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On August 31st, 2025, the Global Sumund Flotilla departed from Genoa, accompanied by 40,000 
people. That same evening, one of  the leaders of  CALP (Autonomous Port Workers' Collective - 
Collettivo Autonomo Lavoratori Portuali) announced a port blockade should Israel dare to interfere with 
the boats. Following an assembly attended by students, workers, and solidarity groups from across 
the country, the grassroots union USB (Unione Sindacale di Base) proclaimed a general strike for 
September 22nd. After months of  inertia, even the national leadership of the confederal union 
CGIL (Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro) announced a national state of  agitation for port 
workers in support of  the Flotilla’s humanitarian mission, calling for hours of  strike action and 
demonstrations on September 19th.  

Meanwhile, the grassroots union Si Cobas (Sindacato Intercategoriale) called for a strike on October 
3rd, following the notice periods required by law. Political and trade union reference structures - 
weak and in conflict with one another - found themselves grappling with a collective awakening, 
racing to keep up with the rapid evolution of  events. Thanks to the involvement of  the port 
workers, attention shifted to the practice of  blocking goods and circulation: inland ports (Padua) 
and other sensitive infrastructures such as highways (Bologna, Milan), railway stations (Florence, 
Naples, Rome), airports (Pisa), and bypass roads. This happened all over Italy, with varying intensity 
and methods. The recomposition of  the movement took place in the streets in a daring, haphazard 
fashion, fraught with bottlenecks, contradictions, and unresolved issues. 

 
 

The dockers of Genoa 
The dockworkers represent the flexible demand point for goods. Despite decades of  downsizing 
under the logistics revolution, Genoa’s port workers endure. They face gruelling labour, frequent 
accidents, and pressure from maritime multinationals (Bologna, 2011), who seek to replace a 
workforce they systematically brand as unruly troublemakers and labour agitators. 

The rights they have won, such as the availability allowances that protect these workers when 
labour demand fluctuates, are the result of  decades of  struggle. These rights compensate for the 
precariousness of  on-call labour and the just-in-time flexibility expected on the docks. Despite all 
the changes, the camalli (Genoese dockworkers of  the labour pool) still perform on-call labour 
twenty-four hours a day, all year round, with seven shifts that can increase because a ship is worked 
“until finished”, regardless of  the scheduled shifts. It is exhausting work, locally rooted yet 
simultaneously exposed to the insistent pressures of  the global market - a job as archaic in form as 
it is modern in substance, increasingly digitised and automated. 

Despite the technological disruption following containerization, the labour culture of  the 
camalli remains singular (Notteboom and Rodrigue, 2008; Bottalico, 2025). The camalli gathered in 
the CULMV (Compagnia Unica Lavoratori Merci Varie - the dockworkers’ guild-like cooperative), 
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whose history was reborn after World War II, built upon anti-fascist and anti-militarist values and 
functioning as an autonomous political and trade union subject, even though it was traditionally 
supported by the PCI (Italian Communist Party) and the confederal union CGIL (support that was 
increasingly called into question during the restructuring phase in the aftermath of  the logistics 
revolution). 

The Agitation Committee (later the Port Workers’ Collective) of  the 1970s was, in a sense, the 
forerunner of  today’s CALP (i.e. the collective of  port workers who initiated the recent blockade 
against the genocide of  Palestinians), and acted within the port autonomously from union and 
party organisations, engaging with them in a dialectical manner. One of  the main protagonists of  
those years stated during an interview: “We represented the attempt to move beyond the port and 
to connect with other freight transport workers”1.  

In the aftermath of  the logistics revolution, the Port Workers’ Collective emerged to provide a 
radical political response to the maritime port sector’s restructuring. As the “multinationals of  the 
sea” intensified their attack on wages and working conditions, the workforce became increasingly 
fragmented. The Collective’s struggle was rooted in a dual critique: they targeted both the 
intermodal revolution – which they saw as a tool for labour displacement – and the growing 
bureaucratisation of  traditional unions, which they believed had become detached from the 
workers’ immediate needs. 

The legacy of  the 1970s Port Workers’ Collective has been somewhat inherited by CALP. The 
collective has continued to work toward unity between dockers. They have done so by looking 
toward labour struggles even outside the port and by keeping port workers united against economic 
and institutional pressures, transcending their specific professional identities and the historical 
divisions of  the entire logistics sector. 

What have the port workers achieved? First and foremost, they have promoted cohesion. The 
history of  CALP represents an effort to recompose workers with different labour cultures within 
a landscape of  fragmented organised labour, where it seems impossible to escape the “dog-eat-dog, 
master-smiles” spiral. In the port of  Genoa, the collective has tried to hold the pieces together, 
inside and outside the port, avoiding corporatist drift despite the historical fractures between trade 
unions competing for members. It is a group whose struggle has been criminalised, much like 
others in the cycle of  mobilisations led by autonomous unionism (CALP, 2024). To properly 
contextualise this case, it is necessary to highlight the structural characteristics of  the industrial 
relations system in Italy: on one side, the confederal unions (CGIL, CISL, UIL), which represent 
the institutionalised pillar of  social dialogue and collective bargaining; on the other, a constellation 
of  autonomous and grassroots unions (sindacalismo di base). The latter often emerge as a reactive 
force against the perceived bureaucratisation of  the major confederations, leading to a fragmented 
landscape marked by inter-union competition and divergent strategic repertoires. 

It is not just this effort of  recomposition that we owe to the CALP port workers. To the effort 
of  holding the pieces together despite historical fractures, we must add the CALP workers’ will to 
reproduce a link with their original culture, despite the difficulties and changes that have occurred 
over 70 years of  capitalist restructuring. In the port of  Genoa, there is a political group conscious 
of  its past – which does not mean idealising it. One of  its members, the unionist Jose Nivoi – who 
was on the Gaza Flotilla – said it well during a protest inside the port, as featured in Perla Sardella’s 
documentary Portuali:  

 

 
1 Bologna, S. (2010) Amanzio Pezzolo. Storia di un leader e di un’amicizia, in “il manifesto”, 29 maggio 2010. 
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“The battle of  CALP was also born thanks to veteran comrades who taught us how to stand our 
ground in the workplace and how to be in the world. The history of  CALP is in continuity with 
them. It is a battle to give continuity to the work done by our elders”.2 

 
Additionally, anti-militarism, as already mentioned, is one of  the values that the port workers have 
championed throughout all these years. The refusal to handle “ships of  death” is traditionally 
among their repertoires of  political action. This practice saw a contemporary resurgence in May 
2019, when CALP organised blockades against the Saudi Bahri vessels (specifically the Bahri Yambu) 
headed for Middle Eastern conflict zones, particularly Yemen. This mobilisation marked a shift 
from the historical anti-war traditions of  the 1970s (linked to Vietnam and Chile) to a modern, 
cross-sectoral movement. It bridged radical autonomous unionism and broader civil society, 
including the Catholic world, while the CGIL eventually provided the institutional weight necessary 
for the movement’s broader impact. Following these actions, the workers formalised their 
monitoring efforts by creating The Weapon Watch (2020), an independent observatory dedicated to 
tracking military logistics in European and Mediterranean ports. This practical application of  anti-
militarism – where workers risk their livelihoods to disrupt the global military engine – exemplifies 
the unique political nature of  the Genoa docks.3  

All of  these dynamics consolidated and gained significant public momentum with the 
mobilisation against the genocide in Palestine. This latest phase of  activism has not only reaffirmed 
the port workers’ anti-militarist stance but has also expanded their network of  solidarity, 
transforming local dock resistance into a prominent node of  struggles. 

 
 

Logistics of Dissent: The Italian Port Network  
Media reports, the drumbeat of  social media, and a visible presence in street protests – culminating 
in the testimonies at the public assembly in Genoa on September 26th and 27th – have revealed the 
existence of  a network of  autonomous collectives and representatives across Italy’s major ports. 
This network bridged the gap between student activism, civil society, and the strategic logistics 
power of  dockworkers. By connecting local grievances with the global demand for a ceasefire, the 
network demonstrated that worker power can intervene directly in international geopolitics, 
transforming symbolic dissent into material disruption. 

The primary goal of  this network is to prevent the illegal international transit of  arms, in 
accordance with the Italian Law 185/19904. The movement’s slogans – rather than being purely 
ideological critiques of  the imperialist nature of  wars or the capitalist system’s structural ties to 
military-industrial complexes – echo themes of  civil disobedience, conscientious objection, and the 
preservation of  human sentiment. They reflect an irreducible refusal to become “producers of  
instruments of  death” or accomplices in crimes against humanity. By anchoring their mobilisation 
in a specific framework, the workers shifted the narrative from a mere protest to the exercise of  an 
ethical, legal obligation, reclaiming the port as a space of  moral agency. 

 
2 Author’s translation from the original in Italian. 
3 See the link https://www.weaponwatch.net/  
4 The Italian Law 185/1990 is a landmark piece of  legislation that prohibits the export, import, and transit 
of  armaments to countries in a state of  armed conflict, under international embargo, or responsible for 
grave violations of  human rights. 

 

https://www.weaponwatch.net/
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While grounded in models of  non-violence and passive resistance, the workers have relaunched 
forms of  collective direct action. These actions involve no explicit forms of  violence; rather, they 
are expressed in ways that convey the protesters’ determination to support without fear and to the 
very end the objectives of  a struggle lived as a just and sacred cause. It is a sincere conviction that 
spread through empathy and appeared to translate successfully into public consensus and broader 
participation during the months of  September-October 2025, when Italy witnessed unprecedented, 
massive demonstrations that spanned from major urban centres to smaller provincial towns. These 
protests transcended local boundaries, signalling a widespread national mobilisation that unified 
diverse social and political actors under a common ethical framework. 

The movement began with Palestinians in Italy and with university and high school students. It 
was fueled by those who had made Palestine their cause long before October 7th, people who 
succeeded in connecting with a generation born roughly around the same time as the BDS (Boycott, 
Divestment, Sanctions) campaign. For months, it was kept alive by teachers, university researchers, 
and healthcare workers. Then, it moved to the next level with the involvement of  the trade unions, 
led by the vanguard of  the Genoa port workers, who were suddenly thrust into the media spotlight 
thanks to the Flotilla. The starting whistle blew in Genoa, the very place where the cycle of  
struggles of  the last century had been interrupted.  

The boycott of  the Israeli economy affects the very cycles of  production and consumption 
upon which our lives are based, and consequently, capitalism itself. While the bottom-up actions 
of  port workers alone are not sufficient to dismantle Israel’s economy, there is a clear strategic 
awareness that ports function as the primary hubs of  its international trade.  

This allowed even individual local initiatives to impact Israel’s supply chains significantly 
because port workers – unlike peace activists who protest symbolically outside the factory or port 
gates – intervene concretely to block or at least slow the flow of  goods. In doing so, they also 
damage the efficiency of  broader links in the logistics network involved (causing delays for ships 
and other transported goods, the unavailability of  berths, etc.). Even though the port represents 
only a single stretch of  the global supply chain, it remains the most critical node due to the volume 
of  goods passing through it. 

This authentic and widespread popular demand has reshuffled the deck for both political 
parties and trade unions. The fact that the action in Genoa was initiated by the autonomous workers’ 
collective CALP, and subsequently by its affiliated grassroots union USB, caught the institutional 
trade unions - starting with CGIL - somewhat off  guard. The discrepancy between the unions was 
primarily a matter of  tactical timing and procedural caution rather than a fundamental divide over 
the merits of  the cause. In fact, for the first time, the demands of  the institutional and grassroots 
wings of  the labour movement converged on the concrete refusal to handle military cargo, 
effectively aligning their strategic objectives despite their divergent strategic repertoires. 

Credit must be given to CALP, precisely because the movement against weapons in ports saw 
its contemporary rebirth (following the 1970s experiences focused primarily on Vietnam and Chile), 
thanks to CALP’s actions in 2019 against the “ships of  death” - the Saudi Bahri vessels. Even then, 
there was broad popular participation from very diverse sectors of  political and civil activism, 
ranging from the far left to the Catholic world. On that occasion as well, the confederal union 
CGIL arrived slightly later, yet its representational strength remained decisive for the movement’s 
success. 

This is the primary contribution of  the CALP port workers. During the mobilisation against 
arms ships, these workers refused to be cogs in the machinery of  military logistics, blocking the 
docking of  ships loaded with explosives. The practices of  this group of  unionised workers – rooted 
in a strong historical legacy – offer a compelling image of  the intersection between doing politics 
(in its noblest sense) and doing union work – an intersection marked by productive tensions, as 
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political action often risks division, whereas union action seeks to recompose. In their effort to 
hold these diverse elements together, while maintaining a link with their working-class identity,  the 
CALP port workers have infused union demands with a strategic political horizon, contributing to 
an alternative imaginary in a bleak historical moment, where certain practices can only be 
experimented on the ground.  

The legacy these workers bequeath to us is the rediscovery of  the power of  interdiction: the 
capacity of  labour to physically suspend the flow of  capital and war. This power of  interdiction 
operates by turning the choke points of  global supply chains into sites of  resistance, transforming 
the port from a neutral space of  transit into a place of  political dissent (Alimahomed-Wilson and 
Ness, 2018). This resistance has not remained isolated. On a national level, it has fostered 
coordination among collectives across major Italian ports (e.g. Livorno, Civitavecchia, Ravenna, 
Salerno), while internationally, it has built solid bridges with dockworkers’ unions in Europe and 
the Mediterranean, creating a transnational front against arms trafficking. Shipping companies have 
responded to these disruptions by attempting to reroute freight to ports with less militant 
workforces or by intensifying pressure on port authorities to enforce stricter security protocols.  
However, in a globalised world where goods circulate with a velocity that nullifies ethical reflection, 
the gesture of  a docker folding their arms before a cargo of  war restores political dignity to labour. 
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