
 

 

Comrades! Trade Union Friends of Palestine! Congratulations! 
First I would like to thank you very much for inviting us Norwegians to your anniversary conference. It is a 
great honour to be asked to speak to you on this special occasion, and I hope I will not disappoint you. I am 
a simple Norwegian worker and should ask you to please excuse my English.  
 
My name is Petter Thoresen. I am a construction worker in Oslo, and I am the leader of the Trade Union 
Section of the Norwegian Palestine Committee. The Palestine Committee of Norway has been committed 
to activism in solidarity with Palestine for nearly fifty years.  
 
The Trade Union Section has existed since 2006 and our two main tasks are information and to rally 
support for Palestine in the Norwegian labour movement. We, the activists in the Trade Union Section, 
represent a broad range of sectors and come from many different trade unions. Some of us are rank and 
file members, such as myself, and some are shop stewards or representatives at different levels. Today I 
am going to introduce you to the background for our specific dimension of trade union solidarity.  
 
To all friends of Palestine, it is a matter of course and perhaps only natural that we have knowledge about 
the Apartheid Wall, the illegal Israeli settlements and Israeli atrocities in general. However. Few have a lot 
of insight into the situation of the Palestinian labour movement and the Palestinian working class. I am 
thinking of how the Israeli occupation interferes with and affects their daily life, but also that most people 
have very limited knowledge about the class struggle of the Palestinian workers, all aspects of it.  
 
Let me be absolutely clear: Of course, the Israeli occupation is the major problem. And yet, at the same 
time, it must be said that the Palestinian territories could actually be called "A paradise for the wealthy". In 
this paradise, trade unions face many obstacles, all of them intentional. The Palestinian authorities have no 
problems arresting the leaders of trade unions, or closing down trade union offices. These are just two 
examples, just recently seen in a public sector union, which is currently a court case.  
 
Labour laws are in Palestine often called social laws, but they are sorely lacking and fail to protect workers 
from exploitation. Indeed, they are not intended to give such protection. 
 
Also, the same Palestinian authorities are actively encouraging the establishment of Industrial Zones to 
attract international companies to set up shop and invest. But the only competitive advantage of industrial 
zones in Palestine are the workers' low wages. 
 
After nearly 50 years of Israel's occupation, the Palestinian economy is completely in ruins. The occupied 
territories are characterized by high unemployment and increasing poverty, and Palestinian workers have 
few other choices left to them except seeking employment in Israel. The fortunate few who get a work 
permit, must pass through one of the workers' crossings in order to get to work. In order to control the 
Palestinian workers who have work permits for Israel, twelve crossings have been established between the 
occupied West Bank and Israel.  
 
One of the major worker crossings is Irtha, or Sha'as Ephraim as it is called in Hebrew. It is situated on the 
outskirts of the city of Tulkarm in the Northern part of the West Bank. At this gate, somewhere between 5 
and 10 thousand workers line up in a queue to get to work, at the crack of dawn, often getting there at four 
AM or even earlier. They must be prepared to spend hours to get through a comprehensive security check, 
including among other things a fingerprint check.  
 
If their crossing takes too long, and they don't make it in time for their employer pick-up, there won't be a 
job there for them at the other side of the fence. The endless hours waiting in line have been for nothing 
and the transport costs to get there becomes a net loss, plain and simple. At this Gate the security checks 
have been outsourced to a private Israeli security company. To increase its profit, the company reduces the 
number of open turnstiles, which again leads to lines proceeding at snail's pace, hardly moving at all. 
 
The occupier authorities have granted work permits in Israel to about 59 000 Palestinian workers, but the 
sky high unemployment in the Palestinian territories mean that in addition to this, 33 000 Palestinians are 
working in Israel without permission. They are illegal workers, and are persecuted and pursued by the 
police and the military. Their living conditions are extremely poor and they are paid salaries far below the 
minimum wage. In short, they are at the mercy of their employers. 



 

 

 
In 1967, immediately after Israel's occupation of the West Bank, the establishment of Israeli settlements, or 
to use a more precise term, Israeli colonies, started up. These colonies are illegal according to international 
jurisdiction, as you know. They are continuously expanding, and as of today, approximately 600 000 Israeli 
settlers are living illegally in occupied territories.  
 
In connection with some of these colonies, industrial zones have been established. There are up to 20 of 
these in total. Because it is impossible for most Palestinians to get work permits for Israel, working in the 
illegal Israeli colonies, or in these industrial zones, has become an alternative for many of them. The 
Palestinian trade unions are not allowed to organize workers in the industrial zones. This means that the 
Palestinian workers are at the complete mercy of the Israeli employers. The payment is most often less 
than the minimum wage and rights at work are virtually non-existing.  
 
An estimated 25 000 Palestinians are employed by Israelis in the occupied territories, i.e. in colonies and 
industrial zones, but this number consists only of the workers who have got work permits. In addition to this, 
there are all the Palestinians working illegally, without a permit. 
 
Work permits for the Israeli colonies or settlements are only granted for a short period of time, and have to 
be renewed all the time. This has a disciplinary effect on the workers, and constitutes a barrier to trade 
union activities. Asking questions, or critisising your employer, or questioning your boss, may lead to a 
recall of your work permit. Which again means you will lose your job. In spite of everything, finding work for 
the occupier in the industrial zones or settlements is still attractive, because of the extreme level of 
unemployment and the very low wages in the occupied territories. Palestinian workers have few realistic 
options and little choice. 
 
As trade union activists, it is our duty to investigate how our Palestinian trade union comrades are doing, 
and the conditions they are working under. And to bring this information home and let our local comrades 
know about it. And it is to this end that we, the Trade Union Section, have developed our Trade Union 
Solidarity Trips. 
 
Since we started doing this nine years ago, we have organized more than 30 solidarity trips for trade 
unionists. During the course of these years, the set-up has been continuously developed, and is still being 
developed according to changing needs and circumstances. In its current form, the solidarity trip consists of 
two parts. Part one introduces the occupation in general. We visit the Apartheid Wall, refugee camps and 
Hebron.  
 
In part two we take a closer look into the situation for trade unions and for workers. We visit at least one 
workers crossing, we have meetings with PGFTU, New Unions and other organisations, and we visit 
workplaces to meet Palestinian workers. 
About Palestinian trade unions, the situation is complex, and frankly, confusing. It would be doing the topic 
justice if I were to speak on just this subject alone, perhaps for a full day. But here and now, let me just 
make a few short comments to give you a piece of the picture and an idea about the situation.  
 
The largest and most important Palestinian trade union is PGFTU, which has close ties with the authorities. 
The PGFTU is 100 per cent dependent on economic support from the international trade union movement. 
One of the most important things you need to know, is how undemocratic most Palestinian trade unions 
are, and that they also suffer from a lack of activity at the members' level. There are few real members and 
no grassroots activities. The unions are characterized by factionism, divide and rule is the order of the day. 
The leadership positions are all appointed, meaning the leaders are not elected by any democratic process 
whatsoever. 
 
The members of the Norwegian trade unions who join our Trade Union Solidarity trips to Palestine, on the 
contrary, are rank and file members, ordinary workers whose take-away from meetings with the top brass 
from the PGFTU is very, very limited. Which is why we include some meetings with them, but this is not the 
top priority on the programme for our trips, you understand. This used to be a bit of a headache. 
 
But our need to meet and get to know regular trade union grass roots activists, this challenge was solved to 
a large extent when we met with New Unions for the first time a few years ago. 



 

 

New Unions is the short name for the Palestine New Federation of Trade Unions. This federation was the 
result of a long term strike in 2010 in a chemical plant in the industrial zone Nitchenai Shalom, or in English, 
Seeds of Peace , located on the green line on the outskirts of the city of Tulkarm. The striking chemical 
workers were not getting any support from the existing trade unions, such as the PGFTU, and were forced 
to organizing themselves, which they very successfully did and the new organization was born, under the 
short name of New Unions. 
 
We in the Trade Unions section wanted to establish a labour solidarity project to gather support from the 
Norwegian trade unions and through this also to create bonds between activists in local unions in the two 
countries. To this end we have been rallying to raise funds for several training programmes for New Unions 
in Palestine.  These have been 3-day training sessions, mainly in basic organizational skills and how to run 
trade union activities. They do have qualified trainers themselves, but needed financial support to enable 
their members to participate in the training by covering for instance their travel costs. 
 
Unlike the PGFTU, New Unions does not have support from the authorities, let alone access the deep 
pockets of the international trade union community. They are dependent on the active support from us, 
ordinary union activists. 
 
We never meant for this to be limited to Norwegian support. It is our intention that knowledge about New 
Unions and support for New Unions should be an international responsibility. So we are looking for unions 
in other countries to endorse New Unions and hopefully, be actively involved and committed to supporting 
their good work. 
What is particularly good about the work that New Unions do? First of all, all their activities are properly 
grass roots, built from the bottom up 
Secondly: New Unions actively aims to counteract the divisions and factions that the Palestinian trade 
unions suffer so badly from 
Thirdly: it is independent of political parties 
 
And last, but not least, it has major participation from women and takes gender equality seriously as an 
organization, in practice, not just on paper. 
 
Because of this, we firmly believe in their revolutionary potential, and really wanted to help expand New 
Unions' support-base to other countries. For some time now, we have been e-mailing all our international 
contacts, trying to find unions with an interest in solidarity based on activism, committed to Palestine and 
willing to join us. Through one of these e-mail campaigns we got in touch with you in the TUFP. As a result, 
in April-May this year, an Irish-Norwegian group of trade union activists travelled to occupied Palestine.  
I think It is correct to call this the birth of Workmates International. 
 
The aim of this joint solidarity trip was to show our Irish comrades our concept for these trips, and to 
introduce them to our Palestinian comrades in New Unions. The trip was a great success for all three 
parties, if I say so myself, and many participants went home to their respective unions, filled to the brim with 
new knowledge about the workers' situation on the ground. This trip is the reason why we were invited here 
today, and I hope my talk will contribute to mobilizing more activists for Palestinian unions, through going on 
solidarity trips and otherwise.  
 
The trips are important for us, Norwegians - or Irish - who get a chance to experience their situation and 
see their hardships with our own eyes. But even more important is what our Palestinian comrades say. 
Every time we meet them, they cannot emphasise enough what it means to them, seeing with their own 
eyes that we stand shoulder by shoulder with them. They always express how important international 
support is. It gives them the courage to continue to face the challenges from the occupation and to never 
give up. 
 
And speaking of not giving up, let me conclude by once again congratulating you on your anniversary and 
extending our best wishes for success in your next ten years of continued solidarity and action. 
 


