31/ 07/ 2000

Need to help the | aid-off

MALAYSI AN wor kers shoul d be grateful that the Governnent, unchanged since
i ndependence, cares for their welfare. It has amended the Enpl oynent Act
several tinmes to enhance workers' rights over the years. Anong the assured
benefits enshrined in this protective set of |laws are the retrenchnent
entitlenments. Conpanies do go bust even in the best of times. The Act
ensures the laid-off staff are given a mni mum conpensation to at | east
put food on the table until alternative enploynent is secured. But the

| aws are not iron-clad guarantees. Conpanies do fold up and owners or
shar ehol ders nelt away, |eaving workers in the lurch. Enforcement of the
| aw necessitates the long process of litigation in the courts. Meanwhil e,
retrenched workers, if not re-enployed, suffer as do their famlies.

Such eventualities are not nerely the conjectures. They are real
sufferings encountered by thousands of workers in the past. No one, not
even the caring Government can assure that they would not recur in the
future. For this reason, the Government has realised the need to establish
a national retrenchnent fund, put forward by the Ml aysi an Trades Uni on
Congress. But no law exists to found and exact contributions to fund such
a schene. So enpl oyers, especially the three nain national centres - the
Mal aysi an Enpl oyers Federation, the Federation of Ml aysi an Manufacturers
and the Mal aysi an Agricul tural Producers Association - have so far opposed
the concept. They have argued that contribution to a national retrenchnent
fund woul d i ncrease the enpl oyers' operational expenditure.

Their argunment, to be sure, makes business sense. But it is, at the sane
time, noral nonsense. Profits of enterprises and corporations ooze out
fromworkers' sweat, skills and ingenuity. In good tinmes, owners and
shar ehol ders take home a sizeable chunk of the after-tax profits. It nust
be said that many conpani es al so reward their enpl oyees with bonuses and
increments. By the sane token, shouldn't they set aside a portion, even a
tiny portion, for exigencies. Al thinking wage earners build up funds for
conti ngenci es as when the car breaks down, when fl ood causes househol d
damage and when soneone in the famly falls ill, requiring hospitalisation
and costly operations. Conpanies should do the sane for the sake of the
nmost val uabl e asset in their operations - workers.

That is the unspoken rationale in the Prime Mnister's call to enpl oyers
to support a national retrenchnent fund on Saturday. Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad said the Governnment intended to inplenent the schene if
enpl oyers contributed to it. As he expl ai ned, enpl oyers need not
contribute aringgit for every enployee on their payroll. The anmpbunt could
be 50 sen. The need is real and cogent to establish a retrenchnent fund.
Enpl oyers cannot expect the Governnment to fund the schene with taxpayers
money. It would not be fair or just. It is true that the greater mpjority
of enpl oyers pay conpensation if they lay off workers either through
vol untary separation schemes or if they cl ose shop. But rascal s abound
among enpl oyers who renege their responsibilities. It is to help these
retrenched a national conpensation fund is required. We pray that such a
fund woul d never have to be tapped; we pray that no worker in the |and
woul d be laid off without any conpensation. But it would be a gratifying
assurance to all workers if the fund is established. Enployers shoul d not
shy away fromthe responsibility to fund the schene.
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