Questions and Answers about the blockade

Introduction

Since the Swedish Dockworkers Union gave notice of a blockade on Israeli ships and goods on Wednesday, June 3rd, our union has received a lot of attention both nationally and internationally. Apart from media attention, we have received overwhelming support through e-mails and phone calls from a large number of people in Sweden and all over the world. More than 5000 people have joined a support group on Facebook, which can be found here.  

The union has of course also received many critical views. Some critics have argued against our measure in a reasonable tone and we have replied in the same manner. Others have chosen to express their opinions in a threatening and malicious way, and we have chosen not to reply. 

  Internationally, the Dockworkers Union's action has been welcomed by SATAWU, South African Transport and Allied Workers' Union, who will also block Israeli goods. On the 7th of June, the united Palestinian trade union movement made a call to dock workers worldwide, to use blockades to exert pressure on Israel to lift the devastating blockade of Gaza. This petition highlighted the Swedish and South African initiatives.

Read the Palestinian trade union movement's call here.

On Saturday, June 9th, the Norwegian Port Workers' Union announced a two-week blockade of freight to and from Israel. We have been informed that further initiatives are being discussed in Europe and worldwide.

Read more about the Norwegian blockade here and here.  

Both the media and individual members have been in contact with us to ask various questions. Here is a summary of Q&As about the blockade.

What is the purpose of the blockade?   
The temporary blockade of Israeli ships and goods to and from Sweden, is a manifestation of solidarity after the request from the united Palestinian trade union movement. The objective of the Dockworkers Union blockade is to take a stand and do our part to influence the Israeli government to: 
  1. Lift the illegal and inhuman blockade of Gaza, which has been going on for over three years.   
2. Allow an independent, international inquiry into Israel's boarding of the Freedom Flotilla (of which the Swedish Ship to Gaza was a member) in international waters, when nine people were killed and at least 48 people were injured. 

The requirements are clearly defined and conform fully with the demands that the UN and the EU have made to Israel.   
Isn't the Swedish Dockworkers Union a non-political union? How can you adopt a position in this way?  
Unlike many other Swedish unions, the Swedish Dockworkers Union is completely politically independent. This has never been an obstacle for taking a stand on issues that extend outside the harbour gates, nor has it ever been used as an excuse for passivity towards the outside world. Our statutes requires us to get involved in issues that concern other groups of workers, both in Sweden and around the world: 
  § 2 "(...) It is also the duty of the Union to promote social reform, equality and solidarity with the working class nationally and internationally." 
 Therefore the Dockworkers Union have been pioneers in blockades against for example the military dictatorship in Chile and the apartheid system in South Africa.  

Egypt also maintains the blockade of Gaza. Why are not Egyptian goods and ships targeted in the blockade?  
The Swedish Dockworkers Union does not exclude the possibility of also putting pressure on Egypt, in order to end the isolation of Gaza, should there be such an international initiative.

Why do you not await a political initiative from the Parliament? 
 The Swedish Dockworkers Union is a non-party political, independent organization, free to act. The blockade of Gaza, an area less than a third of the Swedish summer resort Öland and home to 1.5 million Palestinians, has now lasted for over three years with famine, mass unemployment and extreme hardship for the civilian population as a result. It is currently assessed that the availability of food is at a level where many children in Gaza, while not starving, are near malnutrition. Unemployment is estimated to be at between 70 and 80%. Israel's blockade means that only 10-20% of the large aid organizations' supplies reach the needy in Gaza. The blockade prevents import of good such as cement and other construction and industrial materials, various spices, food, medicines and books. This has completely destroyed the civil society's ability to recover from Israel's war on Gaza in 2008/2009 and has escalated the humanitarian catastrophe. 
As mentioned, the blockade against Gaza has been going on for over three years. The demand that the blockade be lifted has been expressed by many countries, but this has not changed the attitude of Israel. Instead, it is grassroots initiatives and involvement of ordinary people, such as the Swedish Ship to Gaza, which has now re-focused the world's attention on the vulnerability of Gaza's civilian population. The Swedish Dockworkers Union believes that the trade union movement should also take its responsibility to keep world attention focused on Gaza and to act for an end to the blockade.
Therefore, we will not handle Israeli goods in our harbours during the blockade, and we call on other unions in Sweden and the world to take similar initiatives.

Why is the blockade limited in time? 

The experience of the Dockworkers Union shows that all measures, whether they concern our own working conditions or express sympathy for others such as Palestinian workers in Gaza, should be limited in order to be properly evaluated. The union does not exclude any other measures once the current blockade is over. 

Why has the Dockworkers Union endorsed Ship to Gaza? 

Already early after the Swedish Ship to Gaza was formed, the Dockworkers Union had contact with the organization regarding the loading of ships that would send supplies to Gaza from Swedish ports and break Israel's blockade. Various local departments had the intention to voluntarily assist Ship to Gaza in port logistics issues and in particular in the loading of ships. 

The plans were however changed later on and the Swedish Ship to Gaza bought the ship ”Sofia” together with its Greek sister organization. When "Sofia" was to set sail from the Pireus port in Greece, we had continuous communication with our Greek colleagues who handled the loading free of charge. Together with the Greek Port Workers' Union, we also approached our international organization IDC (International Dock Workers Council) to ask member organizations around the world to protect and handle all ships with supplies to Gaza voluntarily. 


Our impression is that Swedish Ship to Gaza, through voluntary involvement, has become a politically and religiously independent popular movement, driven by committed people whose clearly defined objective is to use only non-violent means to contribute to the lifting of the Israeli and Egyptian blockade of Gaza. We sympathize with this fundamentally humanitarian objective and have confidence in the organization. By the impressions and information we received from our contacts in Sweden and colleagues at the docks of Greece, we have the same respect for the Greek Ship to Gaza. 

Israeli sources claim that there were violent extremists and terrorist sympathizers onboard the large Turkish ship in the Freedom Flotilla, in which nine people were killed. Doesn't the Swedish Dockworkers' Union put itself in bad company by its position?
Israeli government sources and the Israeli military have raised a lot of allegations against the passengers of the Turkish ship Mavi Marvara, which was part of the Freedom Flotilla. The Dockworkers Union has no reason to comment on the allegations, but points out that: 
All images, sound recordings and films from the boarding have been seized by the Israeli military and are currently still inaccessible to the public. The fact is that nine people have been shot dead and many more have been injured aboard a ship which at the time was on international waters on its way to Gaza with humanitarian aid. 
The Swedish Dockworkers Union demands, just as the United Nations and the Government of Sweden, that Israel allow an independent, international investigation of what actually happened. If the Israeli army's description of events is correct, then such an investigation would prove it. If Israel's actions were supported by international law, then such an investigation would prove it. If crimes have been committed an investigation may also clarify that, with the result that those responsible must be held accountable. Regardless of whether they were Israeli military officers, government officials or organizers and passengers on the convoy. 
The Swedish Dockworkers Union is in this respect completely apolitical. The union simply takes the position of a universal legal principle - that the investigative and judicial bodies must be independent parties in the case and that all facts must be put forward. 

Does the blockade support or inadvertently strengthen Hamas? 
No. The Swedish Dockworkers Union does not express support for any of the Palestinian factions. Measures of sympathy is a modest contribution to the world pressure to lift the blockade of Gaza so that the humanitarian situation of the civilian population can be improved. The isolated Gaza Strip is suffering a shortage of most things, not least, prospects for the young population. 

The Swedish Dockworkers Union does not sympathize with Hamas and is for example, from a strictly union-based perspective, highly critical of the movement's brutal treatment of trade union conflicts in the Gaza area last year. The Swedish Dockworkers Union has, however, no intention to interfere in the internal discussion of Palestinian politics. 
We will not be complicit in averting focus from the main issue. The union's view is that it is the Palestinian civilian population, not any of the political parties, who pay the highest price of the current illegal and inhumane blockade. This collective punishment of 1.5 million people has to stop. The blockade of Gaza must be lifted. 

Why has the Port Workers' Union postponed the blockade to the 23rd June? 
The employers' association  "Ports of Sweden" stated in a press release  that it intended to sue individual dock workers, make deductions from wages, and demand compensation for participation in the Port Workers' Union blockade. The legal objections were considered by our legal representatives as far-fetched, which may be linked to the conclusion that the employers' organization's behaviour can be considered a political stance and a violation of the freedom of association.
To ensure that the union fully protects the members from the employers' organization's possible legal attacks, the blockade has been rescheduled to June 23-June 29th. It is obvious that the Swedish port workers are initiating an act of solidarity towards the Palestinian trade union movement. 

The Swedish Dockworkers Union's blockade now coincides with the Norwegian Port Workers' Union's blockade of Israeli goods. With this new notice we expect "Ports of Sweden" to fully cooperate with dockworkers in the implementation of the limited blockade.

