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This document responds to Public Services International’s request for updates on the 

Programme of Action to be considered by the 2022 World Congress. 

 

The American Federation of Teachers is proposing five topics relating to events that 

have occurred since 2017 for inclusion in the Programme of Action. The five items 

discussed in this document are: 

• Anti-Racism: Black Lives Matter and Indigenous Rights 

• Democracy Strengthening and Democratic Governance  

• Climate Justice 

• Education Support and Cultural Workers 

• WHO Accountability 

 

Please let us know if you have any questions or require clarification. 

 

Anti-Racism: Black Lives Matter and Indigenous Rights 

 

The May 2020 murder of George Floyd by police officers in Minneapolis focused the 

world’s attention on systemic racism. In the United States, it shifted the national 

dialogue and mainstream media coverage to focus on concepts of institutional racism 

and police brutality and impunity, and citizens found it hard to ignore the reality 

happening in their communities. At the same time, it brought new generations into the 

ongoing fight against racism and moved communities to action on this issue. 

 

In other countries, especially in Europe and Central and South America, what was once 

viewed as a uniquely U.S. problem came into focus as a domestic problem as well. 

Communities of the African diaspora and their allies fought for increased justice, dignity 

and respect around the world. 

 

During the summer of 2021, the discovery of unmarked mass graves on the sites of First 

Nations’ residential schools in Canada provoked a similar reckoning regarding the rights 

of Indigenous peoples and the recognition of their historic suffering. This discovery 

prompted Canadian affiliates of PSI to release a statement condemning the atrocities 

and calling for an appropriate process of truth and reconciliation, including further 

investigation, appropriate burial and an apology from those government and church 

authorities who ran the residential schools. 
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In the United States, the Department of the Interior proceeded with an unprecedented 

investigation into the U.S. involvement in similar atrocities. Despite these actions, 

knowledge about the plight of Indigenous peoples remains marginalized in the United 

States and throughout the Inter-Americas region.  

 

In light of these developments, the AFT urges PSI to include a formal recognition of the 

historic injustices done to victims of racism and Indigenous identity. PSI should also 

lead in the creation of restorative justice advocacy tools, such as campaign kits, model 

letters of inquiry and action templates, to share with its affiliates, regional advisory 

committees and allies. These advocacy tools can be used to press governing bodies and 

human rights commissions on the need to repair years of harm done by ignorance and 

inaction.  

 

Democracy Strengthening and Democratic Governance  

 

Reliable public services are the foundation of democratic societies and successful 

economies. Public services ensure that everyone has equal access to vital programs that 

are necessary to protect the common good. In many countries, the efficient delivery of 

public services is one part of good governance. Democracies can stand on—or be 

undone by—the ability of government and the public sector workforce to meet the 

people’s basic needs—clean water, electricity, healthcare, social services and quality 

education. Public sector unions must continue to advocate for quality public services as 

the very foundation of democracy and as a bulwark against a slip toward 

authoritarianism and nationalism. 

 

PSI should take the strongest possible stance that confident, trustworthy and 

transparent public services must stand in opposition to corruption, austerity and 

privatization. The PoA is the PSI instrument for ensuring public services that are 

accountable, ethical and efficient to the point of practicality. It is reasonable to ask how 

we affiliates are measuring up to our duty to holding our governments to account; 

therefore, as a PoA action item, we urge PSI to conduct a biannual survey among its 

affiliates about the challenges and successes of their advocacy of the PoA. 

 

Climate Justice 

 

The work of PSI affiliates is directly impacted by, and also impacts, climate change and 

climate justice, including in the sectors of transportation, energy, sanitation, education 

and healthcare. Workers and their unions must not hesitate to be involved in climate 

change discussions at every stage, from the workplace, to the community, to national 



PoA/Page 3 

 

governments. We clearly recognize that the shift to a low-carbon economy will have 

direct implications for workers, especially where industries are changed drastically or 

even eliminated. 

 

But for workers’ sake, and for the sake of the communities where they live, public sector 

workers must demand a seat at the table of the change that is to come. The fear of 

disruption or job loss that the change will cause is no longer an excuse for avoiding the 

topic, as we are now seeing climate change happening at an accelerating pace, with ever 

more destructive results. 

 

Regardless of the sectors involved, there are a number of concerns raised by climate 

change that will directly impact the rights and interests of public workers. At every level 

of government, there is a role for public employees to engage in discussions, since it is 

the public sector workforce that will have a large responsibility in implementing new 

climate policies. So far, few governmental agencies are actively seeking the input of 

trade unions, which should be their partners. Even at the level of the United Nations, 

there are policies and programs that will affect workers and trade unions. PSI has a duty 

to speak out and participate globally: to stand up for economic development that goes 

hand in hand with public ownership and public management of our energy and natural 

resources. 

 

To ensure that PSI’s advocacy voice is heard, the AFT proposes that PSI establish a 

regional-balanced Climate Justice Taskforce, with a designated staff person dedicated to 

this policy portfolio. This work would help build affiliate capacity on climate justice and 

inspire action through collective bargaining, political lobbying and grass-roots activism. 

In addition, PSI should encourage its affiliates to review their pension fund holdings and 

other investments to begin a capital campaign of decreasing holdings from companies 

that contribute substantially to climate change (such as fossil fuel companies), and 

increasing holdings in companies that produce renewable energies (solar, wind and 

water).  

 

Education Support and Cultural Workers 

 

The workers who make up the education support and cultural sectors are often 

overlooked in the media and society at large, particularly during the time of the 

pandemic. 

 

PSI’s work through its Education Support and Cultural Workers Network has resulted in 

two declarations, the “Education Support Workers Manifesto” and the “Cultural 

Workers Manifesto,” that have been presented to the International Labour Organization 
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and UNESCO, respectively. The AFT proposes that the work of the ESCWN should be 

reflected in the new PoA, since winning the respect that these workers deserve in their 

communities—through collective bargaining and advocacy on issues such as living 

wages and full-time work—should continue to be a priority of PSI. Links to the 

manifestos themselves should be included in the PoA. 

 

Every day during the pandemic, education support workers have shown leadership, 

creativity and dedication, whether as classroom staff mastering distance-learning 

technologies, counselors attending to the social and emotional needs of our students, 

food service workers preparing daily meals for students in need, or custodians keeping 

school buildings clean and safe. 

 

Education support workers need PSI to advocate at the ILO on their behalf for worker 

recognition and workplace protections. PSI should engage with the ILO to guard against 

future crises, like the inevitable next pandemic, being used as an excuse for outsourcing 

our jobs, privatization or weakening collective bargaining agreements. 

 

During the pandemic, cultural workers have been crucial for documenting our 

experiences and for recovery—and importantly for showing that the arts can be for 

everyone, not just for the elite. Many workers in the arts sector were able to work on 

digital platforms, bringing cultural events to millions, and proving that the arts are a 

crucial part of our humanity, our well-being and our economies. 

 

UNESCO is the worldwide body dealing with arts and culture. There are workers from 

PSI affiliates who carry out their jobs in or around UNESCO World Heritage sites, 

including interpretive guides, museum historians and maintenance staff. PSI, therefore, 

should engage with UNESCO on behalf of cultural sector workers and urge UNESCO to 

be a voice for these workers, while advocating for closer ties between PSI and UNESCO 

policymakers. 

 

WHO Accountability 

 

About 70 percent of the workers represented by PSI are in the healthcare sector—

doctors, nurses, health technicians, first responders and other healthcare workers. 

Through its Health Services Task Force, PSI connects directly with the World Health 

Organization for collaboration and dialogue on health workforce policies. 

 

As the United Nations agency tasked with responsibilities for global health protocols, 

the WHO has the responsibility to protect against, and respond to, international health 

emergencies. In recent times, global health epidemics—including SARS, HIV/AIDS, 
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Ebola, Zika and now COVID-19—have spotlighted both the organization’s strengths and 

failings, and the validation as to why there is a need for an international agency to fulfill 

the mandates of the WHO. The COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, has focused criticism 

on the body for its slow and inadequate understanding of the nature of the outbreak, 

poor communication and over-deference to political pressures. Miscalculations and 

misinformation permeated the WHO’s initial response to the coronavirus and may have 

cost thousands of lives. 

 

PSI should use its ties with the WHO to advocate for reforms that will improve 

communication, transparency and accountability, to better respond to emergency 

health crises in the future. Based on what we have learned from the COVID-19 

pandemic, PSI should now call for: 

• Improved responses from the WHO to requests for technical guidance from local 

health authorities, particularly in the Global South;  

• Faster recognition of the severity of outbreaks, and communicating these findings 

rapidly to mobilize global response;  

• Listening to the voices of healthcare unions and their members who carry out the 

actual policies of member states; 

• Greater leadership in equitable production and distribution of vaccines and 

lifesaving treatments;  

• Reform in the organization’s internal management, examining weaknesses that 

arise from organizational ineffectiveness, a lack of clarity in priorities and insufficient 

funding; 

• Greater independence for the WHO to act based on the critical work of its own 

scientists, and not based on political obligations; and  

• Advocacy in member states’ ministries of health for the necessary authority and 

resources to push these reforms forward. 

 


