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Enpl oyment concerns of the future

Zai nal Rampak

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, while tabling the Ei ghth
Mal aysia Plan in Parlianment on 23 April, has indi cated that the Enpl oynent
Act woul d be anended "to include new nbdes of working such as tel eworKking,
part-time work and job sharing”.

The Governnent's intentionis to enlarge the scope of enploynent to
enconpass all segments of Ml aysi an society, such as married wonen with
tertiary education, many of whomare currently homenakers | ooking after
their young children

The advent of information and conmuni cations technol ogy (I CT) has
br ought about new forns, ways and perceptions to t he working worl d.

Contrary to popul ar opinion, the Wrld Trade Organi sation (WO or the
Asean Free Trade Area (Afta), which accord | egal recognition for the
|iberalisation of trade, have little in common with the creation,
devel opnent and pronotion of ICT

However | CT does conpl ement the efficiency and capacity of trade
i beralisation under the aegis of the WO and Afta

There is a visible, albeit gradual, shift in enphasis in the enpl oynent
scene, with assenbly-line, production-type jobs either being downsized,
frozen or phased out, and bei ng repl aced by know edge j obs.

Know edge j obs need not be perforned in a formal working environnment, as
the multiple possibilities of | CT enabl e knowl edge workers to perfor mwork
froma | ocation of preference or choice

Though part-tine work is not newto us, tel ewsrking and job sharing
certainly are.

| would like to think that part-tinme work, teleworking and job sharing
may, in thensel ves, conbine and give birth to yet anot her new seri es of
wor k-rel ated concepts whol Iy unknown to us at this point in tine.

The permutations and conbi nations that are possible fromthese
"secondary sources of work" are al nost unlimted, with conpensation and
benefits, tinme, technol ogy, market orientations, customer expectations and
corporations' business priorities acting in tandem or perhaps even in
conflict, to effectively influence the change process.

The I nternational Labour Organisation's (I1LO Wirld Enpl oyment Report
2001 identifies five core issues with regard to the i nmpact of ICT on the
wor |l d of work:

* Trade policies with regard to governmental policy initiatives on
national |CT sector grow h;

* Mgration of skilled workers and training policy devel opnent;

* Retraining of ol der workers;

* New wor kpl ace concerns such as stress, intrusion of privacy,
intellectual property, right of access to comruni cati ons nedia, | abour
mar ket policies and | abour | aws; and,

* Application of ICT to traditional (or "hard") industries such as
agriculture, mning and fisheries.

The report states that in addition to 160 million workers currently
unenpl oyed, the world of work will have to acconmpdate 460 m | 1ion new,
young j ob- seekers.

Wth 500 mllion workers al ready unabl e to earn enough to keep their
fam | ies above the US$1 (US$1 = RMB. 80) a day (gl obal poverty line
incone), we are actually looking at 1.2 billion people, or 18 per cent of
t he worl d popul ation of 6.6 billion, joiningthe ranks of the unenpl oyed



and underenpl oyed. Very grimstatistics indeed.

In Mal aysia, it has been estinmated that job creation will have to be
gradual |y i ncreased and stabilised at an annual average rate of 2 per cent
i norder to accomvpdate the nati onal average annual popul ation growmh rate
of 2.4 per cent.

Educati on, training and human resour ces devel opnent, particularly in
ICT, will have to increase quantitatively and qualitatively to take our
denographic requirenents inits stride.

The trade uni on novenent's concerns in the context of these "new deal s"
are particularly inmportant.

Workers' rights, job security, social protection, career devel opnent,
education and training, safety and health, productivity growh,
sust ai nabl e i ncone and enhanci ng nati onal conpetitiveness t hrough val ue-
added production are i ssues that have to be coll ectively addressed by
governnents, enpl oyers and the trade uni ons.

These are matters that require tripartite attention and cannot be dealt
with in isolation.

Personal ly, | foresee the possible future growth of "know edge cl usters"
with tel eworking, part-time work and job sharing conpl ementing one anot her
in fast devel oping countries |ike Ml aysi a.

This woul d result in the sharing of know edge work, and by extension
know edge workers, through i ntra-operational and inter-sectoral
appr oaches.

Cross-priority and inter-disciplinary technol ogi cal applications, for
i nstance, the sinmultaneous use of | aser technol ogy i n manuf acturing as
wel | as nedical practice, will beconme the norm

Know edge workers, the "carriers of technol ogi cal w sdom', will cut
t hrough t he ranks and service the specific needs of their enployers, be it
| ocally or abroad, on highly varied terns and conditions of work and
remuner ation.

Trade uni ons, which traditionally drawtheir collective strength from
t he st andardi sati on of ternms and conditions of work through collective
agreements, will findthe grow ng i ndividualisationof work particularly
i nthe knowl edge work sector an organi sati onal and | eadershi p chal | enge.

Legal and procedural safeguards spearheaded by proactive and firm
governmental interventions would help nitigate the undesirable effects of
such uncertainties in the world of work.
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