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Ensuring fairness all round

THE Nati onal Wages Counci | of Singapore has proposed anot her year of wage
restraint even as the republic's econony appears to have energed from
recessioninthe first quarter of this year. The tripartite counci
contends t hat anot her year of noratori umon wages woul d be necessary to
achi eve full econom c recovery. Last year Singapore adopted sweepi ng pay
cuts to help pull the island out of recession and sharpen its conpetitive
edge agai nst | ower-cost nei ghbours. They included a reduction in enpl oyer
contributions to a state pension fund from20 per cent to 10 per cent of
wor kers' salaries for two years fromJanuary 1 1999 and wage cuts of 5to
8 per cent.

Mal aysi a was nore affected by the crisis than Singapore. In fact, we
could do with a wage restraint even nore than our nei ghbour. Since the
Asian crisis beganin July 1997, the ringgit was subject torelentless
specul ati on and mani pul ati on, the Kual a Lunmpur St ock Exchange was battered
by fund nanagers who t ook advant age of various | oophol es and fl aws, and

i ndustries were forced to sack over 80,000 workers | ast year al one. For
the first quarter of 1999, the Mal aysi an Gover nnent expects great

i mprovenents in gross donestic product (GDP) figures but the numbers woul d
still be in the negative zone, therefore it is not out of recession yet.
Sone wor kers and uni ons are even now t hreatening to picket over the
guestion of better salaries.

Even then there has been no wage restraint in Mal aysia as there has been

i n Si ngapore. What the authorities have done is to call for noderate wage
demands. The results, neverthel ess, have been very hearteni ng. Throughout
the country calls for noderation in wage demands have been net with a
synpat hetic response fromtrade unions and their workers. Apart froma few
cases that generally involved | ong-standing sal ary di sputes, workers in
the private sector as well as in the governnent have accepted snal
increments, the status quo and even pay cuts, particularly |last year when
the full inpact of the regional financial crisis hit industries. Last
Saturday Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad t hanked wor kers and
their unions for exercising restraint during the econom c crisis.

Mal aysi an wor kers have done so even though their income could no | onger
buy all the goods they used to buy because prices had gone up.

Anot her year of such pricel ess cooperation fromthe trade unions and

their workers will contribute significantly to efforts to put the

Mal aysi an econony back on the growth track. The inpact of voluntary
restraint by trade unions in the manufacturing sector, along with ot her
cost-cutting measures by conpanies, led |last year to nore industries
hitting RML billion in annual sal es. Those who signed coll ective
agreenments without the traditional demands for nore have effectively
guaranteed a three-year period for conpani es to concentrate on surviving

t he tough conditions w thout worries about having to cough up 10 or 15 per
cent nore every nonth on wage bills. But there are i nstances, too, when
wor ker s have been nade to feel that their enpl oyers were naki ng use of the
econom c crisis as an excuse not to reward them even though the conmpany
was nmaki ng even nore profits than the previous year. This happens usually
at the expense of workers' noral e. Enpl oyers must renmenber that profits in
bad tines are profits all the sane, and their workers shoul d be rewar ded.
In Mal aysi a sone conpani es have continued to reward their workers in the

| ast two years because their operations have thrived. Probably many others



t hat shoul d are not doing so. In many enterprises, increnments and rewards
are given to all instead of the few who have perforned or who have been
very productive. Sonme of the major establishnents in Singapore have faced
no probl ens because of a variabl e conponent in the wage systemthat all ows
themto adj ust wages upwards or downwards according to profitability, the
econony and t he i ndi vi dual worker's productivity. Very few Mal aysi an
conpani es practise this flexible wage system and this is one area the
authorities may want to examine if it desires a nore established format of
ensuring fairness to both enpl oyers and their workers.
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