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Wor kers need a win-wi n solution

THE Mal aysi an Trades Uni on Congress' (MIUC) statement that it will call
of f the May 12 picket agai nst the Enpl oyees Provident Fund (EPF) if the

m nister in charge could cone up with an am cabl e solution is wel coned.
Human Resources M ni ster Dat uk Dr Fong Chan Onn, however, nust ensure that
the "sol uti on” he proposes isn't just to appease the trade union | eaders.
It will beterribleto allowany sign of weakness now, especially at a

ti me when Mal aysi an wor kers, who cel ebrated 21st century's first Labour
Day yesterday, are faced wi th new and unprecedented threats fromoutsi de.

Remar ks made by G Raj asekaran, the MIUC secretary-general, in his
intervieww th a forei gn newspaper on why the congress was organising the
nati onwi de pi cket agai nst the EPF, is another reason why Fong nust ensure
a win-wn solution. Rajasekaran, who told the Asian Wall Street Journal
that he was "not amlitant", said he was adopting the confrontational
approach because the Governnment had taken trade unions in Ml aysia for
granted. Just as the Government nust not be seen as weak in dealing with
| abour issues, it cannot be deenmed as uncaring, either. Rajasekaran's
claimis excessive, to say the | east, because far fromtaking trade unions
for granted, the Governnment has done nore than many governments in the
West to ensure freedomof trade uni ons. Perhaps the Government is seen as
taki ng trade unions for granted because it has its own i deas, which nmay be
different fromthe trade unionists', intrying to inprove the lot of the
wor ker s.

This difference in approach will naturally lint the Governnent's
ability to accomodate the MITUC s dermands on the matter regardi ng the EPF.
Raj asekaran and MIUC presi dent Senator Zainal Ranpak will be aware that
the EPF i s accountabl e to the workers (and enpl oyers) who contribute to
the fund every nmonth. Wil e both trade uni ons and t he Gover nnent have done
a lot for workers, the EPF has al so contributed significantly inits own
ways. I n recent years the fund has i ncreased t he nunber of services it
provi des to t he enpl oyees, including introducing schenes to buy conputers
and unit trusts, apart frompayi ng steady annual divi dends whet her or not
the econony is doing well. The appoi ntnent of a chief executive officer
(CEO to head the EPF is an attenpt by the Governnent to pronote greater
professionalismin the operations of the fund, especially inits
i nvest ment deci sions. The CEOQ, Azl an Mbhd Zainol, brings to the EPF rich
experience i n banki ng and finance, which will certainly add a wel coned
di rension to the running of the fund.

There wi Il always be accusations that the EPF, when it decides to i nvest
ina Ml aysian conpany, is rescuing that conpany because of its links with
t he Government. Raj asekaran's interviewer wote about "al |l eged
m smanagenent of the savings of 9.7 million Mal aysi ans i nvested in... EPF"
and "...the fund' s di sastrous i nvestnent in atel ecommuni cati ons conpany
with historic links to (Prime Mnister Datuk Seri) Dr Mahathir Mhanad' s
political party", quotes not necessarily attributed to the trade union
| eader. There will al so al ways be accusations that sone trade unionists
are behol den to the i nternational | abour noverent with consi derabl e
financial and political clout.

Preoccupation with such all egati ons, which is greatly responsible for
sparki ng the EPF- MIUC di spute, weakens and t hreat ens Mal aysia's i ndustri al
rel ations, which have | ong been a strong point in attracting | ong-term
foreign investors to the country. It has al so distracted trade uni oni sts,



wor kers and governnent officials fromthe bigger threat that faces the
| abour novenent in this country - the inpact of globalisation that has
al ready taken away millions of investnent and jobs from Ml aysi a.
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