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Anal ysts: Job market may not trail econom c recovery

Ham sah Hamid
SIGNS of economic recovery fromthe gl obal sl owdown are beginning to
appear and translated into better econom c figures.

Donesti cal |y, manufacturing output has expanded foll ow ng higher |oca
and export orders, nore investnents in new plants and nachinery are seen
and confidence returns to the property market which was previously
subdued.

Car sales have risen while cash registers are ringing in sales in retai
i ndustry, which | ast year saw a di sappointing growh of 1.7 per cent
agai nst 10.4 per cent in 2000.

The stock market is not disappointing either, with the benchmark Kual a
Lunpur Stock Exchange Conposite |Index (KLClI) breaching the 800-
psychol ogi cal |evel, and expecting to reach 1,000 points by year-end.

Cheerful outlook is noticeable as consunmers and busi ness conmunity alike
are optimstic of a better tinme in the nonths ahead.

Nonet hel ess, the trying tinme for wage earners is not over yet.

Busi nesses may i nprove wi th conpani es which previously were in the red
having returned to the black or are expected to nove beyond the break-even
poi nt. But previous experiences showed that recovery in job market |ags
behi nd econoni ¢ rebound.

Sonme econom sts predict that the unenploynent |evel in the country may
not trail closely to the economc recovery as job creation may not grow as
fast as the growh in business.

After com ng out fromthe bad tinme, conpanies nmay opt to operate with
their existing workers to nmeet expansion in production rather than hiring
new wor kers.

Recent survey by Ml aysian Institute of Econom c Research (MER) found
that despite inproving sales order and higher production |evel for
el ectrical and el ectronic products, about 50 per cent of enployers in the
sector have ruled out recruitnent.

The consolidation of conpanies, involving manpower rationalisation as
wel | as nergers and acquisitions in the financial services sector, has
resulted in nore workers being nade jobl ess.

Statistics indicate that |arge retrenchments exercises are stil
ongoi ng, albeit at a slower pace and nore sporadic. About 70 per cent of
the lay-offs were in the manufacturing sector

At the same time, it is the manufacturing sector which offers nost job
openi ngs, especially for production-rel ated jobs.

Anal ysts attributed it to the changes taking place in the country's
i ndustrial sector where |abour-intensive industries wound up and rel ocated
to countries with cheaper |abour |ike China and Thail and.

A the sane tine, new conpani es have been set up, particularly the
capital -intensive ones, to capitalise on the country's skilled workforce
The Governnent, which had come out with fiscal packages |ast year to
stinmul ate donmestic econony, had not |eft out wage-earners who fall victins

to the econonic sl owdown.

A total of RVMBOO million has been allocated by the CGovernnment under the
stimul us package announced in Septenber |ast year for the retraining of
retrenched workers and new entrants to the |abour market |ike unenpl oyed
graduat es and school -1 eavers.

According to econom c think-tank MER, job market will inprove a year
after econom c recovery had taken pl ace.



However, the outl ook of enployment will be better if the econonic
recovery is stronger than expected.

Bank Negara Ml aysi a expects the econony to grow nodestly this year by
3.5 per cent while estimtes by research houses range between 4 and 5 per
cent.

Asi an Devel opnent Bank projects Ml aysia's gross donestic product to
grow at 4.2 per cent.

M ER expects the unenpl oynment |evel to hover around 4 per cent this year
but the official figure, at 3.6 per cent (2001: 3.7 per cent), is nore
optimstic.

However, the outl ook of the enploynment market is far from gl oom
According to Human Resources M nister Datuk Dr Fong Chan Onn, there are
four new jobs created for every retrenched worker.

The mnistry's statistics showed that 40,000 job openings have been
reported by enployers for the first quarter of this year while there were
11, 000 j ob-seekers registered with Manpower Departmnent during the same
peri od.

The gap between job vacanci es and job-seekers is quite prominent in the
country's enpl oyment market.

It istinely for the ministries of Human Resource and Education to
enbark on concerted efforts to arrest the m smatch between the
qualification and skills possessed by job-seekers and the skills needed by
i ndustri es.

The Governnment has to work closely with the private sector to prepare a
manpower planning which is flexible enough to neet the ever-changing
t echnol ogy.

It is undeniable that the quality and skill |evel of Ml aysian workers
has attracted foreign investors into the country and multinationa
corporations to relocate their regional head offices to Kuala Lunpur.

If previously Mal aysia was seen as a source of cheap | abour, now the
country is noted for its skilled manpower, who are nulti-Ilingual and
receptive to new technol ogy.

The corporatisation of the ministry's training arm Human Resource
Devel opnent Council, is one of the Governnent's efforts to inprove
manpower trai ning.

The new entity, known as Penbangunan Sunmber Manusia Bhd (PSMB), is
enpowered with greater autonony in nmaking decision regardi ng workers
trai ning and taki ng enforcenent actions agai nst errant enpl oyers.

PSMB, in cooperation with enployers, plays a vital role in enhancing the
skills of local workforce

Conpl ementing PSMB's role is the Manpower Department which adm ni sters
t he governnent technical institutes throughout the country and advanced
institutes like Centre for Instructor and Advanced Skills Training (C ast)
and Japan- Mal aysia Training Institute.

Mal aysi @' s good industrial harnony exists hand-in-hand with strong
econom ¢ fundanental s, good corporate governance and political stability
to woo investors into the country.

The i nportance of maintaining industrial harnmony should not be
underestimated as industrial unrest could affect a country's stability
whi | e conti nuous pickets and wild-cat strikes would | ead to hi gher man-
hour [ oss and consequently | ower productivity.

This is where the departnents of Industrial Relations and Labour cone
into play.

Their pro-active response in addressi ng enpl oyees' grouses as well as
their conciliatory and nediating roles in industrial disputes has enabled
Mal aysia to maintain better industrial harnony.

Not forgetting the Social Security Organisation (Socso) has al so been



active in providing social safety net for |ocal workers and their
dependants in the event of contingencies |ike occupational disease and
accidents, commuting accidents, invalidity and death.

Socso, which surpassed RML billion annual collection fromenployers and
enpl oyees | ast year, is always studying options to inprove and extend the
coverage of its benefits.

On top of study |oans extended to dependants of Socso beneficiaries, the
agency has al so increased the paynent rate of its pension schenes - which
was done w thout increasing the existing nmonthly contribution from
enpl oyers (1.75 per cent of workers' salary) and enpl oyees (0.5 per cent).

The country, however, is far fromachieving the targeted zero accidents
i n wor kpl ace.

Enpl oyers conpliance to safety regul ations at workpl ace continue to be
di sappoi nti ng and conpani es' managenents vi ew occupati onal safety as non-
profit venture.

Lack of awareness and not adhering to safety procedures have al ways been
the main reasons for industrial accidents.

Al the regulations are in place and the CGovernnent, through
Cccupational Safety and Health Departnent, is doing all it can to enforce
t he regul ati ons and conduct spot checks at construction sites and
manuf acturing facilities.

The non-governnent organi sations, |like National Institute of
Cccupational Safety and Health (N osh) and Ml aysia Society of
Cccupational Safety and Health, are actively pronoting awareness on safety
at worksites.

More shoul d be done on this area as higher industrial accidents
contribute to | ower productivity and nore Socso payout for the victinms and
dependant s.

The mi grant workers are another issue which needs to be paid close
attention as the unregul ated i nfl ow of these workers m ght have disruptive
i npact on the econony as well as the social -economic well-being of the
general public.

The Governnment may want to review its pragmati c approach on this issue
and fornulate a long-termpolicy on the recruitment of foreign workers.

Looki ng ahead, is Malaysia fully prepared for the know edge- based
econony (k-econony) where one's conpetitiveness is determ ned by the skil
and knowl edge possessed by its human capital i.e workers?

To conpete effectively in the borderless and technol ogy- based econony,
enpl oyers have to be flexible in adapting to changes and able to expand or
downsi ze wor kf orce accordi ng to busi ness needs.

The question lies in the ability of the Government and Ml aysi an | abour
| aws to support enployers in responding to changes in k-econony such as
i ntroducing alternative work practices and inplenmenting flexible paynment
systemwhile at the sane tine protects the workers' interest.

Anot her feature of k-econony is a variable pay, which is a component of
wage systemto enhance workers' productivity as well as aligning their
awar eness to the conpany's busi ness objectives.

However, the variable pay - al so known as performance-based or
productivity-linked wage system- is still lacking in Mlaysian conpanies
despite the Governnment's call for enployers to adopt such a system

Mal aysi a cannot afford to waste any tine and all efforts towards
preparing enpl oyers and workers for the new econony nust be expedited if
the country wants to catch up with devel oped nati ons.

The CGovernnent, therefore, should not drag its feet in amendi ng
enpl oynment laws to make it accommodati ve to new busi ness practi ces.

Enpl oyers nust be flexible in adapti ng changes and workers nust be open-
m nded to adjustnments in organi sations or working arrangenents.



At the end of the day, a contented and productive workforce is not
achievable if the | eadership is not conmtted and sensitive to the needs
of workers comunity.

Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad has been known to be all
ears for both enterprises and workers.

It is also well-known anmong union | eaders in the country that the door
to the Prime Mnister's office is always open to them and that Dr Mbhathir
never turns down any request to see himto discuss about workers issues.

This speaks a lot for the country which had clinbed up the world
conpetitiveness |ladder in ternms of industrial relations. According to
Worl d Conpetitiveness Report 2000, Malaysia's ranking in industrial
rel ati ons edged up to 13th place in 2000 from 16th in 1998.
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