Martin Cornish in Abu Dis

STANDFIRST: In recent years the Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association has organised trade union delegations to Abu Dis, a suburb of Jerusalem.   Martin Cornish, senior steward in Hostels, flew to Tel Aviv on 27 April and spoke at a May Day rally in Ramallah.  He talked to Pete Ainsley about his experiences after touching down
‘This is the first year that there has been a Camden UNISON delegate.  I had a difficult time getting through Israeli immigration controls.  It was twenty minutes of intensive interrogation.  Why are you here?  Who are you seeing and so on.
I then took a minibus, a sharoot, to one secret destination and from there, thriller style, taken by a Palestinian driver to the flat CADFA had arranged for the delegation.  We had a briefing from the Palestinian General Federation of Trades Unions (PGFTU) on the general situation in occupied Palestine, and the PGFTU expressed great thanks that finally our unions could meet to exchange ideas. The TUC recognises PGFTU as the principal Palestinian union body.
I attended 35 meetings in the seven days I was there. Often these were with senior trades unionists and sometimes Palestinian Authority ministers. The delegates  were from unions covering hotels, tourism, glass making, pottery, shoe making, cigarettes, agriculture and local government. Many of these trade unionists had been in gaol, sometimes for ten to twenty years.  They were seen as subversive.  I was invited to three conferences, and attended several presentations, as well as evening debriefings

I also visited human rights organisations. At the Mandela Institute a female ex-prisoner told her story of captivity in detail. We had a tour of East Jerusalem.  I saw the Separation wall, the land seizures, the refugee camps and ran the gauntlet of the check points. There was a myriad of settlements.
On May Day we went to a rally in West Jerusalem. After half an hour we left to go to another rally.  Another group went to Bethlehem. Israeli soldiers blocked off this peaceful rally, lay down razor wire and set off tear gas and sound grenades which create a very loud noise. A number of high ranking members of the PGFTU were hemmed in but managed to escape down a side street.

The next day I addressed, through an interpreter, a 2,500 trade unionists’ rally in Ramallah celebrating International Workers Day. I spent a lit of time with, and built great links with, the Jerusalem General Secretary of the PGFTU.
In general, the situation was far worse than I anticipated.  Soldiers were everywhere, constantly encroaching into daily life by searching vehicles, carrying out humiliating strip searches, turning  back from check points people who were trying to visit children or parents, or attend to their crops in the next field.  With the Wall and the checkpoints it felt like being in a prison.

I was impressed throughout by the Palestinian workers’ dignity and stoicism and refusal to be cowed.  Unemployment is very high, reaching 70%.  How unions can function as effectively as they do is beyond me. 

After this experience I will be working hard to build and strengthen links and publicising the plight of the Palestinians. The Camden UNISON branch has been very supportive of this visit and National/International UNISON will be contributing substantially to the cost of the trip. I would like to thank them for their support. Hopefully this will pave the way for other Camden UNISON delegations to be able to visit in the future to strengthen our links with Palestinian trades’ unions and the PGFTU, and to cement our twinning links and build on the foundation established during the week I spent with some remarkable people.
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