
In the past these workers have been the most exploited in Nicaragua. They are the most 
visible of Nicaragua's workers - the vendors at traffic lights; lottery sellers, shoe shiners, 
street sellers and tricycle taxi workers. 

The CTCP is one of the seven trade unions which make up the Nicaraguan TUC, the 
National Workers Front (FNT). Nearly a decade ago the FNT took the decision to try to 
organise amongst the street sellers, a notoriously hard group to reach. The innovative ways 
they have organised amongst this workforce, where labour relations are 'invisible', has 
lessons for Welsh trade unionists trying to recruit new members in many sectors.



Karina explained some of the conditions the workers face. "They work in very difficult 
conditions," she said. "They have a twelve hour day, no protection, no social security, and a 
low salary. Under successive neo-liberal governments people in the informal sector have 
been badly treated. Our vision is to be recognised, and serve the needs of our workers.

"When we set up a new union (the equivalent of a branch in Wales), we go through three 
steps - mobilisation; legalisation; and training," said Karina. "We carry out this work with 
the support of national and international solidarity."

The main aim of the CTCP is to attack the reasons for the existence of the informal sector. 
They then try to work with union members to overcome these problems. "We raise 
awareness amongst our membersship, asking them to think what is different about their 
work," she said. "Then we try to get them to join together, as businesses, as networks, as 
co-operatives, creating mutual solidarity. Finally, we campaign for socially responsible 
business, and for a fair global trading system."

The CTCP, along with the FNT, is working on a regional level. It is responsible for the co-
ordination of informal sector workers across Central America. They are also a part of the 
global StreetNet International alliance.

Membership
You can continue your support for the Campaign by becoming a member, or getting an 
organisation to affiliate: Groups £30_____ Waged £15_____ Unwaged £5_____ 
(Cheques to "Wales Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign"). Return to the address below
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