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WORKERS’ DECLARATION AT THE XXXIX GENERAL ASSEMBLY 
OF THE ORGANIZATION OF AMERICAN STATES

We, the trade unionists of the Americas, representing more than fifty million workers from across the hemisphere, gathered together in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, at the 39th OAS General Assembly, the theme of which is NONVIOLENCE, declare: 

That the basis for peace is human dignity, defined in 1997 by UNESCO as a basic human right that is built on the realization and interdependence of all human rights and is intertwined with development and democracy.

That peace is both an asset and a permanent undertaking, the fruit of social justice and solidarity among individuals, nations, and peoples. 

That the development of human life, respect for the individual and for human rights, and the currency of social justice lead us toward peace, but that peace is permanently threatened by injustices and inequalities in each of our nations; and in the international context, through the imposition of the neoliberal model, which stands in contraposition to the needs and aspirations of workers and does not respect human rights, practicing systematic violence that affronts peace.

That in the context of the crisis, which the international trade-union movement has called a “crisis of distributive justice” (or crisis of inequality) – in other words, a breakdown in the correlation between wage increases and increases in productivity – which is seriously affecting the currency of such basic human rights as the right to live in a healthy environment, with education, with health care, with social protection and food security, it is clear that we are far from guaranteeing a culture of peace and nonviolence. 

The effects of the crisis will endanger the attainment of the Millennium Development Goals (and will in some cases even revert the process), including decent work for all. This matter is a cause for great concern since, even during the period prior the crisis, the growth models in some regions, chiefly in the Americas, only bought about negligible reductions in poverty. A large number of individuals are still very far from enjoying decent standards of living and work.

Worsening poverty and inequalities have served as a breeding ground for the emergence of violent phenomena in our societies. Manifestations such as the mara gangs of Central America or the expansion of drug-related organized crime throughout the region are a reflection of social exclusion that leads to the loss of future prospects and collective projects, most particularly among our young people. Combating this problem with greater state violence does not resolve the underlying structural problem that causes it, and, as an option, it moves away from the culture of peace to which we aspire. The trade-union movement repudiates this and demands that our states address these situations through inclusive public policies and respect for human rights.

Today, as the governments of our hemisphere are gathered together to discuss NONVIOLENCE, we believe it is important to reaffirm that peace does not arise spontaneously from an absence of violence, nor can it be merely the fruit of decisions taken at the centers of world power.
The trade-union movement is engaged in a constant struggle against panoramas of widespread violence, anti-union policies, and human rights violations. In all the countries of the Americas we are witnessing growing repression and criminalization of social protest. Various states have enacted laws that undermine the right of public demonstration and do not allow people to speak out in asserting their rights. 

Countries such as Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, Peru, and others in our region are plunged into greater darkness with every passing day by violence against workers and other social movements. 

In Colombia, for example, during the first months of 2009 alone, 17 trade-unionists were murdered; in Guatemala, a similar number received death threats for their union activities, and the prevailing climate of violence and impunity has worsened. The number of protests repressed by state forces is increasing. Freedoms are limited and rights are restricted, in an attempt to control social discontent. Smear campaigns against human rights defenders and protesters seek to delegitimize their efforts in defense of their rights. Direct threats against them and their families are also used, as are arrests, smear campaigns, and threats and forced disappearances.

We repudiate repression wherever it is found in the world, since it represents a threat to freedom and to the construction of peace. Only in a society with substantive respect for human and labor rights can true democracy be built.

We are also alarmed by the permanent weapons buildup in the hemisphere. The resources being allocated to that end could be assigned to social development programs. The stockpiling of weapons is the exact opposite of a culture of peace and nonviolence, since the growth of the military industry represents an apology for war and, consequently, the culture of death. If international institutions are worried about cultivating peace, they must strongly condemn this trend toward weapons buildup. The Americas must be a region of peace. 

Thus, from within the trade-union movement: 

We reaffirm that the active role of the state is essential as a guarantor of human and labor rights, which implies: combating anti-union practices; strengthening the democratic state with the effective participation of trade unions in social dialogue; and defining inclusive development policies at the national, subregional, regional, and other levels.

We believe it is necessary to assume building peace as a permanent task, one that requires respect for the life and dignity of each person, without discrimination, rejection of all forms of violence, the defense of freedom of expression and cultural diversity, centered around social dialogue, the promotion of responsible consumption, sustainable economic and social development, respect for human rights, equality between men and women, tolerance and solidarity, participatory communication, and the free circulation of information and knowledge. 

Governments must return to processes of social dialogue, heighten transparency and democracy, and guarantee social and civic participation in discussion forums for resolving the crisis, fostering a culture of peace and nonviolence. 

We return to what the ILO has said about the importance of fostering greater cooperation among national governments, international organizations, and other stakeholders in supporting a stronger, cleaner, and fairer economy. 

The Trade Union Confederation of the Americas (TUCA) is willing to cooperate permanently in the construction of lasting social peace in the hemisphere. 
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