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Focus on the situation, not statistics

Hami sah Hami d

WHEN t he Human Resources M nistry | ast Friday cane out with an esti mate of
RMBO billion extra wages a year that will have to be paid to all workers
including foreign labour if the m ni numwage of RML, 200 is inplenented in
the country, the Mal aysi an Trades Uni on Congress (MIUC) was puzzl ed by the
mnistry's action

Its president Senator Zainal Ranpak questioned the mnistry's nove in
i ssuing statistics after statistics to discredit the union's call for the
i mpl ement ation of a statutory m ni nrumwage.

He said the ministry is trying to create public alarmwith "big" figures
to di scourage the public fromsupporting the proposal for a m ni num
i ncone.

Human Resources M nister Datuk Dr Fong Chan Onn had said the RVBO
billion additional wage Bill represents 25 per cent of the country's gross
donmestic product (CGDP), enphasi sing the point that high m ni rumwage wil |
burden the country as a whol e.

The ministry arrived at the estimate after taking into account the
consequenti al increase of about RM60O i n nont hly pay, including having to
pay the sane m nimumincone to foreign workers.

This is the | atest devel opnent in the "battle of statistics" between the
mnistry and the MIUC, whi ch started when the Congress rel eased its survey
findings in March to support its demand for fixing a mninumincone in the
country.

The MITUC had been aski ng the Governnent to i npl enent a ni ni rumwage | aw
inthe country to protect the interest of |owincone earners fromthe
escal ating cost of Iiving.

Fong, on receiving a copy of the study, had i mredi ately sl amed t he MIuC
over the data it had used to base its study as well as the concl usion that
about one mllion workers were |iving bel ow poverty income |evel.

He said the statistics were mi sl eading and that the study painted a
negative picture of the country.

Zainal retaliated by challenging the mnistry to cone out withits own
study and statistics on mni mumincone before running down the union's
recent findings.

The MIUC had al so revised its earlier demand of RML, 200 a nonth to be
bet ween RM600 and RML, 200.

One may have realised that the mnistry's brush with the MIUC on t he
i ssue has kept the mnistry onits toes regardi ng wages for the workers.

The minister has recently directed the Wges Council to be reactivated
to cover "vul nerabl e workers" in non-unionised sectors such as donestic
wor kers and ot her sectors which will be identified later.

Wages Councils have been established under the Wages Council Act 1947 to
det ermi ne reasonabl e wage | evel s for workers at the ports, cinemas and
sundry shops

Fong had al so promi sed that the on-going study on the nonthly wage for
estate workers, conducted by Universiti Malaya's Faculty of Econom cs and
Adm nistration, will be extended to other sectors.

The ministry's officers are currently collecting statistics fromthe
gover nment surveys on househol d and expenditure to determ ne the
i ndi vi dual income and expenditure pattern in Ml aysi a.

"We want to get the real picture on the actual incone and expenditure
pattern," he said, adding that the officers will also study the



i mprovenment of income received by workers over the years.

Meanwhil e, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, in his
Wirkers' Day's nmessage on May 1, had said that the m ni nrumRML, 200 a nont h
is beyond the affordability of the Governnent and private sector.

At this point of time, he said the Governnent is unable to set a m ni mum
wage of RML, 200 a month for themas this woul d | ead salaries to go up to
very high level s for all categories of workers including executives.

The Prime Mnister had called on the workers to strive for higher
productivity as productivity is the key to higher salaries.

Mal aysi an I nstitute of Econonmi ¢ Research executive director Dr Mohaned
Ariff Abdul Kareemsai d workers shoul d be equi pped with skills so that
their productivity would i nprove and they woul d earn nore.

He said the fixing of mininumwage will introduce rigidity in the
econony that woul d cause distortions in the system

"W shoul d adopt a flexible systemand |l eave it to the narket forces to
determ ne the wage," he sai d when contacted | ast week.

Dr Ariff said although the market forces are not efficient, it is better
to work through such a systemby upgradi ng the workers' skills to inprove
their productivity.

In fact, the productivity-based wage system had been agreed by the
Nati onal Labour Advisory Council (NLAC) in a neeting few years back.

However, the agreenent reached at the tripartite forumhas not been
wi dely i npl enented i ndustry wi de with one of the reasons being the
enpl oyers' reluctance to be transparent over financi al perfornance.

It should al so be renmenbered that productivity enhancenent does not cone
fromthe workers only.

Workers can work hard, putting in nore hours and carry out their tasks
efficiently, but it woul d beat the purpose if the managenent does not
contribute towards fostering workers' productivity such as creating a
conduci ve wor ki ng envi ronment, mai nt ai ni ng har noni ous i ndustrial rel ati ons
and creating a sense of partnership or bel ongi ng anong t he wor kers.

Al'l these intangi ble factors, and not just pay increase or m ni numwage,
are essential to inprove workers' productivity.

As the country noves into the know edge- based econony, enpl oyers mnust
respond to it by not only focusing on the shift in businesses but al so
t owar ds human resource devel opnent.

Enpl oyers shoul d be prepared to i nvest in sophisticated machinery or
conmput ers for workers to work on and al so set asi de sone expenditure to
upgr ade t he equi pnent.

VWhat use if there are 10 conputers in the office but only six can be
used? How can enpl oyees' efficiency and productivity be increased if there
are not provi ded wi th adequat e equi pnent to work on?

At the same tinme, we cannot deny efforts by the Governnment, particularly
t he Human Resources M nistry, in providing protection to the workers
through | egislative neans and i nproving the workers' skills to enhance
their narketability.

It would be wi se to note that any nmeasure taken shoul d be based on the
reality of the situation and not on statistics because statistics can be
mani pul at ed.
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