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UNI Americas has established 
must-win objectives. 
This can only be achieved 
by fi rmly focusing on 
organizing new members. 
Our human and fi nancial 
resources must be used 
to reach these goals.

Breaking Through for Union 
Growth in UNI Americas

Since April 2011, the Regional Offi ce has undergone 
deep changes that have affected both its geographical 
location (from Panama City to Montevideo) and the 
way we establish priorities and carry out daily tasks 
to ensure that all our work is focused on increasing 
membership, power and infl uence. 

Since then, we have tried to establish clear goals in 
the region in general and in each sector in particular. 
These goals are closely linked to the strategic objec-
tives established by UNI in its historic Congress in 
Nagasaki. 

UNI Americas has established must-win objectives. 
This can only be achieved by fi rmly focusing on or-
ganizing new members. Our human and fi nancial re-
sources must be used to reach these goals.

To this end, we have tried to:

• Align ourselves with UNI’s global work and 
strategic priorities, which are reflected in 
our own strategic priorities and the ways in 
which they are defined in our region.

• Clearly define regional objectives, and stra-
tegically plan how to achieve them and yield 
concrete, measurable results.

• Strengthen relations between UNI Americas 
staff and affiliates in each sector and coun-
try.

• Increase the visibility of the regional office to 
have a strong, clear voice that allows us to 
help unions build strategic power.

• Establish a smooth, permanent communica-
tion system among UNI Americas staff and 
between UNI Americas staff and affiliates 
through the intensive use of new media and 
social networks.
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In line with the strategic 
objectives established by 
UNI, UNI Americas plans 
to develop organizing 
power in global companies 
in our sectors, support 
the negotiation of Global 
Agreements, and negotiate 
regional agreements.

I. Global companies

In line with the strategic objectives established by 
UNI, UNI Americas plans to develop organizing power 
in global companies in our sectors, support the nego-
tiation of Global Agreements, and negotiate regional 
agreements.

UNI Americas has worked closely with all UNI sectors 
and UNI SCORE to ensure the effective application of 
existing agreements in the region, and to strengthen 
campaigns aimed at signing new global and/or re-
gional agreements. Sectoral reports give detailed in-
formation on our work but we would like to highlight 
some important elements:

1. The implementation of the Global Agreement 
with Carrefour in Colombia, which allowed us 
to form a new union with over 4,000 members 
and full collective bargaining rights.

2. The launch of an America Movil Regional Union 
Alliance. The Alliance includes 10 countries in 
the region and has already defi ned a common 
strategy to achieve union growth, and develop 
social dialogue with the company.

3. The signing of a Global Agreement with Banco 
do Brasil. The presence of the network and 
CONTRAF-CUT’s persistence led to the sign-
ing of the agreement in May 2011. It covers 
100,000 workers, and could result in the unioni-
zation of bank workers in the United States. In 
Colombia, the ongoing discussions with Ban-
colombia are also crucial as an agreement with 
the company would allow us to organize the 
sector in Central America.

4. The proven capacity of the UNI Prosegur Un-
ion Alliance to develop joint actions to defend 
workers in Prosegur Paraguay who were dis-

missed en masse a few days after the coup 
d’état in the country. 

5. The successful organizing campaign run by 
BIGWU in Trinidad and Tobago led to the ap-
proval of a recognition request submitted by 
the union in 2011 to represent 2,500 workers at 
the Royal Bank of Canada/RBTT Caribbean.

6. The active involvement of the region in the 
Walmart global campaign through mobilization, 
exchange of experiences, and physical and vir-
tual presence in confl icts. 

II. Organizing and capacity 
development

The objective is to gain union recognition in UNI 
Americas sectors while continuing to support union 
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The objective is to gain union 
recognition in UNI Americas 
sectors while continuing to 
support union development 
and promote support to 
organizing campaigns at the 
regional and national levels.

development and promote support to organizing 
campaigns at the regional and national levels.

As described in the sectoral reports, most sectors 
in the region have worked towards capacity to basi-
cally grow unions and strengthen their leadership at 
all levels. 

Furthermore, UNI Americas has implemented new 
initiatives, e.g. Organizing Forums, to achieve its 
objectives.

1. Organizing Forums
Organizing Forums aim at discussing and developing 
opportunities for growth at the regional or local levels 
or in multinationals targeted by our sectors. 

• The fi rst UNI Americas Organizing Forum took 
place in Colombia in April 2011. The event 
was attended by organizers, who shared ex-
periences and received formal training. This 
regional forum was followed by several local 
forums.

• We held an Organizing Forum with Colombian 
unions in July 2011. It focused on how to or-
ganize workers in diffi cult environments where 
union and labor rights are not respected.

• The fi rst Organizing Forum in Brazil had a 
different approach as we invited unions from 
six sectors, and we offered training on growth 
planning in each sector. We wanted partici-
pants to leave the forum with plans to be imple-
mented by sectors to increase union member-
ship and organizing. We are currently working 
with these sectors to monitor the plans. In May 
2012 we will hold a second three-day event as 
a follow-up to the fi rst one. We will analyse the 
plans and adapt as necessary.

The main challenges faced by UNI in Latin America 
are union fragmentation, and the lack of planning and 
follow-up of plans. The model used in Brazil is the one 
we intend to use in other countries in the region: we 
work with unions in the same sector to join forces and 
create plans aimed at increasing their power in their 
relevant sector. We have changed the strategy we ap-
plied in the fi rst forum. In Colombia we have started 
working with the Escuela Nacional Sindical to create 
sectoral plans with unions in private security, graphi-
cal and packaging, and banking. We believe sectoral 
work with unions in Latin America is key to building 
real power in the region.

Summing up, UNI Americas intends to continue hold-
ing organizing forums for specifi c sectors with unions 
from different countries and the same sector or with 
the same employer. Further, we will continue coordi-
nating national organizing forums with unions from the 
same sector in order to develop plans and strategies 
to increase union power in their respective sectors.

2. Re-launch of UNI Americas 
Social Security and Private Health 
Services
UNI Americas, with FATSA-Argentina’s support, or-
ganized a workshop in December 2011 in which the 
guidelines to re-launch this sector in the Americas 
were established. The guidelines follow the discus-
sions at the global level, which will lead to the creation 
of a new sector, UNICARE. 

Specifi cally, the re-launch implies that UNI Americas:

• Recognizes the great potential for growth in 
the areas of health and care services in the 
private sector.

Organizing Forums aim 
at discussing and developing 
opportunities for growth 
at the regional or local 
levels or in multinationals 
targeted by our sectors.
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• Recognizes demographic changes in the 
world, and the Americas. There is a clear, fast 
growth in the areas of care of elderly persons 
or persons who have a lengthy, slow recovery 
from illnesses that can be successfully treated 
nowadays. This indicates there is a great po-
tential for union growth and organizing more 
workers. This also means workers in the sec-
tor face numerous new challenges.

As described in the relevant report, UNI Americas is 
identifying potential new affi liates in the sector and 
identifying work with existing affi liates.

III. Jobs with social security 
and justice for all

The objective is to improve workplaces and raise em-
ployment standards in the services and allied sectors.

Strengthening and developing unions is a key and 
indispensable instrument to improving workplaces 
through better negotiations and greater infl uence on 
labor standards. In some countries in the region, the 
existence of progressive governments together with 
economic growth and the development of unions, 
have resulted in a clear improvement in collective 
bargaining and, as a result, in income redistribution. 
However, there are countries in the region, such as 
Colombia and Mexico, where economic growth led to 
deeper, bigger social inequalities.

1. Breaking Through in Colombia
Colombia’s case is paradoxical: it is the 7th most un-
equal country in the world after Haiti, and the most 
unequal country in Latin America. At the same time, 
due to its plentiful natural and human resources, 
many multinationals have invested in the country, and 
Colombian companies are expanding to the rest of 
the region.  

UNI has not stopped fi ghting for organizing and collec-
tive bargaining rights in Colombia, which have been 
violently attacked throughout the history of this coun-
try. Men and women who have courageously tried to 
defend their legitimate rights have faced death, per-
secution, and labor and social stigmatization.

Although we cannot say that the extremely danger-
ous situation for union and social activists has radi-
cally changed, over the last two years, we have seen 
some signs of hope that a new scenario is possible. 
This is the result of years of persistent actions carried 
out by the Colombian and international trade union 
movements. There seems to be a small window of 
opportunity for the discussion of some topics on the 
union agenda: formalization of employment, freedom 
of association, collective bargaining, elimination of 
violence against trade unionists with impunity, and 
development of the institutional role of the State with 
regard to labor issues. 

This small window of opportunity essentially opened 
as a result of intense pressure on the Colombian Gov-
ernment due to the violations of human and trade union 
rights. The national labor situation is often discussed 
in the US, Canadian and EU parliaments and, perma-

UNI Americas intends to 
continue holding organizing 
forums for specifi c sectors 
with unions from different 
countries and the same 
sector or with the same 
employer. Further, we will 
continue coordinating 
national organizing forums 
with unions from the same 
sector in order to develop 
plans and strategies to 
increase union power in their 
respective sectors.

The objective is to improve 
workplaces and raise 
employment standards in the 
services and allied sectors.
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nently, at the ILO, among others. The most important 
developments at the international level are: the con-
clusions of the ILO High-Level Mission that visited the 
country in February 2011; the agreement signed on 7 
April 2011 by Presidents Obama and Santos (the so-
called Labor Action Plan); the labor clauses included 
in the Free Trade Agreements (FTA) with Canada, the 
United States and Europe; the ad-hoc commission of 
eight US Congress representatives who are monitor-
ing the Labor Action Plan and Senate commission in 
Colombia created for the same purpose; research on 
anti-union violence carried out by the UNDP with the 
support of eight embassies; the announcement of the 
extension of the ILO’s technical assistance to Colom-
bia; the inclusion of labor and trade union topics on 
the development agenda of several countries, etc.

Additionally, in the last two years, the mobilizations 
and protests over labor issues have consolidated with 
2010 and 2011 seeing the highest number of labor 
protests in the last 20 years. Workers in precarious 
employment and some unions are mobilizing, al-
though the mobilization is still fragmented or local. It 
is important, however, as it pushed for changes and 
measures from the Government.

In this context, UNI’s General Secretary, Philip Jen-
nings, and a delegation of Colombian trade union-
ists met with the Colombian Vice-President, Angelino 
Garzón, in April 2011. In a long and frank meeting, 
the participants discussed the most serious problems 
face by the trade union movement, from the impunity 
in crimes against trade union and community leaders 
to the existence of protection contracts and different 
forms of outsourcing. This meeting was followed by a 
second meeting in Nyon, and a third meeting attend-
ed by the Regional Secretary, UNI’s representative in 
Colombia, and most our affi liates in the country.

Colombia’s case is 
paradoxical: it is the 7th 
most unequal country in the 
world after Haiti, and the 
most unequal country in Latin 
America. At the same time, 
due to its plentiful natural 
and human resources, many 
multinationals have invested 
in the country, and Colombian 
companies are expanding to 
the rest of the region.

UNI has not stopped fi ghting 
for organizing and collective 
bargaining rights in Colombia, 
which have been violently 
attacked throughout the 
history of this country. 
Men and women who have 
courageously tried to defend 
their legitimate rights have 
faced death, persecution, 
and labor and social 
stigmatization.
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Thanks to this process, UNI Americas and the Vice-
Presidency of the Republic of Colombia held on 17 
November 2011 a Social Dialogue Forum on the 
Service Economy, a ground-breaking activity in the 
country:

• 100 participants, 12 companies, 12 unions, 
and representatives of the ILO, the Ministry 
of Labor, human rights organizations, and the 
UN Global Compact Coordination Team in 
Colombia attended this event

• Among other companies, the meeting was at-
tended by Carrefour, HSBC, Santander, K-C, 
Securitas, Citibank and important national 
companies from the graphical and packaging 
and fi nance sectors

• In the Forum, Carrefour made a public state-
ment on human and trade union rights, and 
the Global Agreement signed with UNI to 
respect human and trade union rights in the 
country

• In April 2012, the Vice Presidency organized 
a Social Dialogue Forum with civil society; the 
UNI Americas Regional Secretary was invited 
to attend as a speaker

This Forum and other actions contributed to UNI Amer-
icas being considered as a vital partner by some sec-
tions in the Government and Colombian society. This, 
together with the social dialogue initiated with Carre-
four, gives us the opportunity to organize new unions 
and develop existing ones.

Despite all this, the reality of the country does not al-
low us to be overly optimistic. “Although in recent years 
the government of Colombia has made great efforts 
to reduce the power of armed organizations, modern-
ize the economy and attract foreign investment, it has 
made little progress in addressing the needs of work-
ers and their unions”, states the AFL-CIO in the conclu-
sions to its report on the implementation of the Labor 
Action Plan signed by the governments of Colombia 
and the United States for the entry into force of the 
Free Trade Agreement. This position is totally shared 
by Colombian union federations. The evaluation docu-
ment issued by the Escuela Nacional Sindical in April 
2012 expresses a similar opinion: “It is very revealing 
that three Colombian union federations and the AFL-
CIO, the main union federation in the United States, 
all agree, contrary to what the Colombian Government 
says, that the Labor Action Plan has not been respect-
ed, and workers are still exposed to job insecurity and 
cannot freely organize into unions.”

Despite these circumstances, UNI Americas is still 
committed to Colombian unions and workers. We are 
cautious due to the complexity and the diffi culty of all 
political and social processes in the country. At the 
same time, we are aware that we are building on the 
momentum and that UNI is modestly contributing to the 
change of political and social culture in Colombia.

Nearly all sectors represented in UNI Americas have 
strategic plans in Colombia. Together with the Workers’ 
Support Center and the strategic Alliance we have built 
with the Escuela Nacional Sindical, we are working to 
build/strengthen unions in:

» Graphical and Packaging: setting up a union in 
Quadgraphics and in the three Kimberly Clark 
plants.
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» Commerce: strengthening the union in Carre-
four and setting up unions in Ripley, Casino, 
Zara and Falabella, with the long-term objec-
tive of creating a Federation on Commerce 
Unions.

» Finance: strengthening existing unions, or-
ganizing a Social Dialogue Forum, and sign-
ing a regional agreement with Bancolombia.

» Property Services: the sector has developed 
a plan in the private security sector, and is 
working with different unions in Colombia to 
implement it. Research on the main labor 
problems is underway. The next step will be to 
request a general inspection by the Ministry 
of Labor, followed by a public social dialogue 
forum on security in Colombia. In the medi-
um-term, we hope to create a private security 
federation in Colombia. 

» ICTS: strategic research for union growth in 
America Movil. Training of union leaders.

» Post and Logistics: organizing in DHL.

2. Protection contracts in Mexico
Much can be said about protection contracts in force 
in Mexico, which protect employers against work-
ers, and consequently, among others, undermine 
labor rights, working conditions and salaries. Pro-
tection contracts pose a threat to fundamental rights 

and freedoms not only of Mexican workers but also 
workers in the region and in the entire world.

UNI and UNI Americas participate actively in the re-
gional and global alliances that fi ght against protec-
tion contracts.

Since 2011, UNI and UNI Americas have held nu-
merous events in Mexico to show support to and 
solidarity with the Mexican trade union movement. 
Together with UNI’s General Secretary and hun-
dreds of UNI ICTS delegates from all over the world, 
we have demonstrated on the streets against the 
protection contract in Atento, Telefónica’s subsidi-
ary. UNI Americas supports at all levels STRM’s fi ght 
for an independent union in the company, from the 
support to a permanent organizing process to mo-
bilizations so that the vote of workers is respected.

Together with UNI, discussions are underway with 
some companies that operate in Mexico to cancel 
those contracts, and allow the development of le-
gitimate trade union organizations and collective 
agreements. 

IV. Political and regulatory 
infl uence

The objective is to change and bring a stronger so-
cial dimension to global and regional processes of 
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integration and regulatory frameworks and be a rec-
ognised partner in these processes.

Global Agreements are key to governance with so-
cial equity. We have already mentioned our success-
es and efforts in this regard. 

As regards integration processes, UNI Americas 
is taking its fi rst steps in contributing to regulatory 
frameworks in the different sectors where we oper-
ate; however, we have not as yet established any 
strategic priorities and therefore progress so far is 
not signifi cant.

V. UNI as a proactive, 
innovative and inclusive 
organization

We want a modern, effective, innovative and well-run 
organization to secure the active involvement of all 
affi liates and mobilize their rank and fi le members, 
union representatives and leaders. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this report, the Re-
gional Offi ce and its staff underwent deep changes 

precisely to become a modern, innovative and effec-
tive organization. 

1. UNI Americas Communications: 
creating stories and images and 
building visibility
The Communications Department of the Regional Of-
fi ce was restructured on 1 July 2011, and its tasks were 
resumed in a systematic way. These are the strategic 
priorities established for this new phase:

• Use our webpage and social media to support 
UNI Americas’ strategic objectives, particularly 
in relation to campaigns and solidarity actions. 
It will, not only report the actions but promote 
them.

• The offi ce should not only publish news, but also 
receive news and disseminate them, particularly 
in relation to work carried out by affi liated unions.

• Gain greater visibility among affi liates and also 
governments, companies, social groups, etc.

1.1. We started by publishing daily articles on the UNI 
Americas’ webpage and regularly changing the main 
page with the highlights to draw attention to all of them. 
Another innovation has been to move beyond publish-
ing articles written by our directors. Such content is fun-
damental but cannot be the sole source of publications. 
Gradually, we have started paying increased attention 
to material published by affi liates, which is being re-
posted on our webpage. The website should become 
a regional collector and publisher of trade union news. 

1.2. In addition, we started posting each article pub-
lished on the webpage on Facebook and Twitter. This 
allows us to reach more readers as these media are, 
nowadays, the entry point and the search engine for 
many Internet users. At the same time, we started fol-
lowing the daily posts published on these media by 
colleagues, affi liates, unions, social movements, per-
sonalities, companies and politicians. As a result, our 
number of followers on Facebook and Twitter has in-
creased considerably, reaching fi gures today that are 
much higher than the initial ones.

1.3. Live coverage of strategic actions. The main ob-
jective of our communications policy was to support 
and promote these actions. The second objective was 
to show that UNI Americas’ Communications could in 
practice do more than just publish second-hand stories, 
it could report live from the fi eld:

• The fi rst experience was reporting from the 
“battle fi eld” of the elections at Atento Mexico 
on 31 October 2011. Thus, we posted around 
50 tweets on Twitter on the election day, which 

The objective is to change 
and bring a stronger social 
dimension to global and 
regional processes of 
integration and regulatory 
frameworks and be a 
recognised partner in these 
processes.
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covered the situation outside call centers to the 
violent actions from “groups of thugs” outside the 
Labor Authority’s building where the election was 
to take place. We reported on the solidarity and 
protection thousands of STRM affi liated workers 
offered to Atento colleagues, and gathered the 
opinions of STRM leaders and international un-
ion observers who were also there.

• Another remarkable experience was the cover-
age of the election of union delegates in Car-
refour Colombia. We introduced an important 
innovation by posting live pictures as well. The 
publication was so close to real time that when, 
on election day, the Regional Secretary and the 
ENS went to the shops as part of the support 
offered by UNI Americas to the process that 
was taking place, they took pictures of young 
workers participating in the process and they 
were immediately posted on Facebook and 
Twitter. We received many positive comments 
regarding these pictures from colleagues from 
unions in the region, and Carrefour Colombia’s 
workers who appeared on the pictures also 

sent messages thanking us. As mentioned, we 
used Twitter and Facebook to cover the de-
velopment simultaneously on both social net-
works at the same time. We visited each store 
where workers were voting for shop stewards. 
The Regional Offi ce also called contacts from 
the union in each store, published notes where 
the names of the stores and colleagues who 
were spoken to were mentioned.

• Walmart campaign: we posted information on 
Facebook to publicize the campaign’s web-
page and newsletter. As a result, over 5,000 
have visited UNI Americas Walmart webpage. 

The fact that we could be the voice of rank-and-fi le 
activists from Mexican and Colombian unions speaks 
for itself. The objective for the next period is to incor-
porate the experience we have gained into each ac-
tion, activity or event organized by UNI Americas or 
in which UNI Americas takes part, and multiply the 
production and publication of content. We will attract 
more and more followers, widening our audience and 
allowing us to be closer to our affi liates.

We want a modern, 
effective, innovative 
and well-run organization 
to secure the active 
involvement of all affiliates 
and mobilize their rank 
and file members, union 
representatives and leaders.
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2. Effective work through union 
alliances and networks
Each sectoral report provides information on how sec-
tors and interprofessional groups worked through alli-
ances and networks to create a permanent exchange 
of information among affi liates, get updated informa-
tion, and actively participate in organizing campaigns 
and calls for solidarity actions. 

In this task, we used available new technologies, which 
helped us to engage in a permanent dialogue. 

Union alliances and networks allowed us to overcome 
distance barriers, increase the levels of participation 
and consultation, and democratize information. 

3. More information, better 
communication
Given the nature of our work, most UNI Americas staff 
are out of the offi ce for long periods of time. Thus, we 
decided to establish a weekly conference call when, 

irrespective of where we are, we can follow up on joint 
plans and fully inform each other of the work we are 
doing. This reinforces team work, and encourages dia-
logue and cooperation.

In addition, sector directors have in place a permanent 
process of dialogue and consultation with heads of de-
partment in Nyon, while the Regional Secretary partici-
pates via the Internet in monthly global staff meetings. 

4. Finance and administration
New software is being used to register all account-
ing operations. This allows for greater effi ciency and 
transparency in processes relating to income and 
expenditure.

We have quickly and effectively completed all rec-
ommendations made by internal auditors, who have 
so far audited our accounts twice.

We have drafted internal work regulations for staff 
members, who were consulted and have approved 
them.
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We are breaking through

We can do it thanks to the support, encouragement 
and cooperation from our affi liated unions, whose 
commitment to UNI at the global and regional levels 
is remarkable.

We can do it thanks to UNI Americas Executive Committee, 
which encourages and supports our initiatives.

We can do it thanks to dedicated staff who are completely 
focused on their tasks. 

We can do it thanks to the permanent support from UNI’s 
General Secretary, Philip Jennings, and Deputy General 
Secretary, Christy Hoffman, and our collaboration 
with UNI SCORE.

We can do it thanks to the support from Solidarity Support 
Organizations and the contribution from the Organizing Fund. 

We can do it thanks to UNI Americas President, Rubén 
Cortina, who is a key member of our team work.


