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Elections unleash employers

Bosses seek longer hours, more exploitation

Voters in Australia and United States - two countries whose workforces already work the longest annual hours of the world’s industrial economies – recently returned the reaction-ary Bush & Howard govern-ments, entrenching them more deeply in power and giving them the ability to make laws that will severely punish the working classes of both countries.  

Their re-election also encourages further blatant imposition of US imperial might around the world. 

In USA the Bush regime prepares to use increased majorities in Congress to re-submit previously defeated bills that will kill the 40-hour work week and abolish overtime payments.  

Backed by corporate allies, Bush is set to build on the success of his 2004 Fair Labor Standards Act in stripping overtime pay from millions of workers, with extra laws that will let employers avoid paying a cash premium (penalty rates) for overtime, and let them give compensatory time off at flat rates, instead.   

In conjunction with a “flex-time” provision for an 80-hour fortnight where, according to an independ-ent authority the flex ‘all flows to the employer’, employers will be able to demand mandatory over-time and employees will have no power to determine what extra hours or days they work. The net result, predictably, is many US workers will work even longer hours, with lower (cont’d page 2) (cont’d from page 1) than-present incomes & less predictable work weeks (‘Bush, Republican allies prepare new attack on workers over-time pay’ 7.1.05 www.aflcio.org/; for more see www.epinet.org/).  

This is in an environment where few US workers belong to unions, anti-labour laws make it difficult for unions to organise or enter the workplace, the minimum wage rate is way below the poverty line and protections gained by labour under the constitution are under threat (‘A Growing Campaign to Undo the New Deal’ A Cohen NYT 14.12.04). The Bush agenda exposes workers to new levels of exploitation & daily oppression.

A similar move is on in Australia, where the government of John Howard - one of Bush’s closest followers - regained office and won control of both houses of parliament in the process. 

With employer groups yapping eagerly, Howard immediately declared industrial relations a top priority for his fourth term. While it was hardly an issue in an elect-ion notable for its electoral bribes, the government’s new Senate majority lets it resurrect & refine IR legislation the Senate stymied in its first three terms in office. 

Employers smell blood and are preparing to push for a longer working week, using major enter-prise bargaining rounds in 2005. Specifically, they want to scrap the 36-hour week that has gained a foothold in the construction and other industries since 2000.

The construction industry claims reducing work hours from 38 to 36 a week has increased costs by 15% since 2002 (evidence points to a materials & labour shortage arising from a building boom, as the main cause). 

Employers suggest workers who want extra leave during the year can take it out of their annual leave! (‘Push for a longer working week’ AFR 6.1.05).   

While bosses expect the new laws to ‘change the whole industrial bargaining environment, with implications for the cost base …’ current laws and court rulings are already undermining the ability of unions to bargain. 

Thus, the courts recently ruled that strike action by electrical contractors for a 36-hour week was illegal, even though it was part of an enterprise agreement process, because it could ‘harm the national economy’. The com-pany got this ruling by merely presenting declarations from customers that action would affect their operations: “Our customers are not affected but the more it goes on the more chance there is of that happening” said one. The employer can now sue the union if workers take further action! (‘BlueScope strike action ruled unlawful;’ AFR 18.1.05).      

The actions of the employer class, when the ‘right’ sort of government opens a window of opportunity, show it is only as civilized as it is forced to be. Neither the Bush nor Howard governments intends to require business to be civilized.

There is a growing desperation, coupled with a determination to control events driving capitalism and its cronies. Rapid technolog-ical change & rapidly changing markets exacerbates competition between capitals and also drives their efforts to atomise & subju-gate labour, to better exploit it.  

Under a veneer of globalisation monopolies are consolidating and emerging trade blocs vie for dominance – notably Asia and Europe in contention with USA (China & EU became each other’s major trade partners in 2004).

The imminent decline of oil sup-plies threatens the expansion of an oil-based global economy & makes for increasingly desperate power plays, as evidenced by the US in Iraq & Afghanistan.   

Underlying these dilemmas is the increasingly critical impact of human activity on the ecosphere, which, the CIA warned President Bush in 2004, poses a threat to security far greater than terrorism. 

These pressures, if not checked, gradually drive the capitalist syst-em towards barbarity & a police state: ‘The Republican Party.. perfected a message that couples pro-corporate economic policies with a populist social conservat-ive appeal. They ..turned the class anger of millions of mostly unor-ganised ..workers into a revolt against a .. liberal “elite”. It is the stuff of which fascism is made’ (After the elections: what next? M Dudzic. www.thelaborparty.org/). 

The grovelling role of the main-stream parties claiming to repres-ent working people cannot be ignored in this drift to barbarity. The miserable lack of vision & inability to put forward a clear, inspiring alternative by either the US Democrats or the Australian Labor Party sows disillusion. Why support ‘the hollow shell of a party that can’t win elections and promises, at best, to implement a kinder and gentler version of the corporate agenda that has devastated the lives of so many working people?’ (Dudzic). 

It leaves workers and unions – whose leaders are often in the very same parties that are failing the labour constituency - in an extremely vulnerable situation.

Labour’s political and industrial organisations must fight to defend and extend their rights & conditi-ons, including the core condition of work hours. The fight over the length of the working day is the fight over the extent capital can exploit and profit from labour.   

If the working class can limit and shorten hours of work & protect overtime, it can organise, not just on these issues, but any issue. It holds the prospect for labour to overcome exploitation altogether.  

Deregulated economies have more overwork, underwork

More than a fifth of the labour forces of USA, Australia, New Zealand and Japan works at least 50 hours a week, claims the International Labour Organ-isation. In contrast, only about one in twenty workers in Europe (with the exception of the UK) works more than 50 hours. 

The key factor driving overwork is the relatively limited regulation of working time in countries such as US, the UK and Australia, the ILO found.      

The flipside is the growing num-ber of workers who involuntarily find themselves in part-time work with poor wages & conditions.

The ILO found a substantial gap between hours people actually work and number of hours they need or prefer. For instance, half of all US workers want shorter hours while 17% want longer hours (‘Working Time & Workers’ Preferences …’ www.ilo.org/ 2004).

The last few decades globalisati-on has intensified competition, & in association with development of information & communication technologies and new patterns of consumer demand, impacted enormously on working time.

As a result people are working in increasingly diversified, decent-ralised & individualized ways. It has also increased tension between workers’ needs and preferences for their working time and business objectives.


Another ILO study finds the world “full of anxiety and anger” as the overwhelming majority of the world’s workforce finds itself in a state of economic insecurity as a result of these systemic pro-cesses; & raises doubts over rich countries' ability to turn wealth into happiness (‘Global economic security in crisis’ ILO 12.1.05).
‘The longer the hours we work the greater the pressure on us to raise the efficiency of our free time”. Despite time saving tech-nologies ‘our lives are still rush-ed – perhaps more rushed than ever’ (‘It’s time - we can’t get enough of it’ RGittins SMH 28.7.04).

‘A preoccupation with working and consuming has robbed us of depth in our emotional lives’ says M Bunting. The prevailing values of market capitalism corr-upt not just the public sphere, but the private. Work has intensified and more is expected of employ-ees. We’ve internalized the need to work ever harder; the bound-aries between work and other parts of existence have blurred; & we have absorbed the idea of efficiency so well it is applied to all of life (‘There’s no time for love & intimacy in our market driven lives’ SMH 18.10.04; also Willing Slaves Harper-Collins 2004).

Workers, often professional or clerical, tend to work longer in firms that do not pay overtime. Changes in regulatory frame works encourage & legitimise an overwork culture that ‘ultimately 
benefits & is driven by manage-ment’ (‘Insecure workers on hours treadmill’ SMH 19.10.03 quoting D Peetz, Griffith U).

The professional code - that you work until the job is done – is abused in an unregulated labour market. A perception builds that there is no choice but to work harder and longer, a view pushed by free market proponents.  This ‘sap(s) a sense of hope out of the population’; but where employ-ers pay overtime, they very care-fully consider the productivity ratio – that work becomes more inefficient as hours get longer. (‘Busy, busy, busy’ AFR Boss, Oct 2004 quoting J Buchanan, Syd U).  

Deregulation steers many into long hours, hard work & high consumption life-styles. Long Commutes in sprawling car-oriented cities exacerbates this. Privatization of infrastructure & services & growing inequality make it deadlier still. Home becomes the fortress of a self-centred, anxious & insecure mid-dle class (‘Community: it belongs to the rich & fearful’ SMH 4.12.03). 

‘In a rational & humane society, increasing productivity would translate into reduced (and more evenly shared) hours for an over-worked population. In a profit driven society (it) doesn’t occur’. ‘Overwork stunts the mind (and) gives no time for culture..or time (for people) to fit themselves for worthy citizenship’ (Labor Day Reflection on Time’ P Street, Z-net).
	Work-life ‘revitalises’ UK unions and promises to be a vote winner

	Campaigning on work-life issues has helped revitalise trade unions in United Kingdom, according to the Trade Union Council. Involvement in the Changing Times project brought fresh blood to the union movement. Many new unionists, particularly women, started off with grassroots negotiations with employ -ers to match staff work time prefer-ences with business needs & sincr 
	gone on to senior national positions in their unions (Workforce 5.11.04 www.cpd.com.au/).

Unions have also successfully pressed the UK Labour government for extra holidays, longer & higher paid maternity & paternity leave.  They claim this is a vote winner for a Labour government seeking a 3rd term, because it convinces wavering supporters it is “unmistakably on the 
	side of the working people” (‘Labour pledge: more time off work’ www.mirror.co.uk/news/  20.9.04). 

Most of the UK workforce is dissatisfied with its work hours.  However, the great majority (80%) are not willing to work fewer hours for less pay, mainly because they cannot afford it (‘Britons want money more than extra family time’ The Times 22.11.04).


5-Day Work Week 

Changes Lifestyle

South Korea’s introduction of the 40 hour/5-day work week started in July 2004 after years of hard fought agitation by Korea’s trade unions. A quarter of the workforce now enjoys it (those who work for firms with more than 1,000 employees). Firms with 50 or more employees will adopt it by 2007 and all workers shall have it by 2011.

South Koreans have witnessed rapid changes in their lifestyles with a 5-day week. The new-found leisure time has also generated a lot of new economic activity – in domestic and international tourism and in recreational activities.

A recent survey found 88% of respondents feel the new working system has brought positive changes to their lives. 37% say they can now get a good rest and 35% feel revitalised; 14% say they are spending more time with their families and 8% say they are spending more time preparing for their future through other studies (Korea Times 25.10.04).

Japan: all work and no pay

Rengo, the Japanese Trade Union Confederation, is taking on companies for not paying overtime. It opened a hotline in November to take complaints from those who have not been paid for working extra hours and instructing member unions to seek payment from companies’ managements. Where this does not work Rengo then files an official complaint with the Labor Standards Inspection office.  The office sought unpaid overtime for 195,000 workers from 1,184 companies in 2003/04.

Unpaid overtime is the tip of the iceberg in a labour 


market that once guaranteed employees life time employment, but is now ‘deregulated’.
          

Unemployment is stuck around 5% and newly created jobs are increasingly part-time, insecure and lower paid. Companies have a habit of shedding full-time employees & re-hiring part-time employees who cost less. ‘Non-regular’ workers, which include part-timers, now make up 35% of the workforce. 

Real wages have fallen for eight years running and consumer power is waning. Japanese retailers are facing pressure from monsters like Wal-Mart and many manufacturers are shifting production to low-wage countries, including China (‘Japan’s falling wages slow consumer spending’ Bloomberg 12.19.04).

Hong Kong: workers not happy

Research reveals a very unhappy workforce in Hong Kong: looks like one country is not pleasing many workers in either system! Most people in Hong Kong consider they work too much and this detracts from their life because they have no time to spend with family or friends. More are unhappy with their job than are happy with it.

The average working week in HK is 55 hours, but 80% report they regularly work unpaid overtime & 75% work late into the evenings. While 60% work late to get their jobs done & be more productive, 40% stay out of obligation (until the boss leaves) & work less hard because they’re expected to stay late.

Over 75% of survey respondents suffer from stress and lack of exercise, 45% report exhaustion and 33% depression as a result of their work.  28% take sickies to recover from working long hours & people want more hours. They need strong, independent unions so they can fight for what they want! 

	Do ‘moderate’ demands by labour create jobs and investment?

	Recent Finnish research shows what happens to corporate sector profits when workers practise wage discipline and constraint.

The research shows, in summary, that “wage discipline is reflected primarily in growth of dividends, not in a growth in investment that would improve employment”. Finnish corporations paid out 64 billion euros in dividends between 1994-2003 and invested 21 billion euros in machinery, equipment and plant.  In contrast, they paid out 7 billion euros in dividends in the 1980s, while investing over 50 billion euros in Finland.

Employers don’t spruik this story when they demand as small as possi- 
	ble wage increases, supposedly so they can invest and create new jobs.

Operating profits and turnover in Finland grew ‘at an astounding rate’ in the 1990s and dividends clearly outstripped corporate tax payments. Yet public sector spending was seen as unaffordable and slashed, while the Finnish corporate sector ‘stream -lined’ by shedding 50,000 staff from 1996, even though real wage levels stagnated in that time.  

Corporations invested most of their after-tax revenue in group compani-ies or on acquisitions, including privatized ex-public sector enterpri-ses, rather than on creating anything new. More than 60% of this spend-ing was outside Finland, as the 
	companies aimed to conquer new markets (see www.helsinginsanomat. fi/english/ article/1076153931251
From the point of view of business shorter work hours without reducing pay is only another way of getting a wage rise.  Workers are seen only as a cost, from which most value must be extracted; and human needs are ignored as far as possible.  

If workers have the power to take a wage rise, we also have the power to extract reduced hours and reorganize our work lives, so our work fits in with our other life needs. In this era of enhanced productivity, super profits and slow (full-time) jobs growth, we should make both demands equally.


	China – workers move against

low wages, long hours


	Wal-Mart a model

of 21C capitalism?
Wal-Mart, with an annual turnover of $260bn and 1.4m employees, just in the US, is the world’s highest grossing firm, the largest employer and largest retailer. This viciously anti-union, low-wage employer accounts for a tenth of all US imports from China and is its eighth biggest trading partner.

Wal-Mart has been labelled a ‘template of 21st century capitalism’ a firm that others copy because it has put in place, and perfected ‘the most profitable relationship between the technology of production, the organization of work and the new shape of the market’. But it ‘increa-singly resembles a capitalism of 100 years ago. It combines an extremely dynamic use of technology with a very ruthless & authoritarian managerial culture’ (‘Wal-Mart, a nation unto itself’ NYT 17.4.04).
Wal-Mart directly employs 19,000 workers in 35 stores in China. None are in trade unions. It has effective-ly resisted unionization in the USA, forced competing retailers to push wages & conditions down & forced supplier companies to relocate to low-wage countries to compete for orders.  Its stores have bankrupted local shopping centres and communities & its wages are so low that many also collect welfare, effectively a subsidy for Wal-Mart.

Wal-Mart’s concentration of buying power means it ‘simply blasts even the biggest Chinese factory out of the bargaining ring’. To get a contract, supplier firms usually set up in ‘special’ economic zones and reduce their workers, mainly women, to near slavery, working them up to 80 hours a week on low wages, with no overtime rates and in violation of the badly monitored Chinese labour laws.  

Wal-Mart has not got away with these tactics in the EU, where labor laws have enabled unions to gain a foothold.  The US and Canadian labour movements are also starting to gun for Wal-Mart. This global giant is ripe for international action!  

	Many in the West enjoy a range of relatively cheap consumer goods – toys, sports gear, shoes, clothing, homeware, furniture, electronics etc – made by Chinese workers.

China’s factory workers have been the backbone of the country’s amazing growth over two decades, providing an overwhelming comp-arative advantage of cheap labour to feed China’s manufacturing base 

In a seeming irony, the workers of Communist China have undercut the labour costs, not only of work-ers in industrialized countries, but also of many developing countries.

This has enabled China to attract investment from Europe, USA & Asia, to create a booming export economy, with production concen-trated in special economic zones dominated by foreign firms. 

Why labour is cheap in China

A number of factors have contrib-uted to cheap labour in China - 

· Low agricultural incomes and restructuring forced many to seek work in the cities;

· closure of state-owned enter-prises forced many millions into the labour pool; and

· low levels of education provid-ed plenty of factory fodder.

This has allowed foreign buyers, often global conglomerates, to squeeze factory owners to bid for orders at the lowest possible price.  

On top of this, the subservience of the All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) to the Chinese government’s national develop-ment goals and the illegality of establishing independent unions has left workers in a very vulner-able situation despite relatively enlightened labour laws, that are nevertheless routinely violated.

However, these ‘advantages’ are disappearing as workers reject the conditions they work under and: 
	· rural incomes start to climb;

· young people become better educated and not so willing to enter sweatshops;

· the one-child policy has led to a shortage of young women, con-sidered the ideal factory fodder;
· manufacturing wages stagnate (reflecting labour’s weak bar-gaining position) so workers start to look elsewhere for jobs. (‘Workers reject the factory life’ AFR 6.10.04) 

Conditions in China’s factories

‘Workers have to give up their rights to keep their jobs’ says a 20-year old worker in Guangdong. ‘In our factory the boss is ruler’ says another.

Average wages in export zones are between $95-$110 a month for a working week of 60 to more than 80 hours. Pay is often held in arrears so workers don’t switch jobs. They live in company dormitories and eat at company cafeterias, often returning a third of their wage to their employer.   

Factories are often hot & unhealthy Occupational diseases and injuries are rife. Most have no health cover. Police harass many migrant workers & arrest labour protesters (‘Wages of fun’ SMH 30-31.10.04).
Reports of death through overwork are common (eg ‘China: 12 hour day kills female factory worker in Nanj-ing’ 12.11.04 www.asianlabour.org).
Workers ‘shed passivity’

In a situation where unions are not present, or a part of management, workers throughout China are start -ing to take ‘unauthorised’ action at an unprecedented rate.

A new wave of privatization, with more than 190,000 state firms being sold to private overseas investors, also stirs this discontent (‘China Resources workers on strike: labour unrest mounts’ China Labour Bulletin 26.10.04) (cont’d p6)
	


Chinese workers move against low wages, long hours (cont’d  from p5)
‘Signs of newly assertive Chinese workers have jolted foreign and Chinese factory owners .. some conclude the raw era in which rootless Chinese villagers would accept whatever job they could get may be drawing to a close, raising questions about China’s long term future as world head-quarters for outsourcing’ (‘Workers in China shed passivity’ Washington Post 27.11.04).
Workers are frustrated at having no place to turn with complaints about overtime, wage levels or conditions. No lines of commun-ication means the only outlets for dissatisfaction are walkouts and confrontation. Formal labour groups are not organizing the protests, which signal ‘docility among migrant workers (ie from the Chinese countryside) can be no longer taken for granted (WP).
A lawyer for workers arrested in a recent violent demonstration compared their lot to that of pre-communist Chinese labourers exploited by capitalists under a US-backed Nationalist govern- 


ment. The main difference, he said was ‘that in those days the Communist Party stood along-side the workers.. whereas today the CP is fighting shoulder to shoulder with the cold-blooded capitalist in their struggle against the workers’ (WP 27.11).  
The ACFTU seeks a role

The ACFTU is desperately try-ing to salve the situation. Find-ing less than 10% of 500,000 foreign-funded firms have trade unions, it has issued a reminder that workers have a right to participate in and organise trade unions ‘in accordance with the law’ (ie via the ACFTU) & firms that prevent unions can be sued.

The problem is, neither employ-ers nor workers see the ACFTU as representing labour. Its affili-ates are like company unions, with the union head also a man-ager & often a local government official as well! A real conflict of interest arises when local govern-ment or local Communist officia-ls are major shareholders in firms or rely on them for revenue.

The ACFTU sees the union role as ‘protect(ing) the legal rights & interests of labour to promote the 


further development of the enter-prise’ & to ‘supervise & coord-inate labour relations, directly dissolving friction between management and the workforce’ (‘Coming to terms with unions’ www.bjreview.com.cn/ 10.12.04).

A mild critic suggests unions are mere appendices to companies & cannot function, until they aban-don their dual ‘basic’ role (protecting rights & coordinating labour-management relations) to focus solely on protecting work-ers’ rights. (‘The union should be more than a company decoration’ China Youth Daily’ 26.11.04).
China may soon be the world’s biggest economy. If Chinese workers can freely organise to improve their conditions, it may blossom into a social democracy. Otherwise, a growing comprador class will deliver them to imperi-alism. Either path will profound-ly affect the global balance between labour and capital, thus humanity’s general fate.

Workers around the world confront the same gigantic corporations, as workers or consumers, as Chinese workers do. Together, they can put an end to their common exploitation.  

	Successful international solidarity building: Gina workers in Thailand

	The workers of the Gina Form Bra Co, owned by Hong Kong conglomerate, Clover, show how international solidarity building can sustain the right of workers in ‘low wage’ markets to organise & bargain collectively.

The 1,200 workers in this Thai factory, and their union, the Gina Relations Workers Union, overcame a vicious anti-union campaign to gain, after a 2½ year struggle, reinstatement of fired union members and a collective agreement that guaranteed a decent minimum wage and basic conditions such as a limit on work hours.

A research paper written for Southeast Asia Research Centre by two labour activists involved in the campaign defines a number of key factors in the workers’ success. First, the struggle entailed four key arenas:-

· factory, or workplace: the most critical ‘since it is the base of the pyramid’ of any campaign;

· national level;

· international level, particularly between national and overseas participants;

· ‘global North/consumer nation’ level.

These arenas need at least 5 major strategies to work:-
	· the union & workers must be solid and cohesive, with a well developed and disciplined shop steward system so they know what is happening as fast as manage-ment and can communicate a clear, unified message.

· The besieged union & its supporters must be willing to play defence - against the employer, government and ‘other opportunistic henchmen’ such as criminals and corrupt labour leaders – to give the international dimension time to develop; 

· Information on the ground must be authoritative and well documented, to counter misinformation from the employer (and media);

· Bi-lingual, knowledgeable and on-side ‘midfielders’ must be present to effectively link the national and international sides of the campaign;

·  The workers and union must expand their struggle to include new constituencies, building a strong coalition of international campaigners: they must reach out to pull in other unions, NGOs, consumer networks, etc to build ‘gra-saa’, or current that inexorably builds to sweep away all resistance. (See Working Paper No 75, Nov 2004 at www.cityu.edu.hk/searc/). 


ETU combats Schindler’s AWAs 

Multinational Schindler Group is the world’s 2nd largest lift (elevator) manufacturer. Workers at its South Australian plant now realise they were pretty naïve when Schindler cried poor, claiming it could not afford the terms of a new enterprise agreement.

Instead, Schindler wanted Australian Work Agreements, individual contracts introduced by the miserable Howard government to screw workers and drive unions out of the workplace.

Schindler’s PR claims its human resources policy recognizes it is its employees’ know-how, skills and competence that decides its success in the market place, so how it treats its people is ‘crucial’.

But since Schindler got its contracts, “they have tried to screw us over” an electrician on site told the Electrical Trades Union, which tried to negotiate an enterprise agreement with the firm, “there’s nothing tied in to these common law contracts. You lose everything”.

The AWAs put electricians and other workers on call any time of the day or night. They can be made to do split shifts, do not have overtime rates, or even hourly rates – they are just paid an annual salary!

At first, Schindler’s tried to ignore the ETU. Then they tried inducements and sweeteners to keep work -ers from trying to get a collective agreement. When that did not work they moved to punitive action, standing workers down & bringing in strikebreakers.  

The ETU did not win this one. Some of the locked out workers got jobs elsewhere, the remainder sign-ed a ‘compromise’ non-union enterprise agreement (another option the Howard laws give employers) reflecting the conditions of the individual contracts. See www.cepu-electrical.asn.au/etu-news/ 

Forced AWAs that override Enterprise Bargaining Agreements are part of the Howard agenda. Their effectiveness in destroying workers’ conditions and ability to organise is already well demonstrated: Australian Bureau of Statistics figures for 2003 show EBAs delivered an average weekly wage of $1001, while AWAs delivered $741. Women on EBAs were 32% better off than those without. And their take up rate is just starting to accelerate!

German Nestle workers protect work week as EU dithers

When workers at Nestle’s Maggi factory in Singen, Germany managed to retain their 37-hour week in gaining a new collective agreement, it was consider-ed a great success at a time when major German employers are demanding unpaid hours across a number of sectors (‘Successful strike at Nestle Germany .. defends work week’ 24.9.04 www.iuf.org/).    

To get their new deal – which includes a 2-3 year job guarantee and a 2% wage rise, but gives up 20 minutes of breaks and some bonuses – the Singen workers members of the German Food & Allied Workers Union, struck for a week and threatened to strike indefinitely.

The International Union of food Workers (IUF) organized international solidarity with other Nestle workers. It got other factories to refuse to cover production shortfalls in the Singen plant.

A lot is at stake in European workers’ efforts to hold the line on hours & conditions. Globalised financial markets mean globalised shareholders demand increased profits. This drives EU employ-ers and governments to erode traditional industrial frameworks and welfare nets (‘social wages’).

Vast reserves of non-union labour in Russia and Central Europe are available for exploitation and China is now effectively integrated into the global production circuits. This permits aggressive attacks on union power where it is strongest.   

German employers want to axe ‘co-determination’, once the hall-mark of an enlightened Germany, in which workers participated in their firms’ manage-ment (‘Chill enters cosy German boardrooms’ Guardian 25.10.04); and EU employment Ministers prepare to make the 48-hour work week maximum ‘more flexible’. 

The main bone of contention is over how strictly they should interpret the rules and whether there should be an “opt out” clause to allow even longer hours (EU Gov’ts fail to reach workweek deal’ 8.12.04 AP).
Advocates of the “opt out” and loose interpretation warn that strict compliance with the 48-hour rule means ‘having to hire tens of thousands of workers’  Hasn’t that always been the argument for a shorter work week?  It creates more employment?  

French strikers have wide support

Public sector workers throughout France are striking against the Chirac government’s efforts to under-mine the 35-hour work week and dismantle public services. 

Teachers, rail, postal and energy workers, doctors and other health workers and civil servants are striking to oppose funding and job cuts and pressing for improved pay and job security.  

Despite the inconvenience caused, 65% of French people surveyed sympathise with the unions’ decisi-on to strike (‘Sympathy for strikers...’ SMH 20.1.05) 

Work for all, sustainability, work hours (from page 10) for the world’s 1.1 billion illiterate children & adults. Education is a key component to give girls and women control over their bodies.  

It is lack of political will, not lack of technologies, knowledge or resources that prevents a shift towards sustainability. An array of key, controlling interests benefit from, and actually come into existence through current exploitive relationships. They resist at all costs efforts to shift control out of their hands. This need to protect and extend their power lies behind the vast arms expenditure and the institution of a global police state via a ‘war against terrorism’, which, we are promised, may last generations.

In theory, a more liberal, progre-ssive alliance between sectors of labour & capital could, while still retaining a system based on ex-ploitation, attenuate its effects & share the benefits more broadly.

For instance there could be scope for a strategic alliance between ‘progressive’ capital and the ‘middle classes’ (often code for workers in regular, salaried or wage occupations) based round information & environmental technologies and offering a time ‘balance’ between work/family. 

Yet, what is the scope for such a ‘progressive’ alliance to prosper, even in richer societies, when the most profitable sectors are the most rapacious (arms, oil, drugs, ‘black’ markets) & most determ-ined to protect & promote their interests? Can even ‘progressive’ sectors of capital pass up a chan-ce to exploit & plunder – labour, if not resources - if a state protect -ing the most ruthless interests also offers them an opportunity?

The present system cannot help but create inequality & be waste-ful & destructive. Accumulation of wealth & power by the few, side by side with impoverish-ment & disempowerment for the many; overwork on one hand & unemployment on the other; over consumption alongside starvation - these are outcomes of a system based on exploitation & expropriation.  

It feeds growing insecurity and social division and justifies crea-tion of a global police state; it expends trillions on armaments as society drifts towards a global social, economic & environment-al crisis. The CIA recently report -ed that the threat of terrorism to security is nothing compared to the threat climate change poses.  

Labour must be strong & united to even curb capital’s rapacious-ness. It needs to defend and use its power to influence events & curb excesses and adventurism. 

But, to actually attain a non-exploitive society, which is the only guarantee of sustainability, labour must not only be strong and united, but determined to overthrow the social-economic relations that allow exploitation and the edifice of injustice and destruction that rises out of it. 

Any number of technologies and modes make a sustainable and equitable society possible. Some are to a degree, compatible with the present system (‘Eco-efficien-cy’ & ‘cleaner production’ tend to be firm oriented concepts, so Henry Ford’s dictum, “You must get the most out of power, out of material & out of the time” could apply to any eco-efficient factory www.mcdonough.com/), but many are unlikely to fully realize their potential in existing frameworks (technologies that centre on local communities, ecopolises). To share limited natural resources productivity needs to increase exponentially (cf www.rmi.org/ on ‘Natural Capitalism’ & ‘Factor 4: Doubling Wealth, Halving Resource Use’), circular systems must repl-ace linear (industry eco-systems: www.zeri.org/theory.htm; poly-cultures http://www2.essex.ac.uk/ces/) 


and ‘time’ replace having ‘stuff’.  

For all that, new jobs created may still only match number of old jobs destroyed (UN predicts only marginal job creation). A cooperative, participatory, self-managing society will generate its own, different work demands from an exploitative, delegatory, consumerist model.  

This is where shorter work hours & restructuring of our work lives – to empower us and to share the work and free time society has available - becomes a key ‘red-green’ strategy for sustainability, that is, a strategy that unites the interests of both labour & the environment, while cracking the hegemony of interests that block humanity’s turn to sustainability. 

The work required to create a sustainable & dynamic world economy, needs sharing equally, especially with ongoing enhance -ment of productivity. A sustain-able society will place greater emphasis on growth of ‘social capital’, on people and commun-ities having less time tied up in ‘necessary’ work, ie, work trans-acted in the labour market & more time & resources to freely manage their own systems and services. 

Karl Marx made the connection between sustainability, labour’s emancipation & work hours 150 years ago when he wrote: ‘freedom (for labour) can only exist in socialized humanity, the associated producers, rationally regulating their inter-changes with Nature, bringing it under their common control.. achieving this with the least expenditure of energy & under conditions most adequate to and worthy of their human nature. But (this work) always remains a realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that development of human power that is its own end, the true realm of freedom. Shortening the working day is its fundamental premise” (Capital III, Ch 48). This insight is as relevant today.

NSW law takes some

pressure off truckies
The NSW government is passing a law to make trucking companies responsible if their drivers are caught speeding.  Point to point cameras will figure if drivers have made legally impossible times and automatically deliver fines. Trucks doing more than 115km/hour will be deemed to have faulty speed limiters and the new law will hold the truck owner responsible.  

Transport Minister Scully, announcing the new law, said “People who put pressure on those drivers to do the wrong thing must bear the consequences of their actions.”

The Transport Workers’ Union (TWU) welcomed the move, but said it did not go far enough. It failed to target customers, who demanded unachievable delivery times (‘Owners to be liable for speeding trucks’ SMH 26.10.04).  Owner operators are also vulnerable, as customers can directly pressure them and they will still be fully liable for their actions.

The TWU has campaigned to get roads recognized as a workplace for the 60,000 transport workers who use them, so accidents and fatalities involving transport workers can be treated as a work matter, as much as a matter of road and traffic conditions.     

The TWU wants Workcover to investigate transport worker fatalities. Tony Sheldon, NSW TWU state secretary claims transport workers have never work-ed harder, been under more pressure or faced so many impossible demands from operators and clients (in many cases large corporations). Drivers, forced to work unreasonable hours, take drugs to complete their work and suffer from chronic fatigue through the continual demands put on them (‘Truck Fatality: Clients Must be Investigated’

 http://www.twu.com.au/  2.9.04).
The TWU wants Workcover to investigate the commercial pressures from transport industry clients who “force drivers over the edge” with their demands to move freight in impossible deadlines at the cheapest possible price. TWU wants the NSW government to implement chain of responsibility provisions to make clients accountable (‘TWU Walk On Workcover’ http://www.twu.com.au/  9.9.04)

	Start the 21st century in a civilized way

* 4 day week  * 7 hour day  * 6 weeks leave  * full time pay!

create full employment  *  restructure our work life & leisure time  *  liberate ourselves & society!
for a world wide shorter work week action campaign


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


Work for all, work hours and sustainability

The labour movement is not just one more pressure group in a pluralist society. Trade unions are more than another set of community organisations it may or may not be convenient to win over to a particular agenda.

Labour is the living creative force by which society produces the values we need to re-create ourselves. The relations we enter into so we can work, our condit-ions of work - are how society organises its production & the logic of its development of prod-uctive forces. In a society where production is for profit, labour must hire itself out to those most able to exploit it – its value lies in its ability to increase capital.  In such a society, labour creates the world’s output but does not control it.

To take a pathway to sustainabil-ity - to a society interacting with nature in a way most worthy of our human nature - we must emancipate our labour: how we work & live, what we produce & consume & how we share time between work & other activity.  

Labour - of all classes & sectors in society - has the deepest need to establish a world economy based on cooperation rather than exploitation, and the greatest


capacity to confront globally, those who drive such a system. 

A recent statement to the UN by a number of international trade union bodies asserts that support for action on climate change will remain weak while people fear job loss, lower living standards and threats to infrastructure and services on which they depend.  

The unions claim strategies must engage workers so they feel their livelihoods are secure. Otherwise support will be limited, or meas-ures actively resisted, because economic & social restructuring is so often at workers’ expense. 

Sustainable development must integrate environmental protect-ion and economic and social development; the over-arching objectives must be to eliminate poverty, alter unsustainable pat-terns of production & consump-tion and to responsibly manage natural resource bases; & indus-trial development must generate quality work opportunities. 

Workers, say the unions, need strengthened rights, including freedom to associate & bargain collectively, if they are to help drive change & ensure employ-ers comply with environmental measures without fear of retaliat- 


ion. They need a ‘right to know’, a ‘right to participate’, a ‘right to refuse dangerous work’ whistle-blower protection, and a ‘right to refuse work that harms the environment’ (see www.global-unions.org/pdf/ohsewpP_8a.EN.pdf)    

While peak unions indicate the conditions under which they are willing to ‘partner’ with employ -ers and government to make a transition to sustainability, most of humanity, including the global workforce, faces a deeper dilem-ma in making this transition. 

The 1987 U.N. report, “Our Common Future” calculated global sustainability is possible but, to occur, needs a fundam-ental change in the way nations manage the world economy. 

In 1989 WorldWatch estimated a shift to sustainable development could start by spending $730bn over 10 years to slow population growth, reforest the earth, protect topsoil, raise energy efficiency, develop renewable energy and retire the developing world’s debt. In comparison, annual world military expenditure at the time was $1 trillion & farm subs-idies $300m. Four days global military expenditure could pay for primary schooling (cont’d p8) 

	Labour Needs a Radical Vision   David Bacon www.ilcaonline.org/ 



	We must recognize labour’s special place as society’s creator of value, but labour itself, needs to develop a vision for its & humanity’s emanci-pation. David Bacon, of ILCA, forcefully makes this point in a recent article:

· The days of unions as a business representing members for dues, but ignoring wider needs is over;

· Rebuilding unions also benefits broader interests by making new agendas possible;

· Promises of wage rises do not suffice to inspire workers to face the dangers of direct action. Only a new, radical social vision - the
	promise of a better world - can inspire a wave of commitment, idealism and activity to rebuild the labour movement;

· Strikebreaking & union busting is now acceptable corporate behavi-our. Unions must defend jobs to convince many to organise & risk jobs they still have;

· Since grinding poverty in much of the world is an incentive to move production, workers in rich countries must defend living standards worldwide;

· Labour needs to defend civil rights of all sections of society: then people far beyond unions 
	will defend labour rights as part of a broad civil rights agenda;

· Neoliberal policies imposed by US etc, increasingly at the point of a gun, using the war on terror, requires the labour movement to be outspoken for peace & against eroded standards & privatization used to attract investment; 

· A new, more radical political pro-gram runs counter to prevailing wisdom that holds the profit mot-ive sacred & solver of all social problems. To affect workers’ con-sciousness they need a much clea-rer sense of their own interests & the sense social change is possible
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