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Doi ng the best for workers

WORKERS' Day used to be marked by fiery, sonetimes anti-governnent,
speeches and massive rallies to suggest solidarity. For several years now
it is celebrated in a nore sober and noderate nood. The three years of
econom c difficulties caused by the Asian financial crisis have taught
everyone, including workers and trade unions, that thereis alot to be
thankful for. We all knowthat things could have gotten a | ot worse, that
Mal aysi a managed to avoid the pitfalls that sonme of its nei ghbours pl unged
headl ong i nto because of the ability, and the willingness, of everyone to
work together as friends in their great adversity.

In sone of the crisis-hit countries, workers turned against their
enpl oyers, conpani es sacked their staff, and governnments had to surrender
their i ndependence to experts fromsone i nternati onal nonetary agency t hat
prom sed to bail out the econom es fromthe great crisis. About 20 million
workers |l ost their jobs after the crisis hit in July 1997. |In Ml aysi a,
nore t han 100, 000 people lost theirs in the | ast two years or so but nost
were re-enpl oyed by other conpani es and today as the econony i s recovering
there are, once again, nore jobs than job-seekers. Mst Ml aysians are
aware that they get to keep their jobs because the right policies and
neasures were inpl ement ed.

These policies and neasures woul d not have seen the |ight of day if
t here had not been cl ose cooperationwithinthe tripartite partnership of
wor kers, enpl oyers and the Governnment. Wil e workers staged strikes in
Sout h Korea, |ndonesia and the Philippines, workers and trade unions in
Mal aysia rallied behind the Governnent wi thout being told to. They
def ended the capital controls and ot her measures the Governnent w shed to
i mpl enent to save the econony and they refrai ned fromtaki ng any action
that coul d jeopardi se the health of the private sector and t he econony.
Sone of themagreed to salary reductions to help their enployers survive
the hard times, others nmade no fresh demands when their collective
agreements expired. There was not a single major industrial action during
the | ast three years, save for a bank di spute provoked by the sacki ng of
uni oni sed workers and a controvery over a video tape of a union | eader who
attacked the Mal aysi an Government and its | abour policies during an
overseas sem nar. This controversy involved t he then Human Resour ces
M ni ster, Datuk Li mAh Lek, and the MIUC general secretary.

The behavi our of the trade union leaders in their nmost trying hours is
exenpl ary and deserve nmention and tri bute. They may not have fornmul at ed
t he econom c policies and strategi es which brought recovery to t he econony
wi t hout any adverse effects, but if the workers had not cooperated the
Mal aysi an econony woul d have been worse off. Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad' s nessage to the country's nine mllion workers that the
test of strength between trade unions and Governnent is not the way to go
when workers and their trade unions have a demand t hey want consi dered,
therefore, is honest as well as tinely.

The economni c recovery shoul d not be used as an excuse to justify any
union's intention to go back to the old ways of confrontation. It should
be used to build on the newfound strength of the country's tripartism The
ability to cooperate and to hel p anot her shoul d continue, and this will
only be possibleif all three parties are willing to do so. There will be
various issues to bring up and resol ve as the econony recovers, no doubt,
and they coul d certainly be tackled without having to resort to nethods



whi ch serve only to saf eguard one party's interests without regards to the
other parties' positions or the |larger interest of the nation. Take the
cue fromthe Prime Mnister - avoid test of strength and discuss the
probl ems. Nobody shoul d act unilaterally and certainly the outside parties
- the International Monetary Fund or the I nternational Labour O ganisation
- should be left out of donestic issues. This is the 21st century, surely
we - the Government, the unions and the enployers - can decide for
oursel ves what's best for our workers.
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