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Wor ki ng towards stronger industrial relations

Hami sah Hami d

FI RST of May, 1999, was a significant Wrrkers' Day for Ml aysi an wor kers
and their trade unions. Apart frombeing the | ast Wrkers Day of the 20th
Century, it was celebrated with optinmsm that the economic difficulties
whi ch have affected workers since the m ddl e of 1997 woul d soon end.

It al so marked 50 years of the Mal aysi an Trades Uni on Congress ( MITUC)
bei ng the unbrella body for trade unions in the country.

The scope of Workers' Day goes beyond the world of work. It is neant not
only for workers but al so for enpl oyers and Governnent to appraise their
efforts inbuilding the country's industrial rel ations.

Apart fromthe massive strike staged by the now defunct Airline

Enpl oyees Union in 1979 and t he nationwi de plantation strike in the md-
1980s, industrial harmony has been a useful selling point for the
Governnent inits efforts to attract foreign direct investment.

In his Wrkers' Day nessage on Saturday, Human Resources M ni ster Datuk
Li mAh Lek reassured workers of this stance. The Governnent, he said, is
al ways concerned about the workers' needs, that it will nove in as soon as
it hears of any di spute between workers and enpl oyers.

The economic crisis that hit the country in July 1997 has been a severe
test for workers and the | abour novenent in this country. Mre than 80, 000
peopl e I ost their jobs and thousands suffered salary cuts and fewer
benefits. Many trade unions had to opt for the unprecedented nove of
accepting wage reducti ons when col | ective agreenments were renewed.

The econoni ¢ downt urn underlined the maturity of Mal aysi an wor kers and
their trade uni on | eaders. As South Korea, the Philippines and | ndonesi a,
also hit by the crisis, battled with workers on the streets, the Ml aysi an
wor kf orce ral l'i ed behind the Government .

Wirkers' representatives have access to t he Human Resources M nister's

of fice anytime they want the mnister to hel p resolve a dispute. This has
been adm tted by union | eaders in the MIUC or the Congress of Unions of
Enpl oyees in the Public and G vil Services (Cuepacs).

Under t he Mal aysi a I nc concept, Governnent representatives are al ways
receptive towards suggestions nmade by t he workers towards the country's
progr ess.

Despite the crisis and the fact that Mal aysi a has not been a source of
cheap | abour for many years, foreign investments keep on coming in.

The investors are attracted by the productive, know edgeabl e and

di sci plined | ocal workforce, added by the excellent infrastructure that
the country offers -a viewsupported by several international surveys.
Accordi ng to MIUC presi dent, Senator Zai nal Ranpak, Mal aysi an wor kers'
productivity is only second to Japan.

Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi, at the 50th

anni versary di nner of the MIUC on Sat urday ni ght, said one of Malaysia's
strong econonic attraction is that we have educated, skilled and
responsi bl e workers.

In his Wrkers Day nessage, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir

Mohanmad cal | ed on t he workers to conti nue upgradi ng productivity to assi st
t he econom c recovery of the country.

He advi sed workers not to be choosy about jobs at a tinme when the
country is trying to revive the econony, although the wages are not as in
t he good days.

He sai d t he Governnent has taken steps to saf eguard workers interest as



the country faces econoni c probl ens, such as i ntensifying constructi on and
infrastructure projects sothat the activities would provide enpl oynent
opportunities for these workers.

According to the recent Md-termReview of the Seventh Ml aysia Pl an
(1996-2000), I abour productivity - neasured by gross domestic product per
wor ker in constant 1978 prices - continued to grow al beit at a sl ower
rate.

Labour productivity grew by 3.5 per cent in 1996 and 3.0 per cent in
1997. However, it dropped to negative 3.8 per cent in 1998 due to the
econom ¢ sl owdown whi ch resulted i n underutilisation of workers' capacity.
The mid-termreview has outlined the Governnent's Human Resource
strategies, formul ated by taking into account the experience fromthe
econom ¢ downt ur n.

The strategi es i nclude increasing the supply of skilled | abour to

support the know edge-based and capital -i ntensive industries, inproving
accessibility to education and training, encouraging self-enploynment

t hrough t he provi si on of training, and pronmoting the i npl enentati on of
productivity-based wage system

The Human Resource M nister in his Wrkers Day message announced a RVb00
mllion fund set up by the Government to provide | oans to trainees at the
vocational and training institutes.

The Human Resource Devel opnent Fund (HRDF), set up to upgrade the

wor kers skills, has so far benefited 2.19 mllion workers with an
expenditure of RM635.2 nmillion since 1993.

The HRDF and its trai ning schenes have recei ved recognition from

i nternational bodies, includingthelnternational Labour Organisation and
the Worl d Trade Organi sati on.

Mal aysi an wor kf orce has increased inline with the econom c growth. The
statistics fromthe Human Resources M ni stry and t he Econom ¢ Pl anni ng
Unit shows that the country's workforce has i ncreased from7.204 million
in 1991 to 8.256 million in 1995.

There were 8.641 million workers in 1996, upto 9.03 mllion in 1997.

The figure has dropped slightly to 9 nmllion workers in 1998, foll ow ng
the retrenchment exercise due to the econom c sl owdown.

Meanwhi l e, the MITUC, during its Wrkers Day rally held in Shah Al amon
Sat ur day had brought up i ssues affecting the workers towards the next

m | I enni um

One of the issues is the m ni numwage, which the novenent has been
advocating sinceits inceptionin 1949. Zainal saidit is high time that
t he Governnent | ooks into the i ssue as the country i s now back on the
grow h track.

MIUC expects the Government to i npl ement the m ni rumwage by 2000 as the
econom c recovery will be in full swing this year.

Zai nal argued that Mal aysi an workers are not choosy about jobs, but they
are choosy about sal ary. Enpl oyers, after all, will be paying m ni rumwage
to loyal and patriotic Ml aysian workers, not foreigners.

He assured the opponents of this mninumwage that it will not cause

Mal aysia to |l ose its conpetitiveness in the global market as | ong as | ocal
products are of high quality.

Zai nal said Dr Mahathir had i nforned the MIUC during a nmeeting i n August

| ast year that the Governnent woul d i npl ement a m ni rumwage of RML, 200
when t he econony recovers.

Wth the positive prospects of the economic growh for this year and the
next, maybe it is high tinme that the Governnent takes a serious | ook at
maki ng thi s m ni rumwage of ficial.

The i npl ement ati on of the m ni mumwage will probably be an incentive for

| ocal workers to work in areas which they presently shy away, such as in



the services and plantation sectors, as the Mal aysi an workers are said to
be only choosy about sal ary.
O her devel oprment whi ch the workers community can | ook forward to is the
setting up of the National Retrenchment Schene (NRS) and t he operation of
t he Workers Shop.
The Human Resources M nistry, onfinalisingits study on the proposed
NRS, i s now consi deri ng whet her to engage experts fromthe 1LOto do the
actuarial study on it.
The NRS seeks to provi de financial assistance to the workers of bankrupt
conpani es where the owners cannot pay retrenchnment conpensati on.
Meanwhi | e, the | aunching of the workers fair-price shop, which is
supposed to be on Wrkers Day, has been postponed as t he Wrkers Consuner
Movenent (3PMTUC) is ironing out the technicalities involved. Zainal, who
i s al so the 3PMIUC presi dent, when asked about the devel opnent of the
Workers Shop, saidit will be | aunched sonetine this year.
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