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Revolt of the outsiders

There was a week of rioting in the south-west Sydney suburb of Macquarie Fields at the end of February, after two young men died in a stolen car being pursued by police. The riots recalled those by aboriginal youth in Redfern a year earlier after a young boy died, allegedly also with police in pursuit.
Places like Redfern & Macquarie Fields are ghettoes of deprivation where police and youth regularly play cat & mouse games the kids cannot hope to win, but in which they dare to challenge an oppress -ive social order, that the police personify, as guardians of law and order and as users of the instruments of state power.

Macquarie Fields is where those ‘with get-up-and-go got up and left’. Unemployment is 25%, and for young people 35%. Only a quarter of its residents finish high school, more than half the households are single parent, or broken homes, drugs & gambling have taken root and those who seek work carry the stigma of where they live. This high level of disadvantage correlates with high petty crime rates and levels of imprisonment (‘You call this a life?’ The Australian 1.3.05).
Macquarie Fields is ‘typical of deprived working class suburbs that ring every major Australian city’ (‘Australia: Sydney suburb remains tense...’ 3.3.05). Ghettoes of this sort are, in fact, a feature of cities and regions throughout the world.

Why do these concentrations of disadvantage exist throughout the global economic landscape?
 They are a geographical (ctd p2) 
	(cont’d from p1) 
or spatial expression of a system that must create unemployment – a surplus labour pool, or industrial reserve army – to maximize its ability to exploit and to generate a surplus.

‘Capitalistic accumulation itself… constantly produces… a surplus population’ because technology is used to replace labour (cut labour costs) and increase profit, rather than to free up the time the work-force must work to satisfy needs.  
So the accumulation of wealth on one hand and the entrenchment of destitution on the other, creation of networks of magnificent ‘global’ cities’ along with hinterlands that are dumping grounds for the unneeded, are integral to a global, capitalist economy.    

In this dysfunctional, non-sustain-able system these pools of ‘reserve’ population serve an insidious role: 
* they ‘weigh down the active labour army’ so serve as ‘the pivot upon which the law of demand & supply for labour works’ (KM, CI);

* they become an underclass from whom the most reactionary forces can recruit criminal & racist gangs;

* their treatment panders to class prejudice, so reinforces authoritar-ian government – eg crack downs on ‘dole bludgers’, ‘single mums’ etc. Governments undertake ‘inten-sive mining of disadvantaged areas to fill an ever-expanding prison system’ (‘Punishing hapless is the true crime’ T Vinson’ SMH 15.4.05).     
Labour must make special efforts to reach out to the entrenched unemployed by acting to achieve full employment, so uniting and strengthening the working class. This is intrinsic to achieving a just, sustainable society based on cooperation, not exploitation.  

These actions include:-

* education and apprenticeships, not prisons for young people; 
* closer links between work and community; and most directly

* shorter hours to share work – if all work less, all may work! 
	Corporate slavery and overwork

	
	The labour market excludes many from work (‘Keen to work, a million lost in the system’ SMH 12.3.05) but also drives the employed to over-work: the stressed out ‘salaryman’, the woman juggling career & family.

Increasing stress in the workplace is largely blamed on ‘technology’: that it creates ‘hypertaskers’ on whom it forces ‘change in unnatural ways’, to produce ‘weird technology diseases’ like sleep deprivation, stress related illness, early senility & attention deficit disorder (‘Over-loaded hypertaskers..’ Aust’n 1.3.05).
But it is not just technology – the workplace and its culture is the frontline of an economic system driven to maximize ‘productivity’ that is, output from each unit of paid labour, to increase profit and returns to shareholders. 

Supervisors can increasingly use technology to ‘micro-manage’ workers who are ‘basically attached to electronic umbilical cords (so) control over them is getting to the level of bullying’ (‘Remember who’s the boss’ SMH 19.2.05). 

‘Empowerment’ and ‘autonomy’ is old hat. It may make workers happier, but it’s cheaper if they just follow orders. Managers are reassert -ing control of procedures ‘because that’s where productivity occurs’ (SMH 19.2.05). 

A law firm manager recently stated his staff had no right to 
any free time & were expected to treat clients “as if they were God.” This is a typical attitude, ‘repeated across professions such as investment bank -ing & accounting, where work-life balance is threatened in pursuit of a firm’s bottom line’ (‘Perils of young guns dying to be lawyers’ AFR 1.4.05)
People are averaging 6-7 hours sleep a night to fit in work and other demands, accruing huge sleep debts, so by 35-40 years old they ‘suffer ‘irritability, emotional volatility, de-pression & a compromised immune system that could predispose them to a number of different cancers’ (‘The Big Sleep’ AFR 28.1.05, quoting Dr Peter Birrell, UNSW).
	‘Hurried woman syndrome’ is increasingly common as women try to manage busy work and home life schedules, risking poor physical & mental health and ‘high stress and anxiety levels, mild depression, physical exhaustion, digestive disorders and low self esteem’ (‘Physios warn “hurried women” to slow down’ 8.3.05).  

In Australia at least, government resists paid maternity leave, or affordable childcare, yet ‘worries’ about a declining birthrate as women juggle work and gender roles (‘In work, out of love: finding Ms Typical’ SMH 8.3.05).
A recent report, Overwork in Ame-rica, claims new technology, multi-tasking and globalization, together, “may be undermining workers’ physical and emotional well-being”. Forty per cent of intensively overworked employees are angry at their employers for expecting so much of them, compared with 1% of those with low levels of overwork. USA’s ‘hire and fire’ economy is pivotal in driving overwork (and hatred) – those who have experienced down sizing and job insecurity are most likely to be highly overworked.
In a ‘free’ labour market workers get trapped in jobs with ‘doubled-up workloads, miniscule raises and ungrateful bosses’ until the economy grows sufficiently to create over-demand for various skills. This ‘gives overworked and unappreciated employees a way out’ by seeking a better employer (‘Stressed workers get set to jump ship’ AFR 17.11.03). 

Most of the world’s future jobs will be in the tertiary (services) sector.  Workers in these sectors need to organize, so they can start to bargain collectively and ameliorate work hours & conditions throughout the economic cycle. 

Unions are now reaching out to those workers who would not normally consider, or come in contact with unions (see IT Workers Alliance site). 


Environmental sustainability, infrastructure & work hours

‘What if the work week had kept getting shorter during the last 50 years?’ asks an article showing weekly work time in USA fell from 72 to 40 hours in 100 years up to 1930, stagnated at 40 hours for more than 50 years, then rose again in the last few decades.

‘Americans today would have less money and more time’, its author argues, but they’d be far from poor. If work hours had kept falling at their 1909-1929 trend the average work week would now be less than 25 hours a week, but US workers would earn as much as they did in the 1960s, when USA was already called ‘the affluent society’.
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Since the 1930s Great Depress-ion, when US President Roose-velt withdrew his support for a union-sponsored 30-hour work-week bill to back what business was calling “the new gospel of consumption”, the norm’s been a 40-hour week and stimulation of growth. But, asks the author, should we keep producing more, endlessly, just to create jobs? Overconsumption & overwork is the problem now (‘Choice of Work Hours’ Preservation Institute)   
While aspects of the article are debatable, it raises a fundamental question – what is the purpose of our work? How do we measure our wealth? By what we own & consume, or by the time at our disposal and the level of amenity society provides generally? 

The drive for higher productivity makes society, ‘despite itself’ reduce the labour time needed to  

produce goods and services. It creates the prospect for people to free up their time for their own development. 

This productivity is also the basis to develop fixed capital, or infra-structure & services, not directly related to production (ie, of goods for consumption). It too, indicates the ‘degree of develop-ment of wealth generally.’ 
If we are to ‘rationally regulate our interchanges with nature, bringing it under our common control, with least expenditure of energy, under conditions most adequate to and worthy of our human nature’ our productivity must lead us to live in a way, and in a habitat that allows this. We need to allocate the surplus we create appropriately – with least expenditure of energy (i.e., sustainably), most adequately (equitably) and most worthily (so it enhances our human and natural relationships).
The last few decades of ‘neo-liberal’ privatization show how irrationally provision of services & infrastructure can be in a sys-tem geared primarily to profit. 
For instance, the US free market health system is also the world’s most expensive. It spends double per head as Canada and the EU, but up to 30% of people under 65 still have no cover. The health ‘industry’ is ‘unique in treating health care as a market commodity distributed according to ability to pay instead of as a social good distributed according to medical need. The excess costs of an American-style payment system represent higher incomes for both the insurance industry & providers of care’ (Third World Traveler).  

In contrast, Cuba’s health system is ‘very inspiring’ according to Harvard School of Public Health. A poor country, under a long- term embargo, and with severely 
limited resources, its health markers are ‘essentially the same as those in the US & other parts of the industrialized world’ and standards the highest in Latin America. It has one of the highest doctor/ population ratios in the world – and doctors (and teachers) are its main form of foreign aid!      
‘Cuba's commendable health care system is nevertheless a product of a socialist revolution …What works for Cuba may not work for us’ concludes the review (‘The Cuban Paradox’).
Not only won’t it work for USA, but the Bush regime cites Cuba’s pharmaceutical industry as an aid to terrorism! It wants to ‘restructure’ Cuba’s economy, including health, along the lines the World Bank used on Eastern Europe. The Bank questions how a cash poor Cuba could afford a comprehensive, publicly funded system in a ‘more open & free society’, especially one ‘that relies more on the dollar.’ (‘Bush's economic blueprint for Cuba’  Z-NET  20.9.04)

This paradigm appears to apply broadly across infrastructure & services provision. Cities committed to public transport are financially better off and actually spend less of their wealth on transport – 4-5% compared with 17% for cities ‘pouring money into freeways’, despite the myth that public transport is a financial drain ‘Heavy Duty’ Ecos Sept 2004. 

Privately driven construction of public infrastructure claims to provide otherwise unaffordable services cheaper & more effici-ently, but ‘innumerable studies’ show such projects are not led by public benefit, but designed to maximise private profit. Since profits are the highest priority, their service is often worse than their publicly funded (cont’d p4)
	(Infrastructure cont’d from p3) equivalents. ‘The experiment keeps failing, but government keeps repeat- ing it’ (‘Road Hogs’ www.monbiot. com/archives/2004/11/30/road-hogs/).
Wasteful, inequitable provision of infrastructure and services uses up people’s time because they must work longer to afford to purchase a marketised good; and waste time using systems, modes and spaces designed to serve needs of profit over people.  

Full-time workers in Sydney aver-age 5.3 hours commuting a week, in addition to working long hours (‘Dads who see more of traffic than their kids’ SMH 5.5.05); New Yorkers average 76.6 minutes a day and for 11%, more than 3 hours (‘The long & winding road’ NYT 31.3.05).
The very need to prop up an exploitive, profit-driven system is a wasteful diversion. World military spending of $1 trillion a year literal-ly destroys & impoverishes billions, while being a field for vast profit (Halliburton in Iraq). 40% of global R&D expenditure is military, mainly by US ($63bn in 2004). ‘Even a modest shift’ – to enhance access to clean water & sanitation, address climate change & develop clean en-ergy sources could eliminate poverty save lives & build sustainability & security (www.newscientist.com 22.1.05)    
Current planning & design strategies for infrastructure & built environ-ments are using resources in a ‘counter-sustainable’ way ; ‘smaller scale infrastructure is now emerging as more efficient’, inducing a shift to ‘energy efficiency and smaller scale distributed energy networks’ says CSIRO (‘Heavy duty’ Ecos, Sept’04). 
CSIRO software to rationally design cities in terms of energy efficiency shows high density cites reliant on public transport are most energy efficient, but an ‘alternative strategy is employment & facilities closer to people in outer suburbs, home based work ..more costly private transport to create ‘higher-density outer sub-urbs ..only marginally less efficient
	than a more compact city’(‘Sim cities’ Ecos Summer 1996/97).   

This starts to show how planning & management can be more effectively implemented when people, not profits are the purpose of the socio-enviro-economy. 

But the work-time-life element – the ‘labour question’ - is central to this. A shorter working day lessens the propensity to commute; it ‘frees’ up time to invest in ‘social capital’ (self-management, comm-unity-based work). 
	Suburbs cease to be dormitories for those who work elsewhere, and become creative, productive habitats in their own right.

Infrastructure & services provis-ion becomes linked to a grow-ing sense of community. Active participation/management in running our lives clearly becomes an alternative to consumerism: cooperation an  obviously more realistic option than competitive individualism.   

	
	Record working poor as West wallows in waste

	
	The number of workers earning less than $2 a day and living in abject poverty is a record 1.4 billion, half the world’s employed workforce of 2.8 billion people. Another 185 mill-ion are unemployed, of whom half are young people (15-24 years), who are also a quarter of the 550 million earning less than $1 a day (World Employment Report 2004 & Global Employment Trends for Youth 2004). 
The ILO – composed of employers, governments and unions – calls for a boost to enterprise productivity as it will lower costs and boost profits, and ‘overall’ create more jobs, high-er earnings for workers and reduced working time. The ILO does admit the more immediate effect seems to be job loss and decline in earnings, and workers are ‘the first victims of major shifts in job opportunities’.
The ILO proposes workers get more training, to better handle changing labour markets and to ‘considerably’ accelerate global economic growth to create new jobs.

Unfortunately for this theory, the first things poor countries toss to attract investment are labour rights, because ‘footloose’ capital demands a ‘liberal economic policy’ in its constant search for ‘cheaper & more docile labour’. This is often code for young women, denied their rights to join a union, working in virtual slavery (www.icftu.org/www/PDF/ EPZreportE.pdf.
Capital imposes this ‘drive to the bottom’ because it desperately needs to extract every last ounce of surplus
	from labour.  It seeks out those areas where elementary conditi-ons for development exist, but capital is scarce, labour and other costs are low & profits can be higher than in more developed economies. (cf ‘Imperialism, High -est Stage of Capitalism’ V Lenin).

At the other end is the mindless affluence enjoyed, for the moment at least, in rich western countries such as Australia. 
Wasteful consumption – spending on goods and services not used - costs Australian society ‘at least $10.5bn a year and contributes to a mounting crisis in waste man-agement’. This is 13 times the amount households give to over-seas aid in a year. The wasters tend to be young, rich or both. Many feel guilty about the waste, but ‘40% are not particularly worried, or even (think) about it’ (‘Wasting away: a gluttonous nation’ SMH 19.3.05).
71% of Australians say they worry about global warming, but we live materialistic, wasteful lives, seemingly without thought about environmental impact, or at whose cost our lifestyles come.  
Australia’s people must face up to the enormous, unsustainable global disparities of wealth and work that exist and act towards a more equitable sharing of work time & resources among working humanity. Setting global labour standards – pivotally, hours worked for a living wage - is key. 


6-hour work day on agenda: Latin America turns left

These days workers seem to be mostly on the receiving end of attacks on rights & wages, so the recent victory by Buenos Aires Metrovias subway workers, to gain a 44% wage increase, and consolidate a 6-hour work day they won last spring, should hearten workers everywhere.

The 1,900 workers won, against the US owners of the privatized system, by escalating strike act-ion till it culminated in a week long strike. They also blocked tracks whenever strikebreakers tried to operate the trains.

Argentina’s economy collapsed in 2001, triggered by a flight of capital, as the country defaulted on its loans. Massive unemploy-ment ensued, drastically reduc-ing living standards, including an average 20% drop in wages.  This makes the subway workers’ victory more notable.

But it is part of a broad uprising against the elites in Argentina that toppled four governments in a few weeks, established popular assemblies and led employees of more than 200 firms to expropri-ate and operate them as worker cooperatives, under the motto, ‘to sieze to resist, to produce’. These firms work closely with their communities, building hope & an economic alternative in the rubble of Argentina's disastrous experiment with neo-liberalism.

Unions won an across the board wage rise last year and a union-based movement, supported by left workers’ parties, has also started, that aims to reduce the work week to 30 hours, which the Metrovias workers have already achieved.  

However, the Argentine situation is very complex. The current Kirschner government is not a natural supporter of workers’ revolution. It is resisting across the board wage rises this year & turns a blind eye, if not actively incites, attempts to intimidate the co-operatives to return control to the owners.  

The Metrovias struggle is at a time when the popular masses throughout Latin America, cent-red on the working classes, are revolting against decades of US neo-liberalism, imposed on the continent’s 350 million people. 

Venezuela

In February this year President Chavez announced a new direct-ion for Venezuela’s economic development, on the eve of his government’s expropriation of an enormous paper factory after a hard won battle by 350 workers.
The company declared bankrupt-tcy and sacked 900 workers. The remaining 350 threatened to occupy the factory if government didn’t take it over. Workers and state representatives now co-manage it, as a pilot for similar ventures. The government plans to manage all basic industry on the worker-state run model so ‘development is based on co-op-erative and humanistic logic, as opposed to the capitalistic indivi-dualism of the global economy’ (www.venezuelanalysis.com).
Labour is in ferment. A new grouping, the National Union of Workers (UNT) formed after the traditional Confederation of Venezuelan Workers collaborat-ed with industry leaders to try to drive Chavez from office. UNT was crucial in stopping this and helped Chavez introduce “endogenous development” of industry where workers & state share management.
Chavez and the ‘Bolivarian revolution’ openly challenges US imperialism and its lackeys. It seeks to unite Latin American countries economically and politically, to provoke a continent-wide fight-back.
Chavez, an old maoist, sees the struggle as one in which the ‘south’ must resist the neo-imperialist Bush doctrine, which threatens to destroy the world. He believes its own rottenness will destroy the US empire, then the ‘great people of Martin Luth -er King will be free, the great US people, our brothers’ (Capital -ism is Savagery’ Z-Net 10.4.05). 

This is the mortal danger Latin America’s revolt poses to the US ruling elites – that after more than a century as the  ‘backyard’ of US imperialism, its closeness to the US workforce, its Latinos, Afro-Americans, unionists and social activists, can also inspire revolt in the US, as well as among the working classes of other industrial nations.    
Self management, progressive government, the break with the institutions of capitalist global control; more humane work relations including shorter work hours and ambitious programs to improve the lives of the majority - all made possible in context of workers control & greater com-munity orientation: such achieve-ments in ‘poor’ South America can only challenge North Ameri-ca’s workers to break out of the powerlessness and insularity in which US imperialism holds its own people. 

JB/WS
	Cuba’s ‘miracle’:
full employment

The ILO has stated Cuba is ‘almost a miracle’ for its social security & unemployment policies. Cuba’s unemployment is 1.9% compared with Latin America’s average of 11% (www.plenglish.com/ 29.3.05). 

Cuba threatens imperialism because its free education, health care and democracy are living proof 3rd world people can live in dignity, with decent living standards. The 50year US blockade has failed to suppress its inspiration, or stop its help for other poor nations.   


Older workers – the new cheap labour pool?
‘It’s wrong to think lower pot-ential GDP just reflects falling labour force participation due to population ageing. That’s just one relatively small effect. The real driver is slowing population growth overall, given present fertility & immigration trends’ (‘Age-old problem will not go away’ AFR 12.5.05). 
This comment relates to the Australian government’s talk of the need to increase workforce participation to maximize econo-mic growth potential. It poses the problem in a remarkably similar way to prevailing economic orthodoxy around the world. The recent EU Green Paper on demo-graphic change states ‘ageing could cause potential annual growth in GNP in Europe to fall from 2-2.25% today to 1.25% in 2040, with all that entails for entrepreneurship and initiative in our societies”, before going on to say it will need ‘innovation and increasing productivity’ to get people – especially women, youth & older people – into jobs. 
Such statements unwittingly show that the real problem – in Australia & globally – is not an ageing population and declining population growth, but the more specific one of the future of an economic mode based on exploit-ation of growth to feed profit.

It also reveals how contradictory a commitment to environmental sustainability is when a system is predicated on an indefinitely expanding population to support an ever expanding economy.   

This flies directly in the face of environmental sustainability goals that require stabilization and eventual reduction of world population; & ‘significant & rapid reduction in the energy and raw-material content of every unit of production’ if a projected 8-10 billion people are to have no greater impact than the 1.5 billion who currently use about 80% of the world’s goods (See Our Common Future).
Recent efforts to raise workforce participation rates and increase the length of the working life are not principally because of longer life expectations – increases in life expectancy are a very long term trend and most western economies have spent three decades drastically reducing expectations of a long working life, mainly by throwing men out of work in their 40s and 50s and by making the transition to work for young people longer & later.     

Nor in the Australian govern-ment’s case is it consistent, as it drives single mothers into the workforce, but subsidises married mothers to stay at home.    

The concentration of the work life of the workforce into fewer years, and having it work harder & longer while thus employed, maximizes the gains of product-ivity to the employer. 

However, the social wage costs – pensions, other benefits available over a person’s life – still draw on revenue (even when such services and infrastructure are ‘marketised’), so in a ‘rich’ country, maintaining such a high living standards for the ‘masses’, especially beyond their ‘product-ive’ years, cuts into surplus capital that could be otherwise invested at a higher rate of profit in a more ‘backward’ country.  

Also, labour’s price is ‘regulated by the expansion and contraction of the industrial reserve army & these correspond to the periodic changes of the industrial cycle’ (Capital I, 25:3, K Marx). Long term growth on one hand and a danger the industrial ‘reserve’ may move beyond employability hastens the need to pull extra layers of the workforce into contention as alternative, cheaper sources of labour. This includes removing any safety nets these reserves may exist on, a trend  most obvious in ‘free market’ US, where older people are being driven back into work at lower wages, competing with & under-cutting ‘prime’ age workers.  

A 2003 report, A New Organisat-ion of Time Over Working Life, reconceptualises time and work arrangements over a ‘life-course’ proposing a ‘reduction in overall working time’ and ‘effective prolongation of working life’ by ensuring ‘people are not worn out (early) by their jobs.’ 
This report lays out a ‘rational’ course on how to integrate work with other life needs over a life time. It assumes a socio-economy can be organized with ‘quality of life’ rather than profit making at its core. Ironically, its release co-incided with European employer interests launching wide ranging offensives against a hundred years of social gains by labour.  
Interestingly, a critique of the obvious flaw in ‘growth’ theory comes from a right-libertarian US think tank promoting high performance communities. 
It argues “growth” is not always desirable or possible, so we must reconfigure what we mean by economic development to ‘liberate it from the straitjacket of strict reliance on growth, par-ticularly (of) jobs or population’.
Success in economic develop-ment is by ‘expanding choices, increasing wealth and creating hope for people & communities’. A ‘high performance community’ is ‘a place where things work’ in public, private and civic sectors, voluntary associations are strong and ‘government responds to and values citizen involvement’.
In other words an economy is for people, not the other way round.

	Indian call-centre workers seek ‘international standards’



	Indian call centre and other IT workers are cheap, educated and speak English, so many world corp-orations – General Electric, Ameri-can Express, British Airways - are locating back offices there. 

India’s IT industry – call centres, software development, program-ing, - has grown from 1.3 to 3% of GDP since 1994. The ‘knowledge’ revolution is spreading to other science based industry sectors like biotechnology & pharmaceuticals.

India’s call centre workers – drawn from the educated middle classes – not only work for less than a tenth of the wage of their western equivalent, but work long, non-standard hours.  

British trade union Amicus found that ‘compounding the intensity of repetitive task performance’ of Indian call centre workers is the ‘significant fact that call handling takes place at night, or late in the evenings, on shifts that last 8-10 hours and in some cases, 6 days a week’. The mix of intensive call handling and shift working means ‘exhaustion, withdrawal & burnout are common’ (Call Centres in Scot- land and Outsourced Competition from India Amicus 18.12.03).  

A Young Professionals Collective is helping call centre workers deal with job stress, high attrition rates and ailments such as ‘insomnia, depression and digestive system disorders’, ‘by talking to experts and sharing concerns with peers’.

 YPC is not a union, but union act-ivists are setting it up. YPC organ-iser & labour lawyer Vinod Shetty says it’s a welfare organization, ‘not an attempt to unionise the burgeoning call centre industry’; but its aim is standard working conditions in all Indian call centres ‘at par with international practices.’ ‘If we can not offer international salaries, let us at least provide international working conditions’ says Shetty (www.keralanext.com/news/ 24.1.05) 
	India may be the world’s 3rd largest economy by 2050 based on growth in sectors like the IT industry, but already cost pressures are building in India. The Philippines, China, Vietnam and Brazil should all benefit from the growth of the call centre industry, fuelled by cost  considerations in developed coun-tries’ (‘Philippines may surpass India in call centres’ SMH 18.2.05). 

YPC is not a trade union, but its members will soon realise the only guarantee of their welfare is when they do organize, using their coll- ective strength to gain meaningful concessions from their employers.

These concessions will necessarily concern length& intensity of work 


	hours in relation to remuneration.   As India’s IT industry matures the prospects of promotion and the chance to quit and seek other, better paying work will diminish.

But for now, India’s IT workers have the chance to trailblaze world standard conditions in their own industry and to extend them into other growth sectors of the Indian economy.

To do this, they must consciously organise themselves as a new element of India’s working class. In so doing they can call on and inspire fellow IT workers through-out the world (for solidarity contact YPC: ypcollective@yahoo.com).

	
	Eastern Europe: can labour outflank capital’s outflanking moves?


	
	Volkswagen claims to pay an extra $1,400 per car to build in Germany rather than Eastern Europe, or Port-ugal, the low cost destination for automakers prior to the 2004 EU expansion that added ten new eastern European members.
Even Portugal’s workers are under threat from eastern Europe’s even lower wages & more flexible hours. ‘If you don’t produce here there is a country in Eastern Europe to do it’ says the president of GM Portugal (P'guese auto industry .. competition) 
The EU expansion means firms in western Europe can more easily shift operations to the lower-wage, longer hours East, which has largely ‘restructured’ on neo-liberal lines, and to bulldoze union resistance to corporate demands for a longer work week at same or less pay.  Employer interests are now extricating unions from the ‘political and economic fabric’ in which they are ‘deeply entwined’ (Unions begin to struggle in Europe USA Today 11.04).
European imperialism is competing with its American and Asian rivals, to ‘make the EU the leading econo-mic area world-wide’(see Lisbon Process), so is building EU military capability and driving to lower 
	wages & conditions in the West, using the East’s ‘liberalised’ work  & social conditions as a lever.  
European unions’ efforts to curb this trend through agreements with business & governments to protect rights in Eastern Europe are frequ-ently subverted  or overridden, driving central & eastern European workers increasingly to revolt (see ICFTU CEE network bulletins).
Romanian unions for instance, are united for the first time since 1990 to oppose a new neo-liberal work code brewed up by the ‘most… pow-erful employers’ organisations and foreign investors in Romania’ that overthrows a 2003 ILO-compliant code adopted after ‘intense dialogue between social partners’. The unions took part in a recent 60,000 strong demonstration in Brussels called by the European Trade Union Fed’n. 

Can labour in Europe unite, within Europe & with labour forces outside Europe, where its capital is now shifting, to block & overturn these moves to undercut the world’s most advanced labour & social standards?
The prospects are good, but the struggle is also critical for both forces thoughout the world.         


UK: ‘boss-A-gram’ protests
long work hours

Britons lose €23bn a year in unpaid overtime, about €4,650 per employee. If people worked all their unpaid overtime at the year’s beginning, they would not be paid till 25 February, according to the United Kingdom’s Trade Union Council.
The TUC has now nominated 25 February as work Your Proper hours Day and provided a facility for those working unpaid extra hours to send their bosses an anonymous ‘boss-A-gram’ suggesting they show gratitude for the unpaid overtime (see www.workyourproperhoursday.com).
TUC General Secretary, Brendan Barber says of the boss-a-grams: “(It) is a fun way to make a serious point. Too many workplaces are in the grip of a long hours culture. With a bit better organization people could gain extra hours for free time and still get their work done well”.

The UK has the longest work hours in Europe.  Its law against long hours is very weak, most people don’t know the law and it’s not enforced. People are increasingly in white collar jobs where overtime is not paid.  Employers expect, and staff give, very long hours, creating a ‘long hours culture’.

A recent U.K. study, Time, Health and the Family: What Working Families Want records the devast-ating effect of ‘binge working’ and a long hours culture. This ‘disturbing’ report shows binge-working is creating a nation of workaholics with a disastrous effect on health, family life and work performance. It shows the need to ‘work shorter, leaner hours’ and to make time for our families and communities (see www.workingfamilies.org.uk/).
An author of the report states ‘time is up on long hours working’.  Instead of leading to an effective workforce, long hours lead to high levels of stress, ill health and decreased morale and productivity.  Merely having flexible working policies is insuffic-ient if the dominant culture does not support their meaningful use, in conjunction with a limit on total hours worked (for more, visit the TUC’s online work-life bulletin: www.tuc.org.uk/changingtimes).
Westpac workers strike 

against weekend work
Banks want to open their branches 7 days a week.  Westpac hopes to do this from July, but to so, it is pushing to compel its employees into weekend work  
Hundreds of Victorian Westpac staff, members of the Financial Services Union (www.fsunion.org.au/), stopped work on 15 April to try to bring Westpac to its senses. 

They were disgusted that Westpac could propose a new Enterprise Agreement that threatened the voluntary status of Saturday work, introduced Sunday work and could result in reduced pay rates. 

Members expressed intense dissatisfaction at how  Westpac continues to harass staff to work unpaid overtime, sets unrealistic work targets and expects to get more work with less staff. Westpac and the other ‘Big 4’ banks made $11.1bn profit in 2004, while the FSU estimates finance sector workers averaged 1.2 million hours overtime a week, 0.5 million of it unpaid.   

FSU members will take further industrial action if Westpac does not come up with an acceptable offer by 1 May. 

Meanwhile ANZ-National Bank workers in New Zealand are conducting nationwide stop work meetings to oppose its efforts to deny compensation for staff who work evenings and weekends – a condition the bank’s staff in Australia retain – at least for now.  
Fiji bank staff strike over work loads

Staff of the Bank of Baroda, members of the Fiji Bank & Financial Sector Union, walked off the job on 21 February to protest the bank’s refusal to employ more people to handle growing workloads.

The FBSU has tried since 2000, to get the Indian multinational to justify its constant downsizing of staff numbers (‘Bankers plan to defy bosses’ Fiji Times 21.2.05).

Road builders win 36-hour week,
three year agreement
Workers on the 45km, $2.5bn, Mitcham Frankston road building project in Victoria have won a three year agreement that gives a 36-hour week, with 26 rostered days off a year (13 fixed, 13 flexible). 
The agreement flies in the face of proposed Howard government IR laws, which the AWU describes as ‘unnecessary, adversarial and counter-productive’, in that it is a three year collective agreement, has a compulsory arbitration role and provides breakthroughs in superannuation, parental leave, allowances and penalty rates.

The workers are members of the CFMEU and AWU, who have also agreed on a process to avoid demarcation disputes over union coverage (‘Workers win in AWU’s Mitcham Frankston agreement’ www.awu.net.au/ 18.3.05).  
AMWU seeks extra women’s leave   
The Australian Manufacturing Workers Union seeks 12 paid days menstrual leave per year for women workers as part of a new enterprise agreement it is negotiating with Toyota at its South Australian plant.  The plant employs nearly 500 women in a workforce of about 4,000.  

The AMWU also wants Toyota to provide on-site childcare.

Menstrual leave would be on top of normal sick leave, but only women ‘genuinely ill’ because of their periods could take the leave.

Ian Jones, AMWU vehicle builders division secretary,  proposes that like maternity and parental leave, menstrual leave recognizes it is a matter that affects working life, so “people should be given time off to accommodate the circumstances they find themselves in” (‘Oh what a feeling .. and it’s worth a day off every month’ SMH 11.2.05)

While the proposal is a first for the AMWU in Australia, menstrual leave is a fairly widely recognised women workers’ right throughout Asia.

Victoria: AWAs give women

lower pay, longer hours

Six women at a mushroom farm in Mildura, Victoria were recently sacked for refusing to sign Australian Workplace Agreements’, or individual work contracts.

The contracts replace hourly pay rates with a ‘piece’ rate that cuts weekly pay by an average 25%, press-uring the women to work longer hours, at flat rates, to maintain their incomes.

The Australian Workers Union successfully backed the women in a court challenge. Bill Shorten, AWU national secretary, on announcing the challenge said, “Nearly all the women have children to support.  They are hard working mothers in a difficult industry… Their only ‘crime’ was to refuse to sign an individual contract.  Everyone else who signed … kept their jobs, but suffered significant pay cuts” (www.awu.net.au/ 22.2.05). 
The employer’s bastardry is a taste of things to come, when the Howard Liberal government gets control of the Senate on 1 July and makes it easier for bosses to impose pay cuts and sack people for not signing individual contracts.

Women, who make up a large part of the lower paid, casualised and non-unionised workforce, will especially feel the effects of the coming loss of basic workplace protections.  



	



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


Women, work hours and liberation
Women are an ever larger part of the Australian workforce: about 45%, compared with about 38% two decades ago. 
Women participate more, but pay falls further behind men’s: from $229 in 1996 to $311 in 2001. Full-time jobs are up by 15% on 1991, but part-time jobs grew by 62%. Women fill these jobs –more than 70% of part-time and more than 60% of casual jobs - work that is often insecure, low status, non-unionised & clustered in clerical, sales & service jobs. Only 54% of women have full-time jobs, 85% of men do (ABS). 
Women fall behind because they are relatively powerless in part-time, casual jobs. Recent research by RMIT shows casual and part-time workers are not getting the hours they want, are pushed to work harder and are clustered in the lowest job classifications. Women who do work full-time and return to work part-time often find pay rates reduced (‘Part-timers and casuals lose ground’ SMH 28.4.05).
The Howard government’s industrial relations proposals – to impose individual contracts, abolish awards, allow unfair dismissal and restrict unions’ rights of entry & representation - will hit women, as the lowest paid & most vulnerable workers, hardest. Howard’s lip service to family values doesn’t extend to women who must work to support their families. 

Women in the global workforce

Women in wealthy, ‘modern’ Australia, similarly to women world wide, face a pervasive, deep, discrimination in all areas of economic & social activity.   

Women, about 40% of the global workforce are paid 30-60% less than men, work mainly in low skill, undervalued, insecure jobs & still do most family tasks. 
Many, as migrant workers, toil in some of the planet’s least protected & most exploited jobs. Slave trafficking, for illegal employment & prostitution, is increasingly common. 

The international trade union movement sees the concentration of women in such work as a symptom of deeply-rooted oppression that unions must address directly.
A working solution?

Some couples decide they will both work part-time and each care for the children while the other is at work (‘Parents are working less and caring more’ SMH 23.1.05). But even higher income couples, those most likely to use this option, find workloads may not reflect reduced hours & salaries. They also suffer the normal career disadvantages of part-time work. 

The ACTU sees growing casual and insecure work as a crucial gender equity issue and campaigns to bring more rights to part-time, casual work. This may remove some of the disadvantages of insecure work, but does not address the question of equity and full economic citizenship for women, while ever such great disparity exists between men and women in how they share paid work and non-work time. 
To do this we must significantly reduce the hours in a standard, full-time work week:



	

Things Fall Apart

Unions NSW is hosting a special seminar on the growing issue of excessive work hours at the Australian Museum Theatrette, College St, Sydney, 3 June 2005

The seminar, Things Fall Apart: what is work doing to families and the community? will have experts in ethics, family, work and social research discuss the effects of increasing workloads.
RSVP Neale Towart at Unions NSW on 9264 1461, or email ntowart@labor.org.au  


*A reduced work week moves the hours (& pay) of current part-time jobs closer to those of a full-time job: a 20 hour week is half a 40 hour work week, but 2/3 of a 30 hour work week; 

* a shorter work week also spills hours from full-time jobs, many of them higher paying positions, to part-time, casual workers, who  are often seeking more hours; 

* it more equally shares work & ‘leisure’, so both men & women can be ‘full economic citizens’;

* it is an economic precondition for liberty: both men & women can use new found free time to better manage life in all its fullness – as workers, as family, as community & citizens. It puts people not profit at the centre of the system so it works for people, not the other way round.

Women trade unionists in north-ern Europe have argued for a 6 hour day as a means for women to achieve full economic citizen-ship. Pilots have demonstrated its benefits and practicality (but employers vetoed its extension). Europe’s left calls on the international labour movement to take it up as a visionary goal.
	Start the 21st century in a civilized way

* 4 day week   * 6 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/
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