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Background to our Organizing of the Coalition
Those of us who started the Coalition were probably like many of you.  During the late 1980s we were fighting the neo-liberal attack on public education commencing, in the United States at least, with the Nation at Risk report. We were fighting efforts to de-fund public education and change its purpose. By the late 1980s we became involved in the fight against the Canadian-US free trade agreement and then NAFTA during the early 1990s.  Many of us in fact met at forums and rallies in Vancouver, Canada and Zacatecas, Mexico against the implementation of NAFTA.

As we were watching NAFTA negotiations, we noticed a separate, yet parallel effort funded by the United States Information Agency (USIA) and US based foundations to coordinate the higher education institutions on a trinational level.  The idea behind this effort was that NAFTA’s economic integration had to be reinforced through cultural integration facilitated by higher education institutions in all three countries. This cultural integration would be accomplished through an “educational common market” and the creation of a new “North American Identity.”

In January 1993, we decided to hold our own conference, sponsored by Evergreen’s Labor Education Center in Olympia, Washington and funded by educational unions in all three countries. The conference was called, “The Future of Public Education in North America.”  We wanted to organize a “North American Public Schools Commission” that would parallel NAFTA’s Free Trade Commission and defend public education against NAFTA’s privatizing logic.  

Over two hundred union delegates attended our four-day conference. Forty of these delegates were from Mexico, representing every level of public education. We also had delegates from Canada, the United States, the Caribbean and even Latin America. 
We developed an extensive, trinational work plan and issued the “Olympia Declaration” in favor of public education as a social right. This Declaration said in part: 

“In order to protect the social fabric of our countries, we support an alternative education model that recognizes the right of self-determination with respect to culture, language, education and communication, that is based on social participation and subject to democratic processes, that promotes continental development which includes a plan to eliminate the Mexican debt, that guarantees a just distribution of wealth, recognizes the sovereign rights of states and sustains the dignity of all peoples, establishes a code of conduct for transnational corporations which protects basic labor and human rights such as the right to a just salary and defends and protects the environment.”

Forming the Coalition

Almost two years later we began to implement the work of the conference. In October, 1994, in Zacatecas, Mexico, the Labor Center called a follow-up conference with the intention of forming the “North American Public Schools Commission” as a free standing, union funded Commission to implement the work plan of the conference.  
The Zacatecas conference was attended by the President of the Canadian Teachers’ Federation, representatives from OSSTF in Toronto and the BCTF in Vancouver, two representatives from the National Education Association in Washington, D.C.and leaders from Mexican university and K-12 unions.

The idea of a free standing, union-funded, tri-national Public Schools Commission was rejected. However, delegates from Canada and Mexico agreed to create a Tri-National Coalition to coordinate activities among unions to defend public education in all three countries. The idea was also to organize “sections” in each country made up of state or provincial unions from the three nations. The representatives from the NEA declined to participate in the Coalition saying they only wished to be observers.  
Several months later, in February, 1995, we held a conference in Mexico City and organized the “Mexican Section” of our Coalition composed of the “democratic current” sections (or locals) of the National Union of Educational Workers (El SNTE). These “democratic current” sections of El SNTE are coordinated through LA CNTE which has affiliated sections in Mexico City, Michoacan, Oaxaca and other states.The Mexican section is also made up of state level, higher education unions from the universities in Zacatecas, Queretaro, Chapingo and Mexico City’s UNAM and UAM. 

Organizational Form of the Coalition
The Coalition’s structure continues to evolve as interest and work grows.  There are, however, some consistent features of our structure.
1.  No Formal Membership. There is no formal organizational membership only a commitment by different unions at different times to work on and help fund various projects, conferences, forums or research projects organized by the Coalition.

2.  Coordinators. The Coalition’s work has been coordinated by three coordinators. Dan Leahy, a Professor at The Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington, Larry Kuehn Research Director for the British Columbia Teachers Federation in Vancouver,  British Columbia and Maria de la Luz Arriaga, Professor at the National Autonomous University of Mexico. When the Coalition needed a “trinational voice,” Dan has acted as the trinational spokesperson or organizer.

The work of the Mexican Section itself has been coordinated by a Collegial Commission, which is now formed by Arturo Ramos, a researcher and author a the University of Chapingo, Pedro Hernandez, representing Mexico City’s K-12 teachers in Section 9 and Gerardo Hernandez, representing the union at the Autonomous University of Mexico (UAM).

3.  A Mexican Section.  Sections have not been formed in either the United States or Canada, but the Mexican Section has remained active and organized since its inception in 1995. Besides participating in and organizing many of the Coalition’s projects, the Mexican section has also published the magazine/journal, “Coalition” which has been a forum for trinational articles on the relation of neoliberal policies to attacks on public education.
4.  Canadian Educational Unions.    
The Canadian Teachers Federation has played a key role over the past several years in promoting the work of the Coalition among provincial educational unions and coordinating solidarity actions when necessary.  On a provincial level the British Columbia Teachers Federation, the Ontario Secondary School Teachers Federation, the Manitoba Teachers Society and the FNEEQ and CSQ in Quebec have been active leaders in the Coalition and hosts of  trinational events.  More recently, the Canadian Association of University Teachers (CAUT)  has joined the work of the Coalition beginning with hosting our sixth trinational conference in Toronto in May, 2003.
5.  US Educational Unions
We had strong participation of the National Education Association, its National Staff Organization and many NEA state affiliates in our initial conference in January 1993.  However, for most of the Coalition’s organizational life, neither the AFT nor the NEA and their affiliates have participated in Coalition activities despite our best efforts to involve them.

There are several things that might explain this absence. 

First, our Coalition was formed based on an implicit critique of NAFTA and its privatizing dynamic. As many of you know, even though US educational unions had opposed NAFTA, once it was passed by Congress and President Clinton promised health care reform, criticism of NAFTA was criticism of Clinton. Clinton is long gone now, so we’re hoping to overcome this objection.

Second, both the National Education Association and the American Federation of Teachers say they already participate in international work through Education International (EI) and therefore there is no need to participate in the Coalition. The EI has regional groupings. The North American region, however, contains the US, Canada and the Caribbean, but not Mexico.  We still think, however, that our trinational perspective can be valuable to the US educational unions.

Third, part of our Mexican section is composed of locals of the national union, which are controlled by the “democratic current.”  Even though officers directly elected by their members control these locals, these locals are considered dissident locals. The official national union, El SNTE, does not participate in the Coalition. It is possible that the NEA and AFT might think participating in the Coalition might damage relations at the national level. 

Finally, unlike Canada where some provincial level teacher unions have quite active international relations committee, here in the United States there is no tradition at the state affiliate level of engaging in international political activity. This probably stems from a fear instilled in union leaders during the McCarthy era that engaging in union solidarity outside the United States except through the international union will inevitably lead to association with “communists.” 

Nevertheless, it appears as if we are beginning to overcome these difficulties. 
The American Association of University Professors sent delegates to our trinational conference in Zacatecas in 2000 and to our trinational conference in May, 2003 in Toronto.  
The Professional Staff Congress which represents community college teachers in New York City established an International Affairs Committee and sent delegates to the Morelia Women’s conference and to the 2002 World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil. Coalition coordinators met PSC’s International Affairs Committee Chair, Renate Bridenthal in Porto Alegre. In October 2002, Renate organized a follow up forum in which Larry Kuehn, Dan Leahy and Maria de la Luz Arriaga were the guest speakers. The PSC has remained active in Coalition work since that time. 
Due to the work of BCTF President Jinny Sims and Research Director Larry Kuehn in 2005 and 2006, representatives of the UTLA in Los Angeles have become active in the work of the Coalition and will host the Coalition’s 2008, 8th Trinational Conference.

Most recently, both the AFT, the NEA and many of their affiliates have been supportive of the teachers struggle in Oaxaca, Mexico, passing supportive resolutions and providing funding support.  The Education International has also expressed concern about the fate of the Oaxaca teachers.  Given this interest and the organizing of the Coalition’s Oaxaca Strategy Conference in Vancouver, British Columbia, January 26-28,  the Coalition hopes to bring more US teacher unions into its work.

6.  Trinational Conferences and Planning Sessions

A consistent feature of the Coalition has been the organization of biennium Trinational conferences, generally preceded several months earlier by a smaller planning conference.  We have had trinational conferences in Olympia (93) Morelia (95), Vancouver (97), Queretaro (98), Zacatecas (2000), Toronto (03), and Oaxaca (06). 

These Trinational conferences are where our decision-making takes place and where we decide to pursue new projects or continue old ones. 
We have learned many things from these conferences, but one of the most important features has been the inclusion of a tour of local schools prior to the formal beginning of the conference.  This has provided a common experience for all participants that can be referenced in our conference discussions.
7.  Coalition Funding

The funding for Coalition work has been solely from educational unions on a project by project basis.  There is no trinational bank account, nor non-profit entity. 

For Trinational conferences or other trinational meetings, the host union takes responsibility for site coordination and local logistics.  We then ask other educational unions to send funds to that host union to help pay the costs for things like translation, guest and delegate travel, etc.  
Our Accomplishments
Over the years we have learned a great deal about each other’s unions and public education systems.  This understanding actually increases our strategic options and points of interference to inhibit and reverse neo-liberal policies.

We learned how to do multi-lingual conferences.  We ensure simultaneous translators who know the politics of public education so that we can truly share the richness of our discussions.  

We learned how to support each other’s national work. One of our Coalition’s first actions was to send letters in support of Mexico’s National Teachers Day, May 15th. More recently, the Mexican Section mobilized Mexican union support for the striking Ontario teachers and for the British Columbia teachers fighting the anti-union legislation of the provincial government.

We learned to hold forums on issues that effect us all.  In August of 1997, we organized a forum at the Law School of Mexico’s national university on the subject of standardized tests.  The Coalition brought down experts from the United States and Canada to help analyze the potential effects of a new standardized test called the Examen Unico. This
multiple choice test, designed and implemented by a private agency called CENEVAL, was to be utilized for telling university bound Mexican high school students, not only which university they must attend (if any), but what they must study!

We learned to facilitate “sister union” relations, such as the relationship between the Vancouver, BC teachers’ union and Mexico city’s Section 9 (Novena), which represents 60,000 primary school teachers.

In November, 1998, in Mexico City, we organized the forum which led to the creation of the Red SEPA or the Civil Society Network for Public Education in the Americas. Larry Kuehn from the British Columbia Teachers Federation (BCTF) and Maria de la Luz Arriaga Lemus from the Coalition’s Mexican Section serve on the Red SEPA’s Executive Committee.

The purpose of this network was to bring Latin American unions into the discussions created by the formal participation of Education Ministers in the negotiations around the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA).  While NAFTA was being negotiated, there was no formal participation of education ministers in the negotiations.  In the Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) negotiations, there is participation of “Human Resource Ministries” to facilitate job training, but education as such was not on the table. 

However, with the FTAA, education ministers are creating an Education Plan for the Americas and they are formally asking for comment by civil society.  The Red SEPA was set up to provide that comment, especially during the FTAA negotiations in Canada which turned out to be in April, 2001, in Quebec City.

We also learned that we could be quite effective in mobilizing trinational solidarity during emergencies. Just two months after our 1998 Trinational conference in Queretaro, Mexico, the Mexican government jailed the leadership of Mexico city’s Section Nine, the union local representing Mexico city’s primary school teachers. The teachers had protested in Mexico’s federal Senate and they were charged with mutiny and sedition, charges that did not allow bail and carried long jail sentences upon conviction.

The Trinational, with the President of the Canadian Teachers Federation in the lead, mobilized an international protest of letter writing, press releases, consulate visits and court presentations that within two months had freed all the jailed teachers and eliminated the charges and outstanding arrest warrants. One of the main reasons for the tremendous response by Canadian and US teachers was that just two months early, as part of our trinational conference, they had been given a tour of Mexico City’s schools by the very teachers who were now jailed for sedition!  

Our Coalition was also instrumental in educating people in the United States and Canada about the incredible strike by students at the National University in Mexico City (UNAM).  This is a university with over 300,000 students and 30,000 faculty. It even has its own city within Mexico City. The students struck for over one year until April 2000 protesting a series of proposed policies that would in effect privatize the National University. Among other things, they were protesting a plan to charge tuition and to control entrance and exit by standardized examinations implemented by private agencies  

We also promoted union participation at the Hemispheric Forum on Education, organized as part of the People’s Forum and the FTAA Summit in Quebec City in April, 2001.  The participation of the Mexican section and the Latin American unions organized by the Red SEPA significantly improved the final statement of this forum.

In January, 2002, the Trinational Coalition together with the Red SEPA and the Continental Alliance organized in Porto Alegre, Brazil to place public education on the formal, plenary agenda of the World Social Forum.  The World Social Forum was organized to counter the efforts of the World Economic Forum to establish global governance directed by transnational corporations.

In October, 2002, The Coalition also promoted the first Hemispheric Day in Defense of Public Education.
As a result of a directive from the May 2003 trinational conference, the Coalition has become more active on the issue of part time labor in post secondary institutions.  In August 2004, we participated in COCAL VI, a conference organized by the Chicago Coalition of Contingent Academic Labor. Due to our work, this was the first time that a COCAL conference had significant participation from Mexican teacher unions.
From 2003 until the present time, the Coalition has been supportive of the work of filmmaker Jill Freidberg.  Many of the people interviewed in Jill’s film Granito de Arena

about the Mexican teachers’ movement to democratize their unions and fight neoliberalism are Coalition organizers.  The Coalition continues to be supportive of Jill’s work to film the Oaxacan teachers’ on-going struggle beginning in the summer of 2006.
Many Coalition members have been active in support of the Oaxaca teachers’ mobilization beginning in May 2006, just a few months after our 7th trinational conference in Oaxaca in March 2006.  Our Oaxaca Strategy Conference in Vancouver, January 26-28, 2007 is our most recent project.

We look forward to our continued work and to our 8th trinational conference in Los Angeles in 2008.
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