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Fighting for jobs and
the right to strike

Interview with Barry Weisleder

Barry Weisleder is member of the Executive Board of
Ontario Public Service Employees Union and also
member of Socialist Challenge organisatien. Amir
Payam, Worker Today co-worker in Canada, talked to
Barry Weisleder about the postal and public service
workers' strike during Summer and Autumn 91 and on

related issues. Excerpts:

_—_—————-—

Worker Today: As you know,
union rights, the right to strike,
the right to collective bargaining,
are under attack by the govern-
ment in Canada. What relation
do you see between this attack
and the current recession?

Barry Weisleder: It's pretty clear -

that the attempt to reduce the
effectiveness of strikes and to
effectively eliminate the right to
strike in the public sector, partlcu-
larly at the federal level, in the
recent experience is part and par-
cel of the attempt to reduce the
capacity of workers to resist the
right wing corporate agenda and
the employers' offensive. That's
all the more reason that workers
will have to be aware that the fight
against this strike-breaking back-
to-work legislation and restrictions
on the right to strike and to picket
are part of the attempt to. defend
the standard of - llvmg of the work-
ing people -which is under very
sharp attack, not only by the. cef-
fects of the recession, which are
rooted in the capitalist business
cycle, but the policies,of the capi-
talist governments' that we face.

WT: Could you talk about the
recent strikes in the public ser-
vice, post amnd tramsportation,
and what is your assessment of
them?

B.W: The breadth of the first-ever
general strike in the federal public
-service caught everyone off guard,
especially I think the leadership of
the Public Service Alliance  of
Canada (PSAC). Many observers
expected the strike against the
federal government's wage freeze
_and ‘job cuts would peter out in a
couple of days; a weak strike
‘ mandate ‘certainly helped to fuel

such speculations. Butinstead over-

100,000 PSAC members walked
‘off the job, of which an amazing
proportion, -upto 75,000, partici-
pated every day on the picket
lines; another 45,000 were dec-
lared 'essential’ and were forbid-
den to strike. We also saw during
the strikes by the PSAC and the
Canadian Union of Postal Workers
(CUPW) that there was remarkable
public support for these strikes.
The labour movement was pres-
sured from below by the rank and
file to offer support to these un-
ions and there were many workers
who joined the picket lines of both
PSAC and CUPW. My union
offered a one-million dollar dona-
tion to the PSAC strike fund;-the
auto workers made a similar offer,
the National Union of Provincial
Government Employees, which is
the umbrella organisation of my.
union, offered additional millions
of dollars in strike support loans.
~ These strikes demonstrated that
federal public- service workers
were not prepared to accept these
policies of the government and the
ruling class for which it is the
legislative arm. In the course of
the . fight, the PSAC, which had

never before engaged in a general
strike in that sector, became a new
union, developed a much higher
level of rank and file participation
in the work of the organisation,
developed strike committees and a
whole new layer of regional and
local leadership, it created steward
bodies and working committees in
many workplaces where the union

‘had a'very weak presence or hard-

ly any presence. So a new union
was born which will now play an

‘important role in the larger labour

movement as a more progressive
and even as a militant force which
will make it more difficult for the
labour leadership to ignore the
need to fight back against the
employers’ policies. These strikes
had quite an impact, even though
the workers were legislated back
to work, their strike was broken
and a wage freeze was imposed on
them. I think it indicates that the
labour movemnient is changing and
we are going to a higher level of
solidarity and resistance to the
employers' offensive as a result.

" The labour movement missed a
major opportunity, particularly
given the new determination ‘and
militancy of the federal public
service workers and the support
that they received from the public
and particularly the rest of the
labour  movement.- We missed -a
golden opportunity to defeat the
right-wing corporate agenda by
forcing the Tory government to

“call an 1mmed1ate election. These

strikes could have served as a

. rallying point: that would - have

brought together millions of work-
ers across the country in a gigantic
protest that would have shaken the
Tory government and forced it to
call an election. It's not sufficient
simply to make financial donations
and send letters and messages of

‘solidarity--or for a few leaders to

participate in picket lines. Joint
strike action, a mass country-wide
movement of protest could have
changed the whole- direction of
Canadian society: For this failure
to act and to demonstrate the kind
of leadership that is necessary, the
top leaders of the Canadian La-
bour Congress (CLC) must be held
responsible.

So a number of lessons emerge
from the experience of these major
federal public sector strikes of the
late summer period, and I would
summarize them in the following
way: first, that united mass strike
actions defeat the bosses, not tac-
tics like rotating strikes which
were employed by the postal
workers' leadership and which
tend to divide workers, delaying
or reducing our unity in action.
Second, workers should never
place their confidence in mediation
processes or rely on deals with
bosses or their political parties to
bargain- in good faith in exchange
for demobilisation of the strike.
When the PSAC leadership was
not able to persuade the CLC
brass to call a-full-scale general

-strike across the country, instead

Ve bl oYY O)M cpb d\a-\\“ dndy
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of appealing to the rank and file
directly, they sought the easiest
way out and that was to make a
deal with the government to recon-
sider its position if the workers
were to end their strike. And of
course the government betrayed
the PSAC, leading them to believe
that there would be some fair
reconsideration of the wage freeze
and the government's contracting
out policies. Of course when the
pickets lines were down and work-
ers were back, the government
proceeded with its original plans
and eventually passed the back-to-
work legislation with the original
wage freeze contemplated. The
workers had no recourse but to
complain about it to promise to
take action in the next federal
election. ,

To say not to place confidence
in the mediation process does not
mean that we should refuse to
enter into mediation; this is some-
thing that unions have to from
time to time. But it does mean that
there should be no retreat from
exerting the maximum pressure,
especially through strike action,
when strikes are already under-
way. That should be a common
sense principle in the labour move-
ment.

The third lesson I think is that
workers should think socially and
act politically not-just in elections
but every day in the struggles. We.
need- to link our strugglés-and to
strengthen -our solidarity. No one
union or social movement can
defeat -the employers’.offensive;.
we need to generalize the, struggles
across soc1ety

Fourth, I think we need to de-
velop a new labour leadershlp and
to revitalize the labour movement
from the ground up. This won't
happen spontaneously; it must be
organised. The Toronto-based
Workers' Solidarity Coalition is
now launching such a project with
some positive initial results at the
recently held Ontario Federation of
Labour convention. Similar initia-
tives in other places should be
attempted and we need to link up
our movement for rank and file
control, for class struggle union-
ism across the country. This is
because the labour leadership is
bankrupt. and  have placed their
confidence in making the system
work. ’

Fifth, the task of an anti-bureau-
cratic grassroots opposmon is to
build solidarity with ongoing la-
bour struggles, and a good place .
to start is the current fight by the
postal workers to re-instate the
over 70 CUPW leaders and mem-
bers fired by Canada Post during
the latest strike - this includes the
Toronto Local President Andre
Kolompar who was fired - and to
demand the dropping of all disci-
plinary measures arising from the
strike. This campaign should be as
broadly based as possible and
should be part of a larger effort to
outlaw strike-breaking and to de-
fend the right to strike; a right
which is being nullified by more
and more frequent use of injunc-
tions against picketing and by the
use of back-to-work legislation.

WT: You are a co-founder of the
Workers' Solidarity Coalition
which was built to support the
recent strikes. Would you tell us
about the Coalition and why you
are trying to build up a rank
and file movement?

B.W: The Coalition began in June
91. It was initiated by members of
Public Service-Employees' Union,
the PSAC, the Canadian Union of

Public: Employees, United Steel-
workers of America, supporters
and members of others unions,
anti-poverty  groups, feminist
groups, and socialist political
groups. There are also a number
of individuals who have been
attracted to the activities and meet-
ings of the Coalition.

I believe that although Iits
achievements are. modest, the
Workers' ~Solidarity Coalition
represents a very important initia-
tive which seeks to bring together
rank and file activists from the
unions and other social move-
ments, giving them an opportunity
not only to support each other's
struggles but to begin to formulate
alternatives to the bureaucratic
methods of the union leadership
and the leadership of some other
social movements, but also an
opportunity to promete political
action which transcends electoral-
ism, which sees the fight taking
place everyday in the workplaces
and in the communities and not
just at the time of electoral con-
tests once every four or five years.

The Coalition has enabled us to
establish enduring links between
these unions and a number of
other unions during the recént
strikes. It has continued to work
even though its original -self-con-
ception ‘was as a support move-
ment for the strikes. Clearly the
need for greater workers' solidari=
ty -and. independent working class
political action is apparent.- . ..

We want to build a rank and file
movement because we cannot and
should. _not place any confidence in
the,, existing labour leadershlp
whlch has shown that it is com-
pletely tied to an electoralist strate-
gy, tied to a co-partnership strate-
gy vis-a-vis the business class and
the state, that it is afraid ‘of in-
volvement of the mass of the
workers of their own organisations
and other social movements in the
fight to beat the corporate agenda
and-to change the whole political

~direction of this society. We have

to build up a-new broad movement
of the entire working class and a
new leadership and we have to
rely on.ourselves to do that.

We don't-mean to suggest that
workers should ‘abandon- their
organisations. Quite the contrary,
we believe the fight starts in our
own organisations. We are fighting
for union democracy, for indepen-
dent working class political action,
we want to act independent of the
state and the bosses'- parties, we
want to make the labour leadership
accountable, first in our own orga-
_nisations,.also in the New Demo-
cratic Party as a labour party. But
no union can win this struggle
alone, we have to forge alliances
not only among the organised
workers of different unions, but
between the organised and the
unorganised, between those who
were borne in this country and the
immigrant and refugee workers;
we have to build cross-anion soli-
darity and that's why we need to
build a rank and file movement
that transcends the boundaries of
the existing union organisations.

Unions, their particular struc-
tures, names, composition, size,
are a changing phenomenon; they
are a reflection of the history of
the class struggle. Organisations
come and go, the working class is
a permanent feature of capitalist
society internationally. By building
rank and file movements of soli-
darity we increase the likelihood
of not only joint action by unions,
but perhaps even organisational
unity. which will strengthen the

‘outrageous

ability of workers in many work
places where there is a multitud:
of unions facing the same employ
er.

WT: My last question is abou
this tragic trial in the provincia
court. I am referring to Andr
Kolompar and two other leader
of the postal workers union why
are charged with breaking th
so-called injunction on the picke
lines. What are your views ol
that and what sort of solidarit,
campaign is being carried out?

B.W: First of all I think that th
injunction against picketing was ai
intervention agains
basic trade union rights whe:
Judge Montgomery ruled in Au
gust that pickets be limited to 4 a
each of the major post office facil
ities. This attacked the etfective:
ness of the strike -at one of it
critical points. But then this judgs
went a.step further and said tha
there will be no picketing at th
major postal facilities within
certain radius of the front entranc
es. This is unprecedented. What i
the meaning of a strike, the righ
to strike, if you are not allowed t«
picket? Of course picketing tool
place at other locations that wer
not restricted by the ruling, wher:
scab sorting operations were con
ducted by the -government usin
immigrant workers who were alst

‘tragic victims- of “this ' [process]

But Canada Post was able to mowv
mail in and out of the main plant
and use the injunction.on plcketlm
to & certam -advantage, althougl
they were not able to move: th
mail effectively-across the country
It was an attempt to set a prece
dent which would undermine th
strength of future posta] workers
strikes and the strikes of others #1
other -industries.

So Andre Kolompar and twc
other leaders of the Toronto Local
were charged with- contempt of
court for being 'in the vicinity of
the entrance to one of these plants
while the injunction against picket-

‘ing'was in effect. There is no cleai

demarcation by the police, -the
courts or anyone else as to wheth-
er one is within or: beyond thé line
set by the injunction against pick-
eting. So this was not a flagran|
violation; this is not the violation
of a law which has been around

._for a long time. It is an attempt tc

intimidate the union and to punish

“the leadership for conducting ar

effective strike. What . is . mos!

remarkable about these charges is

that they were pursued by the
crown council under the direction
of the ministry of labour of the
Ontario NDP government. The
crown attorney who prosecuted the
case was I think the third highes!
ranking crown attorney in the
province. The trial occurred in
recent weeks and there was 3
finding of guilt. Sentencing will
take place in court on February
17th.

The Workers' Solidarity Coali-
tion is now initiating a massive
campaign, first of all of the major
unions in the country and also to
other social movements and com-
munity organisations, to demand
that the attorney general of the
province of Ontario intervene in
this process, quash the charges and
remove the possibility of imprison-
ment or even fines against these
workers for simply exercising the
right to strike and the right to
picket. That's why this struggle is
s0 important.
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Danish labour movement
and socialism (part one)

Interview with Uffe Thomsen

Uffe Thomsen has been the Secretary of the Danish
Typographical Workers Union for the past 12 years.
Mina Sobhi, Worker Today correspondent, talked to
Uffe Thomsen about the Danish labour movement, the
European integration, and the situation of the socialist

movement. Excerpts:

_———— s eS|

Worker Today: The recent LO
congress ended in disagreement,
could you tell us what caused the
dispute?

Uffe Thomsen: LO [Danish trade
union confederation] ' wants to
organise all existing 40 unions into
5 large syndicates. The idea start-
ed 10 years ago, and LO has
worked hard to win the unions
over. According to this plan there
should be one syndicate for indus-
try, one for state employees, one
for service sector, one for con-
struction workers, and one for
employees in retail shops and
offices. Our union was to be
merged in industrial Syndicate
with 400,000 members. This
means that any time a new con-
tract is to be signed 400,000 have
to vote. We are against this idea.

LO’s plan creates another prob-
lem. This way the contact between
workers and union leaders would
be much more difficult. We al-
ready suffer from inactivity at
work places. It is much more
difficult nowadays to go on strike.
Many are unemployed and work-
ers are afraid to loose their jobs.
21% of members in our union are
unemployed. The workers are
afraid to contact their unions in
case of problems. Now, we go to
them. We phone them and teil
them to arrange a general assem-
bly and we go and discuss prob-
lems with ‘the workers. If we
merge in a union with 400,000
members this problem will be by
far larger. This way the unions
will lose membership. Already in
Denmark, about 10% of the work-
ers are not unionized. While a few
years ago 5% of the workers were
not unionized. The employers
threaten the workers, forcing them
to give up their union member-
ship. Therefore, it is very impor-
tant that we keep close contacts
with our members.

~The-dispute in the congress was.

over this plan. LO dropped its
plan for the time being.

WT: Now that we talked about
union structure, loss of member-
ship and so on, I think it is rele-
vant to discuss this question in a
more general context. How do
you see the future of unionism?
In Europe and in all industrial-
ized countries unions are loosing
members, rather rapidly. Per-
haps not so much in Denmark
and Sweden but this is the trend
in other countries. What would
be the outcome of this process?
We know that workers must
remain organised, do you see
any other alternative to trade
unions? Do you have any plans?

U.T: It is very frightening. 1 was
in France 8-9 years ago, then 35%
of workers were unionized. It was
not very much, but it was by far
better than now. I went back to
Fraiice 2 months ago to meet with
CGT, there I realized that now
only 15% of workers are members
of a union.

Capital is moving closer and
closer, see for instance the Euro-
pean common market. The work-
ers, too, must organise. I feel
really frightened. If the workers'
organisations are weak and capital-
ists are strong, as it is the situation
today, the capitalists will pass any
laws they want.

WT: But what do you think
would happen? In year 2000
would we have no unions?
Would there be new organisa-
tions? You see the future very
dark.

U.T: Yes, I must say that I see the
future very dark. I do not know
what would come out of this situa-
tion. You see, when we had only
50,000 unemployed, we could get
200,000 people to demonstrate in
front of the parliament week after
week in the early 70s. But now
only 10,000 people come to dem-
onstrate against unemployment,
and we have 300,000 unemployed.
I think we have great problem
trying to get people to protest and
think for themselves. We have lost
in the past 10 years a great deal of
feeling of being together and stay-
ing together.

WT: What should we do? Do
you, as a labour leader, and
people who share the same views
with you have any plans?

U.T: No, T have no plans. Because
we have tried over and over again
to call meetings, demonstrations,
write articles. We tried to make
people -understand that they are
passive now because they do not
have a good life. We have tried to
explain to them that their lives will
be even worse. But they are still
passive. [ don't

think we can get any where.

WT: Don't you think that the
reason behind this situation is
also because workers are fed up
with the present structure of
unionism?

U.T: Yes. Absolutely. The scan-
dals in unions all over Europe and
the US have also damaged the
unions. Workers have lost respect
for them and willingness to listen
to unions is very low among the
workers.

WT: What is to be done?

U.T: Fist of all the system has to
change. We should have a system
where the leadership of LO is
elected directly by the workers,.
one man one vote. We practice
this system in my union. But this
is not practiced in all unions, and
definitely not in LO. Workers do
not accept this.

Another problem is that the top
officials are very highly paid. An
unemployed is paid 120,000 DKr
per year, whereas the leadership of
LO .is paid '500,000 DKr, plus
other benefits, such as free cars;
free telephone calls, extra payment
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for attending meetings. Why
should they be paid extra for going

- to a meeting; this is part of their

job. The ordinary worker, special-
ly the unemployed, does not be-
lieve that men who are paid even
more than his boss can speak for
him, or understand his problems.

WT: How could these reforms
you talk about be materialized.
Do you and other labour leaders
who share the same views, get
together to do something about
it?

U.T: We do it in our own union.
WT: Just in your own union?

U.T: Yes. We cannot interfere in
other unions.

WT: What about mobilizing the
workers behind you? For in-
stance starting a new movement?

U.T: It is not only the question of
unions. It is also about the lousy
situation we have with the political
parties in Denmark. Most of the
Danish workers still vote for So-
cial Democracy. And it was long
time ago when this party was
leading workers' demonstrations
and demands. This is a big prob-
lem. Social Democracy is the
largest party in Denmark, and they
call themselves a worker party.
They do not want the workers to
be active. The majority in Danish
unions are social Democrats.

WT: So, there has to be a politi-
cal change, you mean?

U.T: Yes. The socialist parties
must come out with their views.
But, today, in Denmark they do
not even have a newspaper.

WT: Well, it is not only Den-
mark, it is all over the world.
With the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the all-round attack
on socialism, the socialist move-
ment is weak. It is quite under-
standable. But I do not believe
that this situation would last
very long. How do you see the
future of socialism? Or the So-
cialist movement, for that mat-
ter?

U.T: Millions of people in the old
Socialist countries had understand-
able reasons for wanting change.
But, now, they see that many of
the things they had heard were
mere propaganda., They did not
know what capitalism meant. They
thought capitalism was plenty of
foods in supermarkets. But you
have heard the news. Now, they
can see what capitalism really is.
Of course, you could buy any-
thing, but you don't have the mon-
ey to buy. We, over here, know
this. All our unemployed and
unskilled workers in Denmark
know this fact. They know they
can buy everything, but they do
not have money to even buy a
Christmas tree.

In former DDR, over the last 40
years, people had watched televi-
sion and heard the radio from the
wonderful West Germany. But
now there are one and half million
unemployed there. They had never
unemployment before. Sick people
cannot survive because they have
no money. Old people cannot buy
anything because their pensions

are so low in comparison with the

new prices. There is a horrible,
chaotic situation in Poland. Black
economy has ruined the whole
economy of the country. I hope
people of these countries find a

way to stop this situation. T do not
know whether I should cry for
them, or be satisfied with the
present situation. I have always
said that the 'blessings of capital-
ism' is a big fraud. I think many
understand it now. :

It is still a long way to change
the image of socialism to a better
one in Denmark, because the
Communist leaders. did not listen
to their peoples and ruined their
countries. It is very difficult to
convince Danish workers that
socialism is a way to choose.

WT: Let me see if I understood
you correctly. You mean the
workers in former Eastern bloc
will come to their senses and
realize that free market economy
-the term they use for capitalism
nowadays - is not what they
thought it to be? Do you see that
this process would make them
reconsider socialism? Does so-
cialism have any future in those
countries?

U.T: Yes. Absolutely.

WT: What about the Western
bloc?

U.T: As I said before, we have a

very hard time to tell people in

Denmark, and in the Western
bloc, the EEC countries, that
socialism is something to build the
future on, because of what hap-
pened in the Eastern bloc. The
media is telling the workers “see,
they have tried socialism in the
Eastern bloc for over 40 years.
And what happened? They do not
want socialism. There will be
capitalism.” This has affected
many people in all these countries.
However, The problems in East
Germany, Poland,.Russia, and so
on, will perhaps give us a platform
to say to workers that socialism is
an alternative, but under the con-
trol of people, not like it was
before, controlled from the top.

WT: You say that the current
events in Eastern Europe will
make people there realize that
the free market economy is not
what they wanted. Their life did
not get any better. And here you
would use this situation to go to
the workers and say "see this is
the reality of free market econo-
my." But there is a reality here,
what happened in. the former
Eastern bloc is not something
that a worker should fight for.
Of course, the situation was
better for many workers, and
there was a kind of welfare soci-
ety, but it was not really social-
ism. I am not sure maybe we get
to a discussion that we do not
have time for now.

U.T: In my opinion, the people in
Russia and other Eastern countries

will never go back to the old sys-

tem. But I think-there would be a

great deal of struggle. It would be

very difficult for many people to

find a way. I still think there may

be a way to socialistic community,

but now it is only experimental. A

lot of old Communists have

changed their coats and jumped on
the horse and said now we go after
capitalism. I think in a few years
we find leaders in these countries
we do not know today. Leaders
that understand socialism is a
democratic system. Socialist state
is for ordinary people.

WT: But, if I may say, the vi-
sion you give me is still a good
Welfare Society. I do not see
socialism. Socialism is about
abolishing wage labour, isn't it?

U.T: Yes, of course it is.

WT: But in Soviet Union there
was wage labour.

U.T: But you cannot give the
weakest in society a welfare, if the
state does not own the factories.
Where does the money come
from?

WT: Yes, but there is the ques-
tion of whether it is the state
ownership, or collective owner-
ship, social ownership of means
of production. I think it is the
question of returning to Marx,
and how he described the social-
ist society, the abolition of wage
labour, where we do not have a
class of wage labourers and a
class of employers, state or oth-
erwise.

U.T: Yes, but we have to be real-
istic. You cannot build on Marx's
ideas, because so many leaders
have ruined their countries. In this
situation you cannot say we follow
the ideas of Marx. Nothing would
come out of that. But I do not
have any answers, we discuss as
we go forward. I am afraid right
now it is a chaos in Denmark as
far as the left wing is concerned.

WT: To finish up this question,
You are not sure about the fu-
ture of socialism ...

U.T: No.

WT: You are more optimistic
about the former Eastern bloc:
than the Western bloc?

U.T: Yes. I am very pessimistic
about the socialist movement and

of its being understood by the
workers for a long time to come.
(to be continued)
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What was won and lost in

British Ford

settlement

The unions at the British Ford recently negotiated a
deal over pay and the company pension scheme. To
assess this year's negotiations and the agreement,
Aman Kafa, Worker Today co-worker in Britain, talked
to Ned Leary, who has been working at Fords for over
15 years and is presently working at the TPA assembly
plant, Dagenham. Ned Leary is a shopsteward and also
the treasurer of the Committee of 1/11 Branch, which
is the biggest Transport and General Workers' Union
branch at Dagenham. Excerpts:

Worker Today: Could you tell us
about your demands in this
year's talks, and your own
opinion on the outcome of the
negotiations?

Ned Leary: First of all, I'd better
mention that Ford's negotiations
are done on a national rather than
plant by plant basis. The negotiat-
ing team is made up of a number
of union officials and about 20 to
22 conveners. The conveners are
elected by members at each plant.

We had put forward three
demands: a) shorter working
hours; b) substantial improvements
on our pension scheme; and ¢) pay
rise. We had intentionally chosen
words such as "shorter” and
"substantial” in order to allow
maximum maneuverability for the
negotiators to get the best deal. On

the question of pay rise, the

conveners gave the management a
figure of 7% themselves, and
achieved 5.5 and 5 percents over
two years. On the pension scheme,
they managed to get £28 a week,
which is not bad when compared
to the £56 state pension.

But what is important is that the
conveners had made it clear to the
management that workers in the
plants were not really worried
about the reduction-in hours. This
in my opinion was not right, on
two accounts. Firstly, we know
that at least in my plant everyone
wants shorter hours. Secondly,
those conveners did not know
exactly what is the feeling on the
shopfloor anyway. We, - the
shopstewards, do know, which is
why we had put that demand
forward. In any case, we have
now voted our convener out and
have elected a new convener.

WT: What was the reaction
towards the deal on the shop-
floor?

N.L: The unions recommended the
deal. We had a mass meeting and
balloted the members. The vote at
Dagenham was 2 to 1 in favour of
the deal. In other words 33% ora
third of the workforce decided to
vote against the deal. This means
that if the union had not recom-
mended the deal, we could have
had a strike ballot on our hands.
Those who voted against were
angry partly because the shorter
hours was left aside, and partly
because nobody had told the con-
veners to suggest the figure of
7% . Some of the workers wanted
a certain rise like £20, £30 or
whatever, rather than percentage.
In any case none of them thought
7% was anywhere near "substan-
tial”.

WT: Let's talk a little about the
hours of work. What - are the
present shift and working hours
at Dagenham?-

N.L: At he moment we work full-

time. The plant runs on a two-shift
basis, except maintenance and
sections like the garage, which
work three shifts a day. The work-
ing week is 39 hours.

WT: There are usually some
strings attached whenever work-
ers demand shorter hours. The
recent deal at Toyota plant
which only offers 39 hours, goes
even further and includes rota-
based overtime, as well as a no-
strike deal. They can call it "no
cessation of production", or
others link it to productivity,
etc. I know that this year's nego-
tiations at Fords had no strings
attached. But when you went on
strike four years ago, the ques-
tion of hours was raised, but
then again it was brushed aside.

N.L: That's right. They always do
this. Managers always want more
hours, and if there are less hours,
then higher productivity. Four
years ago shorter hours suffered
the same fate as now. You see
when we go on strike, union offi-
cials panic. They want to get a
deal on the table and send us back
to work. Even if a deal is for only
0.5%, they recommend it. Four
years ago, we at Dagenham, voted
against the offer, but we lost in the
national ballot of all members. At
Dagenham we were 100% solid
and stayed out, but more voted in
favour of the offer.

Then the argument was that we
should break the 40-hour barrier,
and later reduce the hours further.
But that did not materialise, and
we are still stuck with 39 hours.
That's why we wanted shorter
hours on this year's negotiations.
Again this year we did not specify
what this "shorter” means; it could
have been more holidays, or short-
er week.

WT: Recently in an interview,
Wilfred Kuckelkorn, IG Metall
chairman of Ford's Saar Louis
works council said that they will
support any action by unions in
Britain for 35-hour week.
What's more, he even said that
there will be practical solidarity
by over-time ban and work to
rule. Given the feeling on the
shopfloor and also the solidarity
from other Ford plants, should-
n't you have directly called for
35-hour week from the start,
rather than "shorter hours"
which could have been interpret-
ed differently or even left aside?

N.L: Let me first say about the
offers of support. That was a
union official talking and it is easy
for them to offer support. If it
came to our officials, they will
probably say exactly the same.
The important thing is just how
much workforce support they can
promise us.- Here we have experi-
enced that. Sometimes it is even
difficult to get the full support of
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one section for another, never
mind for another country. I am
honestly not sure how much we
can rely on their promises.

On the hours itself, a couple of
years ago we had a good attempt
in this country for 35-hour week,
and managed to get it in a few
places like Rolls Royce for ins-
tance. But we did not keep up the
ball. This last round of negotia-
tions at Fords was just another
example. I am sure we would have
voted against 38 hours. 37 hours
might have been accepted, I don't
know, but I agree the aim should
certainly be 35 hours, and that's
the feeling of the workers on the
shopfloor. 1 am sure this is also
true for the Merseyside plant of
Ford in this country. After all, I
don't believe there is any geog-
raphical reason why they should
not want 35 hours. I am sure that
next time we will make sure that
shorter hours is not put aside in
the negotiations.

WT: There are articles after
articles in papers such as the
Financial Times, that the cost of
labour across Europe has closed
up significantly. It was men-
tioned that productivity in UK is
65% of that of Germany. This is
not important, but rather what
is intended by such comparative
calculations. For instance this
comparison is used to justify the
pay differences - so that 65%
productivity, and therefore 65%
pay, and disciplining workers,
etc.

N.L: So far as productivity is
concerned, I agree that in Germa-
ny it is higher than Britain. There
again, | have not seen a German
plant, so I can't say how that
compares with our plant. Once, a
worker on the line told me about
productivity that "on that score our
plant belongs to a science muse-
um". We are working on the same

line that was producing cars in the

early 1960s with virtually no
change. The tool that I use for
rear axle today is the same tool
that I have been using for over ten
years, totally unchanged. It breaks
down, it goes to service, and co-
mes back again. Despite their so
called "major re-investments", our
plant is very antiquated. In our
plant when it rains, it rains inside
as the roof leaks. It is poorly lit
and is dirty. So when they say
German or Belgian plants are more
productive, I would say true, but
so is the stuff they work with. So
I am not worried about the pro-
ductivity comparisons either.

But about the hidden intentions
you mentioned. That's something
important. I think their reasoning
is nonsense. So far as pay is con-
cerned, they pay you as low as
they can. It has nothing to do with
the product you make. At the
moment the majority of workers at
Dagenham are grade B operators,
like myself, and get about £250
per week (and about £20 extra per
week of night shifts). Let me tell
you something else as well. An
operator goes on_a 9-hour shift,
holding a heavy gun up, above his
head: Over the past five years it
has become really terrible. Work-
ers have to wrestle with the parts
to fit them in. It sounds trivial,
until you have to fit some parts,
350 times a day on a line. The
man's job ‘is timed to 100%,
whereas a few years ago it was
80%. Now it is first time fit or no.
fit at all. The discipline is so se-
vere that when you miss one bolt
while fitting 350 cars, each with
four bolts, you get disciplined.
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First verbal, then written. It is
now possible to sack a worker in
one week using this manner of
discipline. OK, we get higher pay
and pension, but we pay for it
every day of the year, through the
attached strings; the stress of work
is unbelievable. At Merseyside,
they have even contracted out the
security, and put the men previ-
ously on security on the produc-
tion line.

So I say, it is a free-market
enterprise. All they want is to get
us produce as much as possible,
and pay us as little as they can get
away with. No matter how good
(productive!) you are.

WT: With regard to organisa-
tions, how do you see unmions
today? Do you reckon they need
to be reformed here and there,
or alternatives should be sought,
or something else altogether?

N.L: In general, I think there are
some changes necessary. For in-

stance on the issue of elections of

area and district officials (which at
the moment are selected); they
need to be recallable. Another
thing is the relation of the mem-
bers with hierarchy of the unions.
For instance AUE [Amalgamated
Union of Engineering Workers] is
now considering the scrapping of
branch sections. This means a
complete break down of the link
between the rank and file members
in branches and the union hierar-
chy. -

Mass meetings and general
assemblies are a great idea, but 1
think they are limited. I say limit-
ed because then we can only fight
factory by factory. Whereas now
we are dealing with multi-nation-
als, ‘and we need multi-national
structures to fight them. In this
field, there have been some links,
but a lot more. work needs to be
done.

WT: Could you elaborate on
these links, what they are and
what needs to be done?

N.L: We ourselves have tried in
the past, and a few groups of us
tried international linkage and ‘I
think we were quite successful
with it. But the national officers
soon jumped on the bandwagon
and they set up international meet-
ings with officers!

One of the linkages that I think
is good is TIE (Trans Internation-
al). There were international meet-
ings for car workers. There shop-
stewards gather and discuss work-
ers' struggles, the problems, etc.
People come from Spain, Germa-
ny, France, and so on, to the
meeting. For example the Spanish
say what tactics the company is
using against them, and how they
won or lost over each issue. We
discuss that, and we learn from it,
and at the end we all go back to
our own shopsteward committees
and discuss the points raised at the
TIE meeting. This is an example

-of such organisations for workers.

There was one such meeting for
car workers a few years ago. At
present TIE is generally inclined
towards smaller meetings. Because
the bigger they get, the harder it is
to manage them; also there will

then be more speeches rather thar
ideas.

Managers all have their owr
organisations. They have new
ideas, and so do we. And what we
want is if they come up with a
new idea of how to beat the work-
ers in Spain, for example, then we
want to hear about it soon and
directly from those Spanish work-
ers. Then we are ready to combat
them. :

WT: My last question is regard
ing Europe, and European Socia
Charter. All the media- is con
centrating on the argument ang
discussions of the capitalists anq
their states. They have put to
gether a number of directive
which they themselves call th
bare minimum. Then they figh
among themselves on this or tha
part of the Charter. Here th:
TUC has called for its recogni
tion and adoption by the Conser
vative government. How do you
see this Charter?

N.L: In some respects I reckon i
is good. The Charter itself, as you
said, is only a set of directives,
and wishy-washy ones as well.
There is no "socialism through the
back door", in fact there is noi
anything radical in it. There ar¢
some guidelines which are really
minimums. What is important is
that there are some workers below
and some above this minimum
level. What should be done is that
those below it reach this mini-
mum, and those above it should
fight to remain higher. In so far as
Britain and workers' rights are
concerned, we have learnt one
thing over the past few years: they
have taken away what we had
gained over the last 40-50 years. Ii
20 years ago you had told me that
we will be'in such a state today, ]
would have laughed at you. But to
see the government who has taken
us so far down this road, elected
and re-elected again is really
frightening.

In this country, they talk of a
50-50 chance of Labour Party
getting to power. Well, Labour
Party is not a party of revolution
or change. It will only continue
with this capitalist system. It is the
same all over the world today. The
break down of Soviet Union
(which 1. never believed to be
communist) and the Eastern Eu-
rope, has brought about a wave of
direct attack on workers world-
wide. This'is a frightening situa-
tion. Across Europe the right-
wingers, like Le Pen and others,
are being elected. There is a vast
cheap - labour market in Eastern
Europe. Soon they will enforce
competition among  workers.
Workers in the East suddenly face
this shock of fierce competition,
while workers in the West try to
work even harder to stay in the
race. One example of this comipeti-
tion and the following lower stan-
dards could be foreseen, if for
instance Ford's management de-
cide to set up a plant in Eastern
Europe, and close up Dagenham.

I believe something has to be
done to combat this worsening
situation. We have to be prepared
for a big fight.

In the Persian Section

In addition to the articles publishpd in the
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News of workers' struggle around the world
is published in more detail in the Persian
section.
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Portugal

A nation-wide one-day strike by
Portugal's public sector work-
ers on 18 February affected
public transport, schools and
hospitals, and air traffic. The
strike was called by unions
representing 300,000 workers,
pressing for a 16% pay rise,
against the government's offer
of 8%. The action went ahead
despite a deal between the
U.G.T. union and the govern-
ment for a 10% rise. The
C.G.T union had rejected the
offer.

Iraq

According to the paper Be-Pish,
published in Iraq, workers of
Hamoraby road and construc-
tion company, who are fighting
for shorter hours, recently won
a number of demands after a
series of protest actions. These
included granting of paid
leaves, payment of wages lost
in the layoffs and closures
during the Gulf war, and a
commuting allowance.

Sweden

With the rise in racism in Swe-
den and following a series of
recent fascist attacks against
immigrants, a nation-wide one-
hour strike was held on Febru-
ary 21. According to the "21-
February Committee"”, which
had called the action, the aim

racist attacks and show the
immigrants' importance in the
daily life of Swedish society. In
some workplaces, the strike
was also joined by Swedish
workers.

was to condemn the recent.
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Victims of a class crime

THE EXPLOSION at the Kozlu
mine in Turkey snatched the lives
of hundreds of workers and threw
thousands of others into grief. The
union's warnings on the hazardous
conditions in the pit went unheed-
ed and the emergency alarm, indi-
cating over-concentration. of poi-
sonous and combustible gases,
sounded only 20 seconds before
the catastrophe. - In a matter of
seconds hundreds of miners were
buried under the rubble. This was
the sixth such incident at the Kozlu
mine. A similar disaster had
claimed 107 lives in 1983.

Who bears the responsibility for
the massacre of Kozlu workers,
noble men whose only crime was
to belong to the lower class in
society?

We, as humanity, seem to know
and condemn those responsible for
shameful and notorious historical
genocides: Nazi concentration and

extermination camps, Hiroshima,
the massacres in Vietnam, and
murderous world and regional
wars. In this case, however, the
instigators of the on-going .war
against the working class - -an
undeclared war that kills and
maims as many people, ruins as
many families and turns as much
happiness to grief- walk shame-
lessly beside their victims.

Workplace accidents are mnot
natural disasters. They are caused
by deliberate carelessness on the
part of profit-thirsty capitalists and
employers with regard to work-
place safety standards. For us, as
workers, fatalities in workplaces
are deliberate murders and those
responsible should be tried and
convicted as murderers.

Workers spend the main part of
their lives in workplaces. These
should not be human slaughter
houses. This must be stopped.

Labour organisations worldwide call

WT News Service:

During last month, a number of
trade unions and labour organisa-
tions, in letters and statements of
protest, condemned the arrest of
the two Irapian labour activists,
Zahed Manouchehri and Saeed
Saedi.

In Finland, the union of shop-
workers in the city of Himeen-
linna, in a strongly-worded letter
to the Iranian Embassy in Helsin-
ki, denounced the torture and
execution of labour activists, call-
ing for the release of the impris-
oned workers. Also, a recently
held conference of the Finnish
Workers' Peace Committee, in a
letter of protest to the Iranian
ambassador in Helsinki, called for
the immediate release of Saeed
Saedi and Zahed Manouchehri. -

In Canada, the Human Rights
Committee of the Ontario Federa-
tion of Labour, in a letter to the

Iranian ambassador in Ottawa,
condemned "the false and unjust
imprisonment of the two trade
unionists by the names of Seed
Saedi and Zahed Manouchehri®. It
called on the Iranian government
"to allow an independent medical
body ... to examine and treat these
trade unionists and that they be
released from captivity by the
Islamic Republic of Iran without
delay."”

Also in Canada, the Ontario
Public Service Employees Union,
in a letter to the Iranian Embassy,
condemned the execution of labour
activists and called for the immedi-
ate release of the arrested workers.
"The conduct of your government,
its disregard for basic human and
democratic rights, its pernicious
efforts to crush unions, like the
Sanatgar union, is utterly disgust-
ing and deserves worldwide de-
nunciation." Also, Robert S.

Iran: 36% minimum wage rise,
result of one year of struggle

WT News Service:

Last month, after long delibera-
tions, the Iranian labour ministry
announced that the minimum wage
is to rise by around 36 %, as of 17
March (Iranian New Year), raising
it from the present 1,667 rials
($1.2) per day to 2,267 rials
($1.6). The rise applies to workers
covered by the Labour Law.
Those earning under 83,000 rials
($60) a month would get a com-
pensatory rise.

The decision to raise the mini-
mum wage is the direct result of
the wide-spread dissatisfaction and
protests in the workplaces over
low wages last year, and particu-
larly the recent successful mass
strike in the oil industry. By the
government's own admission,
around two thousand strikes and
workplace actions took place last
year. The demand for higher wag-

es was a central element in these
protests.

The announced rise does little to
reverse the effect of the sharp fall
in workers' purchasing power as a
result of Rial's massive devalua-
tion last year and the ensuing price
rises. According to the central
bank, the inflation rate for
1991/92 now stands at around
21%. However, on the basis of
market prices, the real rate is in
fact in three digits.

Last year, the devastating effect
of inflation was topped up with the
scrapping of various subsidies,
increasing cuts in public services,
and the raising of- various taxes.
and fees, such as effectively charg-
ing people for school education.
All this meant that workers'
shopping bags were even emptier
than ever.. = b

Borch, National Director of the
Canadian Union of Postal Work-
ers, Metro Toronto region, in a
letter to the Iranian Embassy,
denounced the arrest of the two
labour activists: "Such human
rights violations cannot be tolerat-
ed and we, as Canadian workers,
demand an end to this unjust and
deplorable incarceration immedi-
ately..."

In Sweden, the Central Organi-
zation of Swedish Workers (Syndi-
kalisterna), in a statement entitled
"Release the jailed labour leaders
now!", a copy of which was sent
to the Iranian Embassy in Stock-
holm, called for the release of
Zahed Manouchehri and Saeed
Saedi. "We are concerned about
the dangers now threatening the
lives of these two union activists
and other workers, and call on the
Islamic regime to release all jailed
workers".

Caterpillar
for the release of jailed workers in Iran strike grows

WT News Service:

The United Auto -Workers union
of the US has widened its three-
month strike against Caterpillar,
following the break down of con-
tract talks.

According to the Financial
Times (Feb. 21), the UAW reject-
ed the company's latest amend-
ments to its- previous contract
proposal, which it said fell short
of "an equitable pattern agree-
ment".

The company offered in early
February to end its lock-out of
workers who have been on a par-
tial strike since November 4. But
the union has placed 5,600 mem-
bers on strike, bringing the total of
strikers to 8,000. The UAW,
which represents over 16,000
Caterpillar workers, said the com-
pany was engaged in "union-bust-
ing behaviour” by hiring a notori-
ous security company.
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