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M ni mrum wage probl ens

THE debate in the nmedia on m ni mumwage nakes good read but is
unproductive and not likely to inprove anyone's lot, |least of all the

wor kers. Whet her or not there are one million Ml aysi ans bei ng paid
poverty-line income or not, as clained by the Mal aysi an Trades Uni on
Congress (MIUC) inits study on m ni numwage, which is proving to be as
controversial as many of its previous undertaki ngs, or whether or not its
findings are outdated, as clained by a deputy mnister, was never the
issue inthe first place. The Government needs to get everyone to | ook at
the original issue here and start asking the pertinent questions with
regards to the study.

Shoul d Mal aysi a i ntroduce a statutory m ni numwage? The MIUC says yes
and I nternational Trade and I ndustry M ni ster Datuk Seri Rafidah Azi z says
no; others who have commented on the i ssue probably di d not know. The
I nternational Labour Organisation (ILO, the MTUC s sidekick in conducting
the six-nmonth study, may have strong views on a mni mumwage but it was
unlikely that any of the three conventions adopted by the world body - in
1930, 1953 and 1972 - was tailored to Malaysia's situation then, and
certainly not now The econonic recovery fromthe Asian financial crisis
of 1997, cited by several MIUC | eaders as a good reason to i ntroduce a
m ni mumwage, is not relevant to the question. The deputy mnister's
contention that Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad had
suggest ed RML, 200 as a possi bl e m ni rumwage at a nmeeting with congress
| eaders in 1998 is sinply inpertinent.

The MITUC s proposal for a mini numwage deserves anal ysis by both
Gover nment and enpl oyers; neither shoul d be defensive or feel threatened
by the findings of the study or the proposed RML, 200 m ni mum wage | evel .
The nmerits and denerits of the proposed systemshoul d be not ed, di scussed
and consi dered. The study says the UK re-introduced a m ni numwage a few
years ago after a four-year |apse, but has that hel ped reduce its high
unenpl oynment or increase the British workers' purchasi ng power? The MITUG
ILOreport also cites Japan but in Tokyo a "reasonabl " m ni mumwage does
not hel p the average worker cope confortably with the cost of |iving. And
isit desirable to conpare Sri Lanka, one of the few countries that ratify
all three conventions on m ni numwage, with the situation in Ml aysi a?

The National Labour Advi sory Council, together with an i ndependent body
of experts, should lead an initiative to dissect the m ni numwage issue
and come up with recommendati ons. There may be sectors in the econony that
woul d benefit froma statutory m ni rumwage; identify themand propose a
m ni rumwage fi xi ng machi nery. There nmust be a neasure of faith i n nmarket
forces, though, and nore inportantly the questi on of productivity needs to
be addressed. It may not be viable to i npl ement a national m ni mumwage
pol i cy but perhaps where there are cases of workers receiving poverty-line
sal aries, the poverty line could be used as a reference point.

At the same tinme, there nust also be an initiative to | ook at the
exi sting wage fixing system |f sonmeone says it is inperfect, part of the
bl ame shoul d be heaped on trade uni oni sts and enpl oyers who have, for
their own selfish reasons, failed to push through a nore pro-active
nati onal wage systembased on productivity and conpany profitability. They
may be nore receptive to the idea now, the willingness of trade unions to
refrain fromdemandi ng wage i ncreases during the last three years to help
their conpanies survive is a sure sign of maturity which nmust be



reci procat ed by enpl oyers. Perhaps it istime to revive the so-called
fl exi bl e wage systemi dea, which basically rewards workers for their
productivity instead of just seniority and which contains el ements of
profit-sharing with the enployers. The nmi ni mumwage proposal, if it is as
ti mel ess as sone peopl e believe, should be able to fit in somewhere in the
context of a new productivity-driven nati onal wage system
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