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· What is Union Island?
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What is Union Island?

Union Island is a place in the virtual world Second Life (www.secondlife.com), intended to be a virtual home for all trades unionists around the world. 

Second Life is an interactive 3D environment that users explore through their internet-connected computer. Millions of people around the world (as well as thousands of companies and organisations) use it to chat, network, create, conduct business or play games.

Union Island is a virtual island, with virtual buildings - facilities for users to share events, campaigns, discussions, training and much more. Union Island will be a resource for all unions in the International Trades Union Congress (ITUC) family and a welcoming community for their activists, members and supporters.

Why Second Life?

Unions are first and foremost about people. In many countries, unions are the largest form of voluntary organisation, and there are hundreds of millions of union members worldwide, with millions of people taking on voluntary activist roles in their own union. 

Individual trade unionists stand to gain a lot from online networking, both in their own countries and internationally. An environment like Second Life helps form networks of friendship and partnership between ordinary union members that just couldn’t happen offline. Over the long term, we aim to build a strong community of grassroots trades unionists around the world.

There are also many other benefits from providing a central facility for trades unionists of this type, in terms of distance learning, and in raising awareness of many different union campaigns and issues.

Why set up a dedicated island for unionists?

Virtual worlds are new to most unions, and setting up facilities in an environment like Second Life has costs, both financial and in terms of the learning needed to run them. By coming together in one place, we can share the costs and overcome the knowledge barriers, providing easy access to ready-made shared facilities for unions around the world.

By building a community for all union members, we will also be able to pool an international audience to the benefit of all our users. Second Life is one of the most popular virtual worlds, but it is still a vast place, and many areas of it receive only a comparatively small number of visitors. Bringing all our activity together will help to encourage networking between users, and improve the experience for everyone.

Who owns Union Island?

Union Island is managed by a loose coalition of organisations representing unions around the world. We think it’s better to build one core community for trades unionists, rather than have them scattered amongst different sites for different organisations – it will make for a better networking experience for our users and help us to learn from each others’ valuable different perspectives.

The project is launching as a partnership between New Unionism Network (international), the Trades Union Congress (UK), UNI Global Union (international), supported by unions Connect (UK), Prospect (UK), Unison (UK) and ver.di (Germany). We hope the list of partners will grow as the island’s community grows, and we are already talking to other organisations in the international union family about coming on board with their own campaigns and events.

There is a steering group comprising people from all these organisations. We also plan to give voice to our users and union members in how the island is run, through the Union Island User Group, which is open to any individual to join.

What will be happening on Union Island?

Well, we’re starting on a programme of events, which will run throughout 2008, but you can expect to see any of these things on this list (and many more):

· Exhibitions

· Training sessions

· Discussion groups

· Academic seminars

· Concerts

· Book launches

· Campaigns

· Contests

· Actions

As well as a theatre space and training rooms, we’ll have a library with information about unions around the world, a union shop, where users can pick up free union and campaign memorabilia, and a virtual bar for informal discussion and social gatherings.

When can we see it?

We’re going to be launching the island in February 2008. No exact date yet, so watch this space.

How can I get involved?

You don’t even need to wait for us to build the island! We’d like comments, suggestions and any offers of help at www.slunions.org. This site is a blog that we’ll be using to co-ordinate the project and advertise events on the island.

Also log into Second Life and join the group “Union Island User Group”. This group will meet regularly to discuss Island business, and everyone is welcome to come along and have your say. By joining the group, you’ll also be notified of new developments in the project.

So, will we see a lot more virtual strikes?

The highest profile trades union involvement in Second Life so far has been a very successful protest at IBM’s virtual headquarters, by IBM Italy staff and their supporters (see www.uniglobalunion.org/SecondLife for more information), so a lot of people may be thinking this. 

Unions challenge bad employers (and bad decisions from otherwise good employers) wherever they find them, be it online or offline. So protests and lobbies may indeed form a part of how unions interact in Second Life, where they would be appropriate. The word ‘appropriate’ is key here though, and it’s not going to be part of our plans, just for the sake of it – trade unionists certainly aren’t griefers.

Many multinational employers are also engaged in Second Life, with employees who are members of unions in many different countries. The international networking opportunities online will help us engage with good employers, and lobby less good employers.

What about the digital divide?

This is a definite issue, and will necessarily affect what we’re able to do with this project. Unions have many members who don’t have basic access to the internet, let alone have access to the more powerful computers and broadband internet connections that you really need to make the most of virtual worlds such as Second Life.

This ‘double digital divide’ will be especially marked in some developing countries, where faster internet connectivity is less widely available. However in many of these cases, there will be significant numbers of early adopters (often unionists working in IT and telecoms areas), for whom this won’t be a problem, and who would value the chance to network online.

We can’t get away from the fact that mass connectivity will continue to be an issue for a long time. But we hope that by sharing our ready-built facility with unions in developing countries, those that are able to access more freely will be able to make initial experimentation in this area without having to find prohibitive start up costs.

Where can I get more information for partnerships or address press queries?

· John Wood – TUC
e: jwood@tuc.org.uk - t: +44 (0) 207 467 1269 – SL: Johninnit Ni

· Christine Revkin – UNI Global Union 
e: christine.revkin@uniglobalunion.org – SL: Uniglobalunion Oh

· Peter Hall-Jones – New Unionism Network
e: phj@newunionism.net - SL: Wotcher Tenk

