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WAGE SLAVERY

146 years after the
ommunist Manifesto

>
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This picture was
takenin -
October 1986:in
a gold mine in
Brazil called
Serra Pelada
which has no
technology,
‘only men. When
the picture was
taken, around
50,000 people
were working
there. - .~
Photographer:
Sebastiao
Salgado
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Worker Today: The oil workers
have traditionally played a
prominent role in the Iranian
labour - movement. In what
position are they now?

Kaveh Assadi: The problems
facing the oil workers are, broadly
speaking, the samie problems that
confront the working class in Iran
as a whole. The first difficulty is
the lack of a general labour
organisation. I think one of the’
major obstacles to building labour
organisations is that there aren't
enough experienced workers and
labour activists. In the oil industry,
specifically, the different composi-
tion of the workers - in terms of
the varying conditions of their
employment - has kept the workers
fragmented. . The employment

categories in the oil industry is as’

follows:

- workers with contracts of three
months and ten days (known to
workers as Seegheiee; a pun on the
"temporary marriage" practice
allowed for men under Islam.),

- workers on yearly contracts;

- workers covered by the oil
industry.

" - workers on one-year appren-
ticeship; they should be hired at
the end of the one-year period on
a formal basis, but some have been
on apprenticeship for three years
without any formal notice of em-
ployment; and finally,

- - workers who are formally em-
ployed; they are fewer in number
than the above categories together.

Another problem of the workers
today is job insecurity. Many have
lost their jobs under different pre-
texts in the various industries. Oth-
er, more general, issues like infla-
tion only compound the difficul-
ties.

In the years before the Revolu-
tion in 1979, workers sometimes
_managed to win a thing or two
through the same state trade un-
ions. For example, there was a 15-
day travel allowance over the peri-
od of the holidays. But this was
abolished under the Islamic Repub-
lic. Or a collective bargaining
scheme, which meant that meetings
would be held once every two
years to decide the level of wages,
allowances and overtime pay. But
after the Revolution, and with the
start of the Iran-Iraq war, all of
these were cut. Workers got prom-
ises that after the end of the war
all the outstanding allowances
would be paid, but nothing hap-
pened. This was incidentally one
of the demands of the 1991 oil
strike. In that strike they told
workers that the allowances would
be paid, but again nothing has yet
happened. - =2 _

Another issue is worker home

loans. Previously, these were inter-
est-free; now, after repeated appli-
cations, you get one with a four
per cent interest. And once you
take out a Joan, you lose your right
to housing allowance. Workers
have always objected to these deci-
sions, but only a bunch of Islamic
and Shari'a laws have been men-
tioned in reply. In short, the condi-
‘tions are getting worse everyday
and workers have been more and
more on the defensive. The imple-
mentation of the plan of mass job
cuts in the past few months have
made the conditions worse.

Around what issues do the pro-
tests usually take place? And,
generally, how do you see the
prospect for these protests? Tell
us about the struggles in the oil
mdustry

Workers talk among themselves
about building labour organisa-
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Lack of labour organisation -
Iranian workers' first problem

Interview with Kaveh Assadi

Kaveh Assadi has been a long-time worker at the oil industry in
iran. In a recent trip abroad, he talked to our co-worker Shahla
Daneshfar about a number of issues facing the workers in the

oil industry. ExcerptS'

tions, about the right to strike,
about electing their genuine repre-
sentatives; they want the Islamic
Societies abolished... At the same
time they -call for wage increases
to keep up with the real rate of
inflation, shorter working hours,
and ‘payment of the outstanding
allowances. Another demand which
has been more talked about in
worker circles in the last few years
is supervising the work of the ma-
nagement. But, as I said, the main
problem is the absence of indepen-
dent labour organisations, which
has. really disarmed the workers.
Let me give you an example.

Last year there was a strike in
the oil indusny for higher wages.
The organisers prepared for the
strike in good time, with necessary
co-ordination and taking security
precatitions in their contacts with
the other refineries. In all the
worker gatherings it had been de-
cided that a hunger strike. would be
held,  plus the fact that no work
was to be done when we arrived at
the workplace.

A few days into the strike, the
factory's Islamic Society began its
activities. They were trying to
identify the strike leaders. So they
insisted that workers'. representa-
tives come to them and put for-

ward their. demands. But this was -

tejected by the workers.. They
wanted to know "who they were
dealing with: was it the Oil Indus-
try or the Labour Ministry?". Lat-
er,. Agha-zadeh, the oil ‘minister,
appeared on TV and said: "I have
a workforce, some of ‘whom ‘are
“blue-collar workers and some are
white-collar employees. I am re-
sponsible for pay increases for the
-white-collar staff. But the workers
come under the rules of the Labour
Mmlstry" ’

As the strike in Tehran and in
some other cities escalated, new
demands took shape, such as form-
ing- a workers' council and the

_right to elect representatives. Un-

fortunately, the plant's security

- officials summoned a meeting and,

creating a climate of fear and in-

timidation, threatened the workers
that they should accept whatever
they were saying. Affer this meet-
ing, a number of workers were
arrested. -

In this strike the workers suf-
fered from being in diverse work
categories. At the end of the strike,
the management of the oil industry
pulled out the so-called "white-
collar" plan, i.e. making workers
change ‘their employment terms
from blue-collar to clerical as the
precondition for getting a wage
rise. In this way they managed to
break the unity of the ranks. That
plan was not accepted by the older

-and experienced workers, but the

youriger workers had to accept it,

. since; otherwise, they would not

get their employment notices.

The management also took ad-
vantage of the fact that the food
stamps workers used to get has
been cut since a few years back.

"To make workers waver in their

rejectlon of the plan, they started
giving food stamps to the clerical
‘employees. ]

In my view, the strike was well-
planned and organised. We knew
that eventually they would come
down on us. But what was notable
about the strike was the fact that,
firstly;, it made the government
more careful later in the minimum-
wage increase for the coming year;
and, secondly, our action was ac-
companied by the minimum of
arrests and physical confrontations.
The strike had a remarkable impact
on the younger workers in terms of

‘boosting their confidence. They

saw in practice that you can strike
and speak.out your demands.

The government never set up
Islamic Councils in the oil indus-
try. What was the reason for
that do you think? |

Generally, as. the privatisations
have progressed, the Islamic Coun-
cils have faded. Islamic Councils
were basically non-existent in key
industries. I think the Islamic re-

gime of capital so dreaded the rise
of any form of protest in these key
industries that it was unwilling to
let in even bodies like Islamic
Councils. That's why you didn't
have Islamic Councils in the oil
industry either. At the moment, the
Islamic Councils in some of the.
factories and workshops have kept
up appearances, but they. don't

"have the necessary executive pow-

ers. In their attitude to labour pro-

tests, they always call workers to

calm and have the function of spy-
ing on them. I should also mention
the attitude of Workers House
(centre for Islamic Councils and
Societies) to the oil workers' strike.

Whenever workers are involved
in some protest action, Workers.
House issues a communique or
something and  asks workers to
come and join up as members, and
present their.grievances. They did
exactly the same thing in the oil
workers' strike. But the workers
said, If you mean what you say, go
and print the news of our strike
and our demands in your paper.
After a few days, they carried a
brief and incomplete mention of
the strike, together with lots of
praises thrown in in honour of the
president and the Islamic Republic.
They also sent their Rules to the
workers. But after seeing them, the
workers said that they were just
government Rules and that the
Workers House Wwas in reality a
"government house", essentially

8 there to. approve of the Islamic

Republic and ruling organs. They
talk about "ideological classes" and
English lessons, but there is not a
word about workers' rights. "

“
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Resisting wave of
job cuts in Iran

Mostafa Saaber

Since March 92 (start of the Per-
sian new year), a wave of mass
job cuts has begun in Iran. This is
the third biggest wave of job loss-
es in tHe last 15 years. And it is
taking place in a country where
only one out of s1x or seven has a
‘job.

The first large-scale wave of job
cuts took place in 1978-79 when
as a result of the economic crisis
and the onset of the revolution
many industrial projects, and pro-
duction in some factories, came to
a halt. ~

The next wave came seven years
later, in 1985-86, when as a result

of the reduction in government's

foreign reserves from oil sales, the
ravages of the Iran-Iraq war, and
the uncertainty of westem inves-
tors about investment in Iran,
many plants were unable to obtain
raw materials and spare parts. This
wave of job cuts was much larger
than previously and hit many of
the workers employed in ]arge
industrial factories.

Now, six years on, a third wave
of lay-offs has begun, and already
taken its toll among thousands of
workers of the smaller industries.
But as one can tell, this is just a
prelude to much larger job cuts:
Ne'mat Zadeh, the minister for
industries, said last summer: "If
the government fails to give facto-
ries certain reliefs within a month,
the country's industrial production
will be cut by half*. A meeting on
4th of July 93 heard that just in
the northern province of Gilan 55
production units, employing tens
of thousands of workers, were on
the brink of shut down. In the
Central Province 90 production
units are facing either complete
stoppage or reduced production.
The management of Isfahan Steel-
works has said that an overhaul of
the plant will make 20,000 of the
30,000 workers redundant! The

Melli Shoe factory has announced
that 4,000 of the 12,000 workers
there are in "surplus”. The Iran-

Khodrow (formerly Tran-National)
auto company has put the number
of "surpluses" at 1,000. Most of
the textile industries have faced a-
stop, or a fall, in production. The

‘number of factories where the’

workers have not been paid for
months is rising on a daily basis.
Even the state newspapers are
having to report about them. - -

Working Class the Victim

The 1992 lay-offs have deep eco-
nomic reasons. Termed by the
government "moderation” or "poli-
cy of manpower moderation”, they
are explained in terms of mdus—
tries’ "cash flow problem This

"cash shortage® is in turn a result
of the adoption of a single ex-
change rate, which came into force

Building international
labour solidarity

Interview with Fateh Bahrami, coordinator
Iranian-Canadian Labour Solidarity Committee

The following inter-
view originally appear-
ed in the Persian sec-
tion of Worker Today,
no.28, Sep.92. Here we
publish excerpts from
this interview.

== -———— — ——~—~=—"—"~

Worker Today: Tell us about the
goals of the Iranian-Canadian
Labour Solidarity Committee
and how you began your work.

Fateh Bahrami: The committee
was formed about two years ago.
Until that time no labour activity
had been done by Iranian activists
in Canada.. The committee was
‘built by a number of communist
activists here. Although this com-
mittee is the orgamsatlon of a spe-
cific activity and campaign of in-
ternational solidarity, labour activi-

ty [by Iranian immigrants] in Can-

ada began in a sense through this
committee, and initiated a tradi-
tion. This was an important achie-
vement for us.

The committee has set itself-

specific aims. One of our goals is
to inform the workers in Canada
‘about the condition of workers in
Iran, their lack of basic rights, the
problems and issues facing them,
and their tradition of struggle. An-
other objective is to strengthen the
solidarity between the working
class in Canada and Iran. The

committee also tries; according to

its abilities, to strengthen the Ca-
nadian labour movement and -en-
courage more people to become
involved in it.

What changes have you accom-
plished so far?

I'1l just mention a couple of major
points. In the beginning of our
activities, I'd sometimes come
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from the beginning of the new
year.

‘As far as the financial difficul-
ties of the industries are con-
cemed, the point to note is that the
government has stopped the subsi-
dy it used to give industries-in the
form of an official exchange rate
(70 rials/$) and a competitive one
(800 rials/$). Now all industries,
most of which are in government
ownership, have to buy dollar at
market rates (nearly 1,800 rials/$,
if bought from banks,. and: over
2,200 rials/$, if bought in the open
market). The government used to
give the subsidy essentially by
drawing on the oil revenue. But
the state itself is now bankrupt. It
has a 30 billion-dollar- foreign
debt, and has failed to meet some
of the installments. '

But the financial difficulty is

only the form of expression of
another, underlying problem. Irani-
an industries are for the most part

technologically backward compar-
ed to the international average and:

their competitors. For instance, the
textile industries, which employ
about 250,000 workers, operate a
technology that is 40 years old. In
the absence of state subsidies, it is
almost impossible for such indus-

“and "restructuring”

tries to compete and survive.
Capitalism needs "removation"
- the govemn-
ment in Iran too has made this a
declared aim of policy. But the
main victim of renovating capital-
ism in Iran-is the working class.
Imposing the lowest possxble living
standards on workers is the key
condition for implementing this
renovation. The lay-offs since
March 92 are the first step in this
pauperisation of the working class.

Unemployment A Chronic
Problem

The 1992 lay-offs have begun at a

time when, according to official
statistics (1986/87), 14.2% of the
total workforce are out of work.
Of course, the figure does not in-
clude disguised unemployment and
those people who survive on casu-
al labour or are seasonally unem-

ployed. The important point is that

Tran's population is very young,
and has a growth rate of over 3%.
This means that every year two
million more people enter the labo-
ur market. And this is at a time
when even the present job capacity
is rapidly in decline.

As far as protective legislation

Vit

these Islamic,

against unemployment is con-
cemed, Iranian workers have no
significant security. A law on un-
employment insurance was passed
in 1987, only reflecting the Islamic
government's fears of the growing
protests against the lay-offs. This
law gives no safe-guards against
unemployment, its only purpose
being to gag workers and stop
them protesting.

From 1987 to 1990 (the trial
period of the law) only 25,000
workers out of the millions who
are jobless were entitled to unem-
ployment benefit; and this was
only for short periods (several
months) and insignificant in
amount. This is the situation at a
time when the Unemployment
Insurance Fund organisation has
accumulated huge sums out of the
insurance contributions that emplo-
yers have to pay (3% of the pay-
roll).

No Right to Organise or
Protest

So workers can hope to stand up
to the wave of mass lay-offs, soar-
ing prices, abolition of subsidies
and falling standard of living only
by a continuous fight back. But
even here they are up against mas-
sive odds. The laws of the Islamic
Republic regime do not recognise
any right for workers to freely
organise and strike. The only
recognised legal organisations are
the state-made Islamic Councils.
With regard to the recent job cuts,
pro-government
organisations call for "protection
for home-industries and a stop to
unrestricted imports". Apart from
the fact that this is the slogan of

‘the backward sections of the Irani-

an bourgeoisie and has nothing to
do with workers' interests; it is
also impossible to implement in
practice. This is a slogan that the
previous Islamic govemments in
Iran have also tried to implement,
without any success. Its usefulness
today for the Islamic government
and the bourgeoisie in Iran can
only be that it diverts workers'
attention from their genuine de-
mand of unemployment benefit for
everyone over the age of 18 who
is ready for work. . =

across people who, even though
generally well-informed about la-
bour movements-around the world,
didn't have a notion of Iran as a
country with capitalist relations
and-a working class numbering
into millions that is savagely ex-
ploited and repressed.- For exam-
ple, someone even told me that he
had only heard of the Shah and
Khomeini about Iran! But now
with the many contacts that we
have formed and the numerous
letters we have sent, and particu-
larly through a wide circulation of
the committee's paper (Labour
Solidarity), we have succeeded, to
our ability, to inform about the
situation of the working class in
Iran. The awareness that has been
created is reflected in the resolu-
tions and letters of support that are
given out. This is the biggest
change that has been made.

And, as I just mentioned, a tra-
dition of involvement in labour
activities here by Iranian commu-
nists and labour activists has be-
gun, which is an irrevocable prog-
ress.

What has been the role of the
paper Labour Solidarity?

We started publishing Labour Soli-
darity some time after forming the
committee. It has appeared regular-
ly and is distributed among labour
activists in 2,000 coples Much of
this distribution is done through
labour activists and unions them-
selves. It has played an important
role in informing the labour activ-
ists in Canada about the condition
of Iranian workers - in terms of
the news of the labour struggles,
the main demands, the difficulties
they are facing, and issues such as
the labour law and Islamic Coun-
cils. The paper has also tried, as
far as it could, to report the news
of workers' struggles in Canada. It
has carried interviews with Canadi-

an labour activists, and encouraged

Iranian immigrants to get involved
in and support the Canadian labour
movement.

In which cities are you active?

The committee's activists are active
in most of Canada's major cities:
in Ottawa, Montreal, Vancouver,
Calgary, and Edmonton. But our
main activity has been concentrat-
ed to Toronto and London. Partic-
ularly in these cities we have very
close contacts with labour activists
and unions.

What are your plans for the
future work of the committee?
How do you see the prospects for
the work of solidarity commit-
tees as such?

Our plans should realistically re-
flect our situation.

. The committee should extend its’
activities. For instance, it ought to
increase the circulation of the pa-
per, hold conferences and seminars
with Canadian labour activists on
the condition of workers in Iran, it’
should more than before involve
the labour activists from Iran who
are now in Canada in the activities-
1 mentioned. Another very impor-
tant point is to coordinate the work
of the committee with the work of
similar committees in other coun-
tries in’order to build solidarity on
an international level...

It is also necessary to set specif-
ic aims in putting pressure on the
Islamic Republic, and in defence
of worker rights in Iran. Calling
for the expulsion of Islamic Coun-
cils from the ILO, exposing the
Islamic Republic labour law, and -
working to have the right to organ-
ise and strike recognised for -the
workers in Iran, are among the
most important issues. i
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IN BRIEF

France ,

The CGT walked out of negotia-
tions with Air France's manage-
ment, rejecting a new plan which
includes an increase in working
hours form 38 to 39 for ground
staff, a three-year wage freeze,
and 5,000 job cuts. The union
said it would consult its members
to decide a final position. Force
Ouvriére, the largest union at Air
France, has indicated support for
the plan, according to the Finan-
cial Times.

Germany

OTV, Germanys largest public
sector union, and IG Metall
accepted pay rises below the rate
“of inflation, projected at around

3% this year. The OTV deal is to-

run for 15 months. Meanwhile,
about 400,000 workers, members
of the print union IG Medien,
staged warmning strikes across the
country. .

Britain

British miners marked the 10th
anniversary of the great miners’
strike by a march and rally in

South Yorkshire. NUM president

Arthur Scargill paid tribute to
David Jones and Joe Green, the
two miners who died on picket
duty in the year-long strike. He
said they'd paid the "ultimate
price" in defence of the miners'
industry, jobs and communities.

Spain

The number of people out of
work in Spain rose by 630,000
last year, bringing the unemploy-
ment rate to 23.9% by the end of
December - according to a labour
survey by the national statistics
institute.

Islamic Councils,
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Token rise in national minimum wage in Iran:

A call on

Labour minister:

oWorkers'
income covers
only 25% of
essential
expenditure

eJapanese
wages 30 times
those in Iran

WT News Service:
A meeting of the Supreme Council
of Labour of the Islamic Republic
on 12th February raised the mini-
mum wage for the next year (Per-
sian calendar of 20 March 1994 to
20 March 1995) by a token 22.8%.
Earlier, even the pro-government
following the
wide-spread  dissatisfaction and
protests in the workplaces, had
called for an increase of around
300%.

The pettiness of ‘the increase
was admitted by the Islamic

Republic's labour minister, Hussain’

Kamali, himself when he told a
meeting of managers from the food
industry that, "The workers' current
income covers only 25% of their

1948

A

expenses”. He said: "Under the
present economic conditions, the
basket of minimum consumer ex-
penditures amounts to 420,000
rials [$170], while the workers'
minimum wage is estimated to be
between 110,000 and 130,000 rials
[$44 and $52]." - reported in the
daily Resalat, 19/2-94. It should be
noted that many essential items are
excluded from this "minimum bas-
ket". - '

Also, replying to the complaints

Spanish auto
workers

fight Suzuki
job cuts

WT News Service:

Workers at Suzuki's Spanish sub-
sidiary refused to negotiate drastic
job cuts demanded by the compa-
ny. Suzuki had announced plans to
reduce the workforce at its main
plant in Linares by 70% from
2,437 to 941, and to impose a two-
year wage freeze - according to the
Financial Times.

Union leaders said the company
had given a "take it or leave it"
ultimatum which was completely
unacceptable They said there was
no point in further talks. Earlier,

Suzuki had threatened to close the
plant if unions did not agree to job
cuts. According to a deal last year,
the-company had agreed to wage
increases of between 4-6 per cent,
while the reglonal govemment had
promised subsidies.

On 15 March workers put up
road blocks around Linares and
‘briefly occupied government offic-
es in the nearby Jaen. L

of one of the managers about Ira-

nian workers' "low productivity",

Kamali said: "At the moment the
minimum wage of workers in Iran
is around $2, while the employers
in production sectors expect them

“to have a $70 productivity! So,

comparison with productivity in
Japan and ‘with wage levels in
Singapore is not an experts' com-
parison... If labour product1v1ty in
countries such as Japan is several
times that in Third World countries

workers to battle

like Iran, instead, Japanese wages
are about 30 times those in Third
World countries".

Finally, in reply to the com-
plaint of one of the managers that
the existing labour law by reinstat-
ing- fired workers greatly reduced
productivity in factories, he said:
"So far, -around 90,000 cases of
dismissed workers have been pro-
cessed. In 72,000 of these cases
the ruling has been in favour of
‘the employers"! : "

Russian miners strike
over delayed wages

WT News Service:

More than 30,000 coal miners took.
part in strikes across Russia's coal -

regions to protest delays in pay-
ment of wages. The strike wave
subsided, however, as miners be-
gan to receive pay overdue from
December and January. 5 '

‘According - to the Financial
Times, thousands of workers were
still on strike by mid March. Some
unions said they might add politi-
cal demands to their economic

grievances. They are also calling
for $7bn in state support for the

.debt-ridden industry. Unionleaders
~were :to meet later to decide on

any further-action.

. In February the coal miners
staged stoppages in the Arctic
region of Vorkuta and in the Kuz-
bass coal basin. Oil workers in the
Tyumen oil-producing region also
had voted for a strike over delays -
of three months in the payment of
wages. u
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To Our Readers:

Please note that starting from the next issue
Worker Today will be published without the
Supplementary English Section. The English
section will instead be published as a separate

all-English quarterly.




