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Chal | engi ng ti mes ahead for Cuepacs

Sar ban Si ngh

N. SI VA SUBRAMANI AM 51, took over as president of Cuepacs, or Congress of
Uni ons of Enpl oyees in the Public and Civil Services, with his victory at
the triennial conference-cumpolls last nonth. H's rise, though, comes at
an extremely chal l enging tine.

That Siva and Cuepacs have an enornmpus task ahead was underlined by the
surprisingly candid plea of fornmer president Abdul Aziz Sultan at the
conference: "I hope sonmething is done urgently to overcone the many
weaknesses of Cuepacs."

Cuepacs' tale of woes begins with a pal pable | ack of interest. For
starters, only 20 per cent of the 850, 000-nmenber strong civil service are
uni oni sed, which, a former president said, was an "enbarrassnent".

Even then trade unionists often |ament, not w thout a strong hint of
resignation, over nenbership's indifference to what goes on in their
uni ons. Except on such occasions as salary revisions or |eadership
contests, they just stay away.

But it has been argued that nenbers nust inevitably take an interest as
it is they who will shape the future of the organi sation. "For instance,
with all the changes around us, Cuepacs cannot remain solely as a wage
negotiator," said T. Narendran, its |ongest-serving president.

Siva hinself readily acknow edges the need to veer fromthis traditiona
role. "Cuepacs nust not be seen as an organisation that only wakes up a
few weeks in five years to tal k, anong others, about salary negotiati ons.
We risk losing support of the menbers,” said Siva | ast week.

Beyond this question of identity and role, Siva, who was previously
secretary-general, should be fam liar with other headaches, especially its
fi nances.

This stens essentially fromwhat has been described as a "shaneful ly
| ow' subscription which works out to between 15 sen and RML. 80 per nenber.
The rate has renained for 24 |ong years.

The financial woes even brought the Governnent into the picture once.
Past president Mohamad Mat Jid consi dered Cuepacs fortunate for this
rescue.

A chorus is reverberating therefore for nenbers to pay nore to raise
Cuepacs' effectiveness and so that there can be nore wor kshops and
sem nars.

"Cuepacs can do much like getting group insurance for its nenbers. But
this can only be done if there is support from nmenbers,” sai d Narendran
who was i npressed by the standing of the National Union of Bank Enpl oyees.
(NUBE is regarded as the richest union in the country.)

Besides its finances, Cuepacs has to deal with a ganut of other issues
fromreform ng day-to-day nmanagenment to organi sing educati onal workshops.

I ndeed, Siva will have to nove fast to revitalise Cuepacs which is being
I i kened by sone to an ol d, slow vehicle hogging the fast |ane after
turning 38 two nonths ago

In stressing the need for reforns, trade unioni sts acknow edge t hat
Cuepacs was forned partly to inprove the workings of its 103 affiliated
trade unions, and to talk to the Governnent.

Agai nst this backdrop, can a different course be steered and how can
Siva star in the exercise?

Trade uni oni sts say Cuepacs can start doing this by taking Information
Technol ogy seriously.



"I'magine with just a stroke of the conmputer an econony can be knocked
down. Thousands then get retrenched," said former president A Ragunat han.

Sharing simlar sentinments for change, Abdul Aziz said: "To nme, Cuepacs
has to be run by a full-time secretariat while plenty of research nust be
done. ™

As for research (an observer said everytime trade unionists tal k about
i nprovenment, research will feature promnently) it will certainly help
enhance the standi ng of Cuepacs anong nenbers and those they deal with.
And t hey have nmuch dealing with the Governnent.

Wi ch is why trade unionists said Cuepacs nmust come up with rational and
sensi bl e argunments to justify their clains, an issue also raised by Prinme
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad when openi ng Cuepacs' 21st
triennial general assenmbly on Dec 2.

The soft-spoken Siva said the new | eadershi p woul d organi se nore
programes to enhance nenbers' know edge on contenporary i ssues such as
IT.

Whi ch shows that so far when they envisage the future of this inportant
organi sation, trade unionists could only offer bits and pieces. "There is
no cl ear, conprehensive blueprint .. still, encouragingly ideas have been
bandi ed about," said an observer.

Al'l these provide a conpelling argunent for Cuepacs to get together and
chart its future now.

For sonme of the issues can be safely anticipated - when they neet the
Gover nnent next for wage tal ks, the econony coul d have recovered. Chances
are that they will again be tal king about salary disparity between the
private and public sectors.

And, there nust be new credi ble arnmoury when they raise the natter
agai n.

For this, further inprovenents in efficiency and quality service to the
public will help. "Cuepacs can notivate nenbers to raise efficiency and
conpetency .. this is a powerful justification for inprovenents in their
terms and conditions,” said an observer.

As partners in progress, even the nature of future civil service should
be a concern to Cuepacs consi dering advances |ike the advent of electronic
gover nnent .

In discussing its future, Ragunathan - the fourth president - took tine
to reminisce the difficulties and opposition founders |ike hi mwent
t hrough when they wanted to register Cuepacs in Novenber 1960.

For this reason, he had this nmessage for current and future | eaderships
of Cuepacs: "Please take great care of Cuepacs."”

( END)
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