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Can a Latham ALP government

deliver  a shorter work week?

Australian Labor Party governments over 20 years, at state and federal level, have made many think it doesn’t matter who you vote for, a Liberal government gets in. 

Australia’s experience reflects that of many constituencies in Europe, the United Kingdom and North America - where traditionally pro-labour govern-ments have let the market rule, by adopting liberal economic policies, such as smaller govern -ment (including privatisation & balanced budgets) and citing a need for ‘flexibility’ and ‘competitivity’ to restructure economic & industrial relations.

While these policies have often brought growth, they have inevitably increased inequality and insecurity for many working people.

In Australia, till a year ago, the reactionary Howard Liberal-Nat -ional government was set to win a fourth term despite its rotten policies, because of its ability to manipulate political processes & because the Labor opposition was not able to sell itself as a viable alternative (next page).

This changed when Mark Latham a ‘renegade’ from the NSW right, assumed leadership of the Fed-eral Labor Parliamentary Party.  

Latham is a fresh face (a reform-ed ‘bovver boy’) whose emphasis on family, health and education plays well to swinging voters. He is also seen as quite conservative and on the right of the party.

He is, however, in the ALP main-stream, as established by the 1983-96 Hawke/Keating govern-ments. It adopts liberal economic policies (let the markets make capitals compete), and pays wel-fare out of economic efficiency & productivity ‘dividends’.         

The ALP’s economic priority is an ‘open and competitive Aust-ralian economy, supported by high levels of public investment in education, training & research’ Latham also claims the ALP is ‘pro-market but not necessarily pro-business’ and states, ‘good economic policy puts people first, matching competence and efficiency with compassion and care’ (‘Latham policy turns to the right’ Laura Tingle, AFR ?.11.03).

The universals Labor enunciates give it room to manoeuvre so it can balance demands of compet-ing constituencies – primarily a need to govern, at least for the enlightened, long term, general interests of capital, while staking out a claim for labour’s involve-ment in creating this future and sharing in its benefits.

How its general aims pan out in actual implementation of policy will be determined by the force the competing interests bring to bear on the party in government.

What is vital here is the nexus between the ALP in government and the trade union movement, as the most consistently organised expression of labour’s interests.  

The issue is whether, or to what extent, the ALP can ‘encourage capitals to compete’, while also strengthening labour’s ability to take collective action.         

These are two contradictory aims: capitals, in competing with each other, aim to maximise profits and market share, so generally increase the rate of exploitation of labour. This process does not primarily spread wealth but accumulates wealth and power at one end and misery and deprivation at the other. 

Labour, by acting collectively, tends to redirect and redistribute wealth and power, so it is shared more broadly and invested in areas of general public need.  

The ALP’s selling point is that as a party of government it can promise to reward labour and a broad constituency, while also delivering results to capital – the big end of town – by ‘managing’ organised labour so its demands do not get out of control. It claims that as a ‘national’ party it rules for ‘all’ interests and can strike the ‘optimal’ balance between competing interests.

Business, the beneficiaries of the destruction of labour’s rights and bargaining power under a react-ionary pro-business government, are already warning ALP about its industrial policies, accusing it of ‘winding back reforms’.    

These policies, however, do not so much set specific objectives, as establish frameworks that will strengthen labour - its rights to bargain collectively, steps to enhance job security, especially for casuals, mechanisms to limit and resolve disputes and consider -ation of work-family balances in the workplace. While the ALP aims to abolish individual agree-ments, it will retain enterprise bargaining, to achieve ‘flexibility with fairness’ (www.alp.org.au/).


The ACTU, in turn, has been very careful not to set demands that press the ALP too hard in government.  Many unions are affiliated to the ALP and many union leaders and officers are ALP members.  Generalised frameworks also give them the maximum power to negotiate, without committing them to, or revealing, any specific outcomes. 

ACTU policy on working hours is a case in point – it argued before the Australian Industrial Relations Court in 2002, for a 48-hour flexi-week, which the AIRC rejected because it set no upper limit on weekly work hours! 

At its 2003 Congress, the ACTU added a 60-hour weekly limit, & pressed by some unions, pro-viders to let individual unions campaign for a 35 hour week and to protect the right of workers to refuse overtime.  However, it has no policy calling on ALP govern-ments to legislate for shorter hours, although the ALP governs in all states, and has prospects of holding government nationally!

This ALP’s identity of interest across government and union makes it vital for those forces within the labour and progressive movements, but largely outside the ALP, to be able to press the ALP, by mobilising round workers’ interests independently of, and in opposition to the ALP need to counterpose workers’ interests with those of capital, if it is to govern.  Only in this way will the ‘centre’ of opportunity for reform shift towards labour.  

At the moment, the main political forces that can do this are the Greens and Socialist Alliance – which both support a 35-hour week. The Greens increasingly collect a protest vote as well as advocate progressive policy alternatives, and are starting to cut into the ALP vote. The SA’s vote is miniscule, but it can concentrate its forces to mobilise on specific issues, so they enter the political mainstream. 

Within the union movement, both these organisations and (cont. p3) 

Victorian construction workers celebrate 36-hour workweek

The CFMEU Victorian branch celebrated the full introduction of the 36-hour week earlier in the year at Melbourne’s Federation Square. The 36-hour workweek came fully into force throughout the construction industry in Victoria from 1 March 2004 and Federation Square was one of the first major construction jobs in Victoria to win a 36-hour week, as part of a workers’ site agreement in 2000. 

CFMEU Victorian Secretary Martin Kingham commended the union’s members, who had ‘been strong and united, determined and disciplined in pursuing the 36-hour week so they can have a better balance between work and family time’(‘Victorian CFMEU celebrates 36-hour win’ Hard Hat Mar 2004). 

Cannery workers win days off

Workers at the SPC Ardmona fruit processing and canning plant in Shepparton, Victoria won a 13.5% increase in salary and an extra eight rostered days off a year from their employer, after a 6-day strike.

After their win, in February, Australian Workers union national secretary, Bill Shorten, whose union represents many of the workers at the plant, stated:

‘..these are the same workers who, in 1990, took voluntary pay cuts to save the company.  They are proud of their work and proud of their important place in the economy of the Goulburn Valley’. 

‘..this dispute could have been avoided if SPC management realised that what makes the SPC brand so important and valuable is the people who have made SPC what it is today – that is the workforce at the original SPC factory at Shepparton … those workers have had a victory that will change the way they work at SPC for ever’.  

‘We of the AWU will be continuing our campaign to win greater leisure time for our members across the country’ (AWU wins shorter working hours at SPC’ 18.2.04 www.awu.net.au). 

Printers in WA get 36 hour week

Production and maintenance workers at West Aust-ralian Newspapers now have a 36-hour week, a breakthrough in Western Australia for the Australian Manufacturing Workers Union’s long standing Campaign 2003 for shorter work hours.

An Enterprise Agreement was registered in January, after protracted and complex negotiations by the AMWU and notice that AMWU members would take industrial action to back up their claims.  

The agreement includes a 12% pay rise over three years, increases in shift penalties and a 36 hour week that takes the form of a four day week, nine hour day for maintenance workers, with a $275 weekend penalty payment, and a 19 day month for production workers.

Security guards and cleaners at WAN also got the same hours, and wage and shift increases as production and maintenance workers, by being included in the same agreement for the first time.

The determination of AMW Unionists has delivered them more useable leisure time and decent wages (‘Breakthrough in WA’ 19.1.’04 www.amwu.asn.au/ )
Victorian Power workers 

taking 36-hour week

There’s still “plenty of fight in the troops.. there is an ongoing industrial campaign in the industry” stated Electrical Trades Union secretary Dean Mighell, after ETU action won a 36-hour week and a 5-fold increase in apprenticeships out of  Alinta, one of 5 providers in the privatised Victorian power industry. After this win, the Australian Industrial Relations Commission banned further industrial action by the ETU. Sickies have since soared from 10 a day to about 250 (www.greenleft.org.au/ 4.8.04).
Can ALP deliver a shorter work week? 

(cont’d from p2) independent unionists are forming rank and file groupings that, to varying degrees, undercut ALP control & advance more militant, inspiring agendas for unionists.  As a rule, they increase density of union membership, and assert union power, where they gain office.  

This movement in Australia reflects regroupments occurring in U.K. and Europe. An alliance of Greens, Communists, the unemployed and unions gained the 35-hour week for French workers in 2000; in Britain a socialist alliance is growing electorally and making gains in unions, who are voting in leaders independent of the British Labour Party. In Norway the Socialist Left Party, whose platform includes a 6-hour day, is now the third party, a viable alternative to Norway’s Labor Party.

In 2001 the ALP thought it was on a sure thing, and did not want to raise controversial issues, such as a shorter work week. Then, it had nothing to lose.

Now it is time, to raise a shorter work week, as a concrete step towards full employment, gender equity and work-life balance; to inspire the mass of the electorate, to maximise the vote round the issue and to serve notice that the ALP has to act!.           

NSW train drivers stopped compulsory overtime

When Sydney’s CityRail train drivers refused any further compulsory overtime last January, they threw a chronically under-staffed and increasingly run-down public transport system into chaos.  

Their union leaders tried to get the striking drivers to return to work, while the NSW Carr Labor government tried to scapegoat them, to deflect attention from its own miserable nine-year record of downgrading public sector health, housing, education and transport services.  

As the crisis grew, maintenance and other staff also walked off.  The drivers showed they were determined to fight for their rights and win, though it meant dealing with their own officials as well as their employer.

The rail system crisis stems from the NSW Labor Government’s dismantling of State Rail, which it split into four agencies in 1996 to cut costs and prepare for priv-atisation. One agency owned the passenger trains, one owned the tracks, one the freight trains and the fourth maintained the tracks.

As a result, CityRail could no longer recruit train drivers from the ranks of freight train drivers, as they had for many years. Rail, Tramway and Bus Union secretary, Nick Lewocki said freight operators - now in private hands - didn’t want to see their drivers simply walk away to a future in CityRail (‘How City-Rail became Labor’s multi-billion dollar fiasco’, SMH 14-15.2.04).

Because it aimed to make the rail ways more profitable, a culture of cost cutting pervaded every business unit in the system. One way to save costs was to cut recruitment, resulting in an over reliance on drivers doing over-time to keep the trains running. RT&BU official, Allan Barden, pointed to over-reliance on over-time as a ‘decades–old cultural problem in the rail system’, that finally collapsed ‘because the government had failed to take on enough drivers since the Olymp-ics’(‘Drivers rejected same money for more work’ SMH 14-15.2.04)

Train drivers bore the brunt of the government’s cost cutting by having their work conditi-ons eroded.  This included: 

· Days off regularly cancelled

· Being bullied into dangerous levels of overtime

· Significant fatigue and unsafe work practices

· Lack of rest and toilet facilities

· Drivers forced to work for 100 days without a day off

· Many drivers going without meal breaks when the system is overstrained

· Delays in the system causing them to work longer hours

A fatal rail accident justified the renamed RailCorp also starting punitive rounds of medical testing of drivers, targetting the ‘oldest and fattest’.  

Given the baby boomer profile of the train driver population, due to government’s low recruit-ment rates and the wear and tear on drivers forced to work long hours and denied meal breaks and decent rest & toilet facilities, it was obvious many would be heart attacks waiting to happen. At least three of the first twenty tested failed the medical.  Up to fifteen per cent of older drivers’ jobs are under threat. 

Life expectancy for train drivers after retirement is less than half the national average, Adelaide University research has found. Long years of excessive work loads takes its toll on drivers, increasing the risk of circulatory problems, diabetes, obesity, drug and alcohol abuse, digestive problems, mental illness & other ailments. A lack of time often forces drivers to eat take-away foods high in sugar & fat, adding to their unhealthiness. Drivers’ poor state of health is a direct consequence of poor working conditions over a long time.

With the ‘crack down’, drivers began to question themselves over ‘quality of life’ issues. Many did not get to spend time with their families on weekends or during the week. So they took a stand and began to turn down overtime. As a result, there were not enough drivers to run the system, as it relied on drivers working excessive amounts of overtime to keep it running. 

The NSW Government initially responded to the drivers’ anger and frustration by threatening legal action under the draconian Federal industrial laws. It only made matters worse. It could not force drivers to do more over-time What industrial tribunal would force drivers to work six days a week at a time when safety was paramount? As John Brew, last Commissioner of Railways before its break-up said ‘Taking staff to court is never going to win. There needs to be confidence within the organizati-on that it’s a good place to work’ (‘How CityRail’ SMH 14-15.2.04)

The government and union did a deal to pay drivers an extra $400 a month & other sweeteners so long as they returned to working overtime.  RT&BU President Bob Hayden later admitted drivers felt this only made them “look as if they had been holding the system to ransom, rather than having genuine concerns.” (‘No light in the tunnel as drivers shun offer’ SMH 15.2.04).

Throughout the dispute union leaders struggled to deal with the frustration and (cont’d p6)  

The U.S. labour movement fights to organise

Resistance from key sectors of the U.S. workforce, including police officers, fire fighters, reg-istered nurses and ‘higher paid blue-collar workers’ has forced the Bush administration to revise its plans to remove overtime eligibility from more than 8 million U.S. workers. 

Unions, an AFL-CIO official said, ‘think there are some partial fixes in areas where the Labor Department was under attack’, but are sure many millions of workers, often the poorly paid, will still be affected by the proposed law (‘Labor Dept revises plans to cut overtime eligibility’ NYT 21.4.04).   

This partial backdown shows the power that resides in the U.S. labour movement if it can effect-


ively organise. However, the  right to organise is severely curbed in the US.  Human Rights Watch has found the U.S. is in violation of international human rights standards for workers (www.hrw.org/reports2000/uslabor/ 

A recent AFL-CIO report documents how the right to form unions is suppressed in U.S. and what this means for workers’ living standards, work conditions and job security (The Silent War: the Assault on Workers’ Freedom to Choose a Union and Bargain collectively in the U.S. AFL-CIO June 2002).
While only 13% of U.S. workers are in unions, 44% would be if they could.  The price paid, by

lower paid workers especially, is measured in terms of supp-  


ression of wages, enormous & widening gaps in distribution of wealth, weakening of the social safety net, unchecked corporate power & harm to quality of life, including through overwork & working poverty. Before they make a choice to buy more ‘stuff’ or to have more ‘free time’ families must know they can afford health, education, child care & other services essential to life security and well being. This is something disappear-ing from under the feet of many U.S. workers (see ‘For middle class, health insurance becomes a luxury’ NYT 16.11.03, or Nickle & Dimed in America, Barbara Ehrenrech, 2003)  
Take Back Your Time Day Campaign grows in the U.S.A.

The Take Back Your Time Day campaign is gaining momentum in the USA. Its first TBYT Day, 24 October last year, staged events in a number of centres throughout the US. The date marked the 9 weeks difference in annual hours worked by Americans and Europeans. 

The campaign now has a Board of Directors & an Advisory Board. In 2004, an election year, it is asking all political parties to consider a 4-point program as a basis for new laws, namely:-

· make election day a holiday;

· enact some form of paid family and medical leave; 

· require a minimum 3-week paid holiday for all Americans;

· Cap mandatory overtime.

After its 2003 TBYTD, campaign leaders decided to shift future emphasis from overwork to the personal and cultural side of time famine, ‘over-scheduling and the general time urgency stimulated by our over-frenzied society.’ The organization is fashioning a new vision statement to reflect this broader approach.

The composition of its Boards indicates both the strengths & weaknesses of the TBYTD campaign at this stage.

Cornell University’s Centre for Religion, Ethics & Social Policy sponsors the project. Its directors come largely from academia and think tanks. This places consider-able resources in the hands of the campaign, both intellectual and logistical.  Most directors have in fact published on various aspects relating to work-time-life issues.

However, there are no represent-atives from the US labour move-ment among the Directors, and only minor representation on the advisory board.  This has at least two major implications:-

· in building a broad alliance the campaign risks talking in ‘warm & fuzzy’ universalities, so no group is alienated by its objectives. But like peace, which is generally good but not for the arms trade, so too, a sustainable society and lifestyle is also good - except for those whose wealth & power is based on exploitation of work time.

· To create, not just a desire, but a capacity to enforce a general change in work-time culture, it must ultimately be settled in the workplace, in industry by the workforce. Labour must successfully challenge capital on the issue, otherwise shorter hours, like job security, will remain an option for the few.

It is critical for TBYT Day to ally its intellectual & moral force to the motor of the labour move-ment: so the campaign will transform itself, as it fully con-fronts labour’s circumstances in USA & assists its cause.   

A secondary, nevertheless vital alliance is with schools of econ-omics & labour relations that can counter prevailing paradigms to justify suppression of labor rights in the name of market ‘laws’.   

Truckies driven round the world

Most truck drivers in the U.K. are destroying themselves and their families by working excessive hours (‘Long hours culture takes its toll on UK drivers’ www.usdaw.org.uk 4.2.04).
Nearly half of drivers surveyed work 55 hours or more a week and one in four work 60 or more hours a week. Nearly three quarters said working long hours damages their families and 60 per cent said it damages their health.

The UK government will enact a Road Transport Working Time Directive in March 2005, to ensure drivers work no more than 48 hours a week, averaged over a 17-week period (with a limit of 60 hours in any one week). This is in line with European Union minimum standards.

Meanwhile, ‘global pressures on the timber industry are forcing log truck drivers to spend up to 100 hours a week’ at work (The Mercury 4.2.04). Tasmanian haulage contractors are creating a ‘race to the bottom’ to win tenders from huge timber felling corporations. In turn, they over-work and underpay their drivers, reducing them to insecure and casual employment. The Trans-port Workers Union, along with timber communities in Tasmania, is calling on contractors to give drivers ongoing work as well as proper award conditions.  

The overwork of truck drivers is a problem in Australia, as it is in many countries. Highway fatalities involving overtired hard pressed drivers, in an industry driven by cost cutting and squeezed for profits, constantly threaten to boil over into direct industrial action, because federal and state governments stall on substantial reform of the industry. Typical was the threat by NSW truckies to strike before last Christmas (‘NSW truckies threaten Xmas strike over work-load’ ABC 2.11.03

A U.S. study shows that since road transport was deregulated in 1980, truckies’ median earnings have dropped 30% & work weeks average 60 or more hours. It says ‘cabs of 18 wheelers are the sweatshops of the new millenni-um, with some truckies working up to 95 hours a week for what amounts to little more than the minimum wage’ (Sweat-shops on Wheels – Winners and Losers in Trucking Deregulation Michael H Becker’ OUP, 2000, 224pp).
The International Transport Fed-eration puts the changes in the transport industry down to econo-mic globalisation, which appears as a ‘slow counter-revolution’. A small number of mega-corporati-ons come to dominate the world economy & power & resources shift from labour and the public sector to capital and the private sector. (‘Multinationals in a Glob-alising Economy’ www.itf.org.uk/)
Global transport systems undergo massive restructuring, with horiz-ontal and vertical integration, the emergence of global giants in all modes of transport as it assumes a more important strategic position; and from outside the industry, extreme pressure for efficiency and cost savings 

Workers suffer ‘flexibilisation’ in the labour market, a ‘bottom to top’ redistribution and disappear-ance of secure jobs and wages. Rights & regulations protecting labour are undermined. Scope for class compromise breaks down.

The ITF calls on its affiliates to resist privatisation of transport, coordinate cross-industry wage agreements, increase internation-al cooperation & copy successful strategies & best practice. 

In Australia, the TWU & other unions involved in transport should push Labor governments to pass laws similar to the Road Transport Working Time Direct-ive, so road transport workers in Australia can also balance their work & family lives. This could be a precedent for a general directive to benefit all workers.  

Transport workers can show solidarity with International Road Transport Day, held by the ITF every October to raise worldwide awareness of transport workers’ demands, to help successfully take on a global industry around work-time-life issues.  

NSW train drivers reject compulsory overtime (cont’d from p3) militancy of their members. The drivers, by their actions have served notice on both their union & employer to address the need for a balance between work and free time. 

The RT&BU is affiliated to both the ALP & NSW TLC. Its leaders belong to the ALP Right, which dominates both organisati-ons. They’re well placed to press for enlightened labour laws and work conditions for their memb-ers. They cannot just ‘manage’ members’ expectations, so it is easier for their party in govern-ment, given its consistent record of acting against workers, not least where it is their direct employer, in the public sector. 
The train drivers’ dispute also highlights government’s need to protect & expand public services. Government is directly respons-ible for managing public property, on behalf of the people. The labour movement must engage with the broadest public, to defend and advocate a strong public sector, and an equitable system of revenue raising to fund it. It must resist its ransacking by the vested interests behind ‘liberal’ economic ideologies, or to mollify the market.    – JB ‘04

Europe’s labour movement at a watershed

When IG Metall – Germany’s manufacturing workers union and arguably Europe’s strongest - lost a 2003 campaign to extend the 35 hour week to east German manufacturing workers, Europe-an employers saw it as a signal to launch a broad offensive against labour. The German gov-ernment & employers called for a cut in public holidays, a rise in retirement age to 67 years, an ‘overhaul’ of the welfare state and extension of the work week to 45 hours (‘Seismic shifts spook German workers’ AFR 31.10.03).

Similar demands emanated from employer interests across Europe

To regain the initiative, IGM staged a series of rolling strikes for its 2004 wage campaign, a much diminished demand for a 4% wage rise, compared with its previous 7% in 2002. 

But in a situation of low inflati-on, high unemployment & most devastatingly, alternate supplies of labour in eastern Europe and Asia, IGM’s campaign crashed. It finally accepted, for significant numbers of members, longer hours for wage rises, and in some cases without pay rises -just to secure existing jobs.  IGM came to see it the employers’ way - only improved competitive -ness would keep jobs  (‘Return of the 40-hour week’ www.dw-world.de/ 8.3.04). 

The manufacturers breakthrough inspired German state premiers  to immediately declare they’d increase working hours for civil servants (including teachers and hospital workers) to 40 and in some cases 42 hours a week by the end of year, with no pay increases, to ‘set an example for private industry’ (‘Unions threaten strike to prevent longer hours, same pay’ DW 29.3.04)

.

In France, where, since 2000, a 35-hour week is being phased in across the workforce, a similar counter-offensive is in play.

The centre-right Raffarin gover-nment blamed poor economic performance on a shorter work week & eased legal annual over-time limits from 130 to 180 hours. A right dominated parlia-mentary inquiry into the effects of a 35-hour week called for its scrapping. Unfortunately for the government, the report’s release coincided with its mauling at regional elections, so it had to deny any further designs to over -turn the 35-hour law (‘French right demands end to a universal 35-hour week’ Indep’t 16.4.04).

It didn’t have to – German multi-nationals in France were already spearheading an attack on union strongholds in manufacturing, creating a chance for the govern-ment to start to manoeuvre to abolish the hated 35-hour law.

First, German firm Bosch threat-ened to move its Lyons plant to Eastern Europe if workers didn’t work longer hours for the same pay. Other major employers are queuing to strike similar deals (‘Longer workweek debate hits France’ www.dw-world.de/ 28.7.04 

Now, as French firms outsource furiously to low cost countries, PM Raffarin ‘vows to fight the jobs drain’ – by ‘letting’ workers work longer than 35 hours and giving new corporate tax breaks!

Only British workers seem to be making any advances at present, though from a long way behind. A vulnerable UK Labour govern-ment seeking re-election must make concessions to a resurgent trade union militancy, as well as get UK workers’ conditions up to general EU standards.  

Unions recently won an extra 8 days paid holidays a year, impro-ved rights for casual employees & a tightening of provisions for a 48-hour average week limit, in line with EU directives (‘Millions of workers to be given eight more days holidays’ A Grice 26.7.04). 

An expanded European Union lets German and other European employers take advantage of a pool of cheap labour with fewer rights, to exploit and to incite competition between east and west European workers. 

From the Mediterranean to the Baltic employers & subservient governments call for a 40-hour week to ‘again become the standard’. Claims the chair of Sweden’s employers’ federation, ABB: ‘In the new European Convention countries, one often works 45-50 hours a week. There work is a luxury, here (Sweden) it is a right” (‘To work more, gain less: a heavy tendency in Europe’ Liberation 27.8.04).
The destructured Comecon bloc countries are adopting extreme liberal economic models, to lure foreign capital with the prospect of higher than average profits. Europe’s trade unions find it hard to build solidarity & help raise labour standards in the east, when they are under so much pressure in the west.    

The ‘overwhelming view of eco-nomists and financial & business communities’ is that the pace of economic reform and ‘freeing’ up of the labour market need accelerating.  Yet, ‘leaders of the major European economies are being confronted by serious resistance to any actions that threaten existing welfare and social support structures’ (i.e., the ‘non-wage’ components of the social wage) (‘Citizens’ revolt keeps Europe’s hands tied’ AFR 31.3.04).  

In Germany up to 100,000 dem-onstrate weekly against the neo-liberal policies of Social Demo-cratic-Green state and federal coalition governments (‘Monday demos triple in size’ GLW 25.8.04 also www.wahlalternative-ASG.de   

Such protests may shake govern-ments but by themselves are of limited impact. The corporate drive to create & restructure the global economy is relentless, incessant, insidious and not too concerned with using up govern-ments to achieve its objectives, which are driven by the deepest economic need to reproduce and expand capital.  

Capital is being exported by investment in, or relocation of plant to lower cost labour markets, then re-exporting the products, or by capitals consoli-dating into fewer and larger global firms (as illustrated by the auto-making industry).

Union organization, or even imp-roved productivity, has not so far prevented enterprises relocating or capital flowing towards low-pay countries, to leave behind unemployment & unused skills.

‘Capital emigration lies beyond the sphere of influence of the unions’. This shift, conveniently, undermines centralised collective bargaining and resolution of ‘the problems lurking in free labour markets’. A ‘highly individual-istic, decentralised US agreement model’ is replacing consensus based collective bargaining that, with associated welfare services & labour rights, is the historical achievement of Europe’s labour movement (‘Centralised collect-ive bargaining model alive & well in Finland’ www.artto.kaapeli.fi/ unions/T2003/g29 1.12.03).

The ‘American’ model generates chronic overwork because job insecurity is so pervasive. The absence of a decent social net for retirement, health and education and the absence of strong unions and laws to protect workers forces them to maximise present earnings through overwork and competition with one another. 

Europeans have gained socially & politically what US workers say they want individually, but have not been able to achieve politically (‘Should Europe work more or U.S. less?’ www.iht.com 11.8.04) 

The neo-liberals call for the over -throw of Europe’s social-demo-cratic gains precisely because they retard exploitation. Their measures are an already proven tragic farce for labour: ‘flexibil-ity.. has been an instrument for widening the gulf between rich & poor, providing the better off with a source of cheap and insecure labour’ OECD research shows (‘Flexibility can tie you up in knots’ Guardian, 22.3.04).

The drive for increased competit-iveness will see social aspects of Europe’s growth strategy sacrif-iced because ‘the temptation to deregulate labour markets and place less emphasis on sustain-able development will be too great to resist’ says the head of the European TUC (‘EU going backwards on economic goals’ www.euobserver.com/  ?.3.04). 

The process happening in the EU reflects and affirms Lenin’s 1916 analysis of imperialism and the export of capital: 

‘As long as capitalism remains what it is, surplus capital will be utilised not (to raise) the stand-ard of living of the masses in a given country, for this would mean a decline in profits for the capitalists, but (to increase) prof- its by exporting capital abroad to the backward countries (where) profits are usually high for capit-al is scarce .. wages are low, raw materials are cheap.  The export of capital (needs) a number of backward countries … already drawn into world capitalist inter-course (&) elementary conditions for industrial development (to) have been created. The need to export capital arises from the fact that in a few countries capitalism has become “overripe” & capital cannot find a field for “profit-able” investment.’ Imperialism, the Highest Form of Capitalism V I Lenin, 1916.  

The uneven, one-sided nature of capitalism’s growth serves its immediate advantage – it creates/ exploits differentials in costs of labour across the global labour market, increases competition among workers and undermines those whose conditions are best. It creates a ‘race to the bottom’ for labour, but for capital, lifts its bottom line for rates of profit, at both ends of the labour market.       

The labour movement must org-anise internationally, to prevent loss of historical gains, where it has been best organised & politic -ally and industrially powerful; and to give support and improve conditions for labour in those zones and industries to which investment is now moving. 

The Union Network Int’l, largely an IT workers union, is already ‘committed to developing its glo-bal organising work, with partic-ular emphasis on multinationals; and trying to build unions in new markets where offshoring is occ-urring’. It aims to secure global framework agreements between UNI, multinationals and national unions to guarantee rights and conditions (http://www.union-network.org/).

UNI’s example points to how the world’s working class can shift power into its own hands; and by building a more cooperative and equal global society, guarantee peace and sustainability.  

Intrinsic to this are global work hour standards - to share work more equally across the world’s workforce, thus a corresponding access to resources that satisfy human needs; and to ensure ongoing enhancement of our productivity leads to more free time and an ability to build sustainable and sustaining communities.         

NZ Workers win holidays

Unions push for better work life balance

The New Zealand Labour government has promised unions, that it will pass a law for four weeks paid annual leave for all workers, in its next term of office.

The government told the NZ Council of Trade Unions not to expect the law to come into force at least till after 2007, but the unions still hail the government’s commitment to extra leave as a victory.  NZCTU President Ross Wilson said he was proud of the unions’ achievement, given they had pushed the government on the issue for the past 5 years, yet it was not on the Labour Party platform in 1999 or 2002 (‘4 Weeks Holiday a Huge Boost for Working Families’ http://union.org.nz 10.11.03) . 

Mr Wilson asserted that the extra paid leave was an ‘investment in people’ and the business community should recognise that, in times where work had greatly intensified, economic growth had been good and wage increases had been small.

Prime Minister Helen Clark acknowledged the importance of adequate annual leave to ensure workers had proper rest and time for families and community.  Her statement sparked howls of outrage from the conservative National Party opposition and the employers’ peak association, Business New Zealand, who accused the government of pushing an anti-business agenda that would cost the country hundreds of millions of dollars (‘Four weeks leave “investment in people”’ NZCTU 24.10.03).
Assuming a Labour Party victory at the next election, which is no certainty, the attainment of 4 weeks paid annual leave as an across-the-workforce law, is a step in the right direction for NZ workers, after suffering years of individual contracts and workplace-level bargaining.   The demand for four weeks leave, which only brings New Zealand workers to a level already enjoyed by workers in many other economies, is part of a broader agenda NZ trade unions are advancing, to gain a better work-life balance for working people.  

This campaign highlights short staffing, low pay, long hours, job insecurity, poor leave access and lack of childcare as the main barriers workers experience in balancing work with the rest of their lives.  With commitment and organisation NZ workers will make significant gains on these fronts over the next few years, inspiring unionists in other countries.  This will be despite the opposition of business interests who will try to block these gains. 
Shorter Work Week Network website:

http://www.shorterworkweek.org/ 

	




SHORTER WORK WEEK NETWORK –STATEMENT OF AIMS

The Shorter Work Week Network:-

* advocates a world wide campaign for shorter working hours

* supports this campaign by creating & supporting Shorter Work Week Action Committees

* communicates matters relating to ongoing struggles over working hours & the structuring of our work, life & time.

The Shorter Work Week Network is committed to progressively reducing work hours without loss of pay: to create full employment, to unite employed & unemployed workers, to emancipate labour & to start the 21st century in a civilised way.   

Subscribers to the SWW Network help determine its activity through annual election of a network action committee and participation in its planning, review and implementation processes. 

SWWACS are autonomous groups of activists who subscribe to the SWW Network’s objectives and work together to bring about progressive and general reductions in work hours, so all who need to work can do so.

A shorter work week with flexibility for the employee and without loss of pay:-

* creates new work opportunities 

* gives more leisure time to full time workers 

*allows us to fully exercise civic responsibility 

* increases wages (hourly rates) for part-time
 workers

* promotes gender equity and balance between work    and time free for family, community, other, self  

* ensures productivity leads to more free,

  re-creative time, not more unemployment 

* gives labour an incentive to improve practice 

* gives capital an incentive to innovate 

* puts people not profits at the centre of  economics 

The Shorter Work Week Network encourages you to participate in or to help establish SWWACs in your industry, locality or organization.  You can support the work of the Network directly by taking out an annual supporter’s subscription ($10 or $50 an organization)


	I wish to become a subscriber to the Shorter Work Week Network 

Name ………………………………Donation  $ ……

Organisation ……………………………………..……

Address  ……………………………………………….

Tel: …………………..         Fax: …………………….

Email:  …………………………………………………

Or pay to CBA Account No 06 2258 10114111


	Shorter Work Week Network

PO Box 291 Belmore NSW 2192

Shorter Work Week News: Editor - W Sonter

Contact: Tel - (02) 9758 4497; email - shorter_work_week@hotmail.com


Overwork, security and happiness in Australia

Australians work, on average, more hours a year than workers in any other ‘advanced’ economy.  In 2003 average annual work hours were 1,855 in Australia,  compared with 1,835 hours in United States and 1,821 hours in Japan.   

Given that Australia has higher proportion of the workforce – 27% - in part-time and casual work, than all but the Dutch, ‘some full-timers must indeed be working very long hours’ (‘We’re world champion workers’ R Gittins SMH 1-2.5.04).

Employees are gradually losing their annual leave entitlements and not using the entitlements they do have. Some companies merely pay out untaken leave.  Even on holidays many workers remain ‘accessible’ by mobile phone, laptop and fax.  They cannot leave work behind, but remain ‘on-call’ because of their job insecurity (‘Holidays slip off the agenda’ AFR 16.1.04).

Overwork contributes to more than 4 in 5 Australian house-holds no longer eating dinner together (‘Work blamed for death of family meal’ S T’graph 2.5.04).  Nearly 90% of respondents to a recent national survey believed couples are in trouble because they cannot find a balance between work and family life and 38% felt a lack of time was harming their own relationship.  

24 percent of full-timers say they would like to change their work patterns, but 40% of parents feel they have no real choices as they try to balance all the competing demands. ‘Workplaces are becom -ing less parent friendly. There is a growing expectation you are available 24 hours a day and can move around the country’ notes one researcher (‘Too much work for kids’ Sun Herald 22.2.04). 

Micro-management, or over-supervision of workers in unstimulating jobs increasingly stresses out workers, who are taking days off sick, with or without pay (‘Back off boss: you’re making me sick’ SMH 31.3.04).  On the other hand the growth of casual, insecure jobs is itself ‘spawning a rise in mental health problems’, ANU research shows (‘A casual approach to jobs can hurt health’ SMH 6.11.03). It also undercuts productivity growth (‘High casual rates stifle productivity’ AFR 28.1.04). Just the same, it does not stop employ -ers wanting to make it harder to take time off (‘Call for tougher work stress tests’ AFR 31.3.04).

Despite Australia’s growing prosperity over the last decade, society has grown more unequal, with up to 3.5 million in poverty. ‘While our economic indicators have continued to reach upwards so has the level of inequality, poverty, homeless-ness & housing stress, long term unemployment, suicide and child abuse’ states a Senate committee report (‘Prosperity eludes 3.5m poor’ AFR 12.3.04). This poverty has, in turn, accelerated family break-down among the working poor and others on low income (‘How poverty pushes families into divorce’ SMH 25.3.04).
The young ‘are naively optimistic about their future prospects & underestimate the dominant role work will play in their lives’.  So says a recent survey on NSW school leavers, which finds they expect they will work ‘only’ 30-40 hours a week once they are in the workforce (‘Teens see a rosier future than reality’ SMH 25-26.10.03).

Young workers, who often enter the workforce through casual, part-time ‘McJobs’ increasingly seek a balance between work and the rest of their life (‘Generation X “doesn’t want to work as hard”’ AFR 4.2.04).  

Of course, the hours the next generation works will depend on its ability to organise so that human needs, not corporate greed defines the purpose of the economy, and the culture of the workplace.

Privatisation of services – such as housing, health, education and transport – has shifted society from a communitarian to an individualistic basis.  Rather than the ‘market’ creating more efficiency, it has turned univers-ally available public goods into ‘positional’ commodities whose purchase reveals our status. So, as private schools grow, public schools are seen as ‘low’ status.   

‘From the viewpoint of society it’s a pointless wasteful exercise.  Worse, it keeps escalating. We work harder & harder to get the money to keep up in a status race that never ends’ (‘The status race nobody wins’ RGittins SMH 17.3.04)

Work is vital to our happiness, as long as it is meaningful, secure and we have a degree of control over its pace and direction. People are much unhappier unemployed, than if they work for a reduced income (‘Happiness is a job you like’ SMH 10.3.04).  

Yet income has a lower limit, which is to work, yet to be in poverty or destitution: ‘research shows increases in salary do little to improve wellbeing over the long term, except if you’re moving from poverty to enough’ argues Tim Kasser (‘High Price of Materialism 2003, MIT Press).   

This is why we need a living wage for standard hours, and public provision of a range of amenities and services. This is the most cost effective & creative way society can guarantee its citizens both work and free time.         
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