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DECLARATION

by the General Confederation of Trade Unions

on the Economic and Social Situation in the CIS States and Actions

by Trade Unions in the Context of the World Financial and Economic Crisis

Introduction

Since the second half of 2008, the world has been plunging into a financial and economic crisis, the first ever in the era of globalism. It has already entailed a dramatic drop in production, mass dismissals, reduced rates of the real wages and social benefits, growing uncertainty about the future, and threats of a social outburst. Although it has affected world countries in different degrees, the scope, depth and duration of the crisis’ impact on all inhabitants of this planet are undoubtedly global in nature.

World trade unions have made it clear that workers are not responsible for the crisis and, therefore, must not suffer from its consequences. The reason for the crisis is to be sought in the world system of economic governance that has evolved over the last few decades, imposed on the human race by the international financial institutions, such as the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade Organisation, etc. It is their unbridled activities, as also the inefficient financial and economic policies of the major world powers which have fostered those institutions that must be held responsible for the resultant situation. The unrestrained rush for profit has produced enormous imbalances in the structure of the world economy, and the result is the unjust distribution of incomes and social benefits both within states and internationally. The present-day crisis has once again revealed the incapacity of the economic model of the unipolar world, with all the attempts to replace it with summits of the G-8, G-20, etc.

The GCTU and its affiliates associate themselves with the international trade union movement that has clearly formulated its idea of combating the crisis and its negative socio-economic consequences. It builds on the elaboration of a world economic recovery plan based on a new architecture of global economic and financial governance, development of appropriate international legal instruments, and public regulation of activities of the world financial and trade institutions, with the active involvement of the social partners, and, first of all, trade unions as the exponents of employees who make the majority of the population on Earth. 

Situation in CIS countries

The CIS countries have also been engulfed by the crisis. Its first signs appeared in the Commonwealth states in the autumn of 2008 when the demand, investment and economic indices dropped. However, the crisis has affected the states in different ways. The industries have also been affected differently.

All states have taken measures to mitigate the negative consequences of the crisis, which prevented it from taking forms that would jeopardize the very foundations of economic activity. Proposals for overcoming the crisis made by Commonwealth countries were discussed at the interstate level. However, in most states the downward trends have not been stopped, while the inflation processes have increased and the national currencies have been devalued. In order to obtain urgent credits from the IMF and other official sources, some states had to tighten their monetary and financial policies. Moreover, the allocation of assistance is conditioned by IMF demands that are based on outdated regulations and policy recommendations refuted by previous experiences.

The labour market situation has also deteriorated. Many Commonwealth states have witnessed a considerable trend towards growing unemployment and job reduction. In addition to that, labour market pressures have increased in Armenia, Moldova, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan as their migrant workers started coming back home. According to expert estimates, should such rates of growing unemployment remain, the total number of jobless people in the CIS countries, if calculated by the ILO procedure, may reach 11-15 million by the end of 2009.

Reducing the working hours and sending employees on administrative leave have become an increasingly widespread practice that improves employment figures, but cuts down the incomes of such workers sharply. Wage arrears are growing in number, and the amounts of accrued wages are falling down in many countries. The work remuneration gap is growing. All this against a background of rising prices of essential foodstuffs, public utilities and municipal transport fares. The result is the increased number of poor people. 

The tightening of budgetary policies carried out by the governments of CIS countries in the conditions of crisis, together with the high inflation rates have led to real cuts in the funds allocated for social programmes, the fulfillment of state orders, and work remuneration in the budgetary sector.

There are cases when employers refuse to respect the principles and mechanisms of social partnership, revise unilaterally the collective agreements signed, cut down social benefits and incentive payments, and obstruct collective bargaining. Pressure is being exerted on trade union activists, and in certain cases membership dues are not transferred to trade union accounts.

Trade Union Actions in the Context of Crisis

In this context, the GCTU and its affiliates have consistently taken various actions to mitigate the negative consequences of the crisis. Both the Confederation, the national trade union centres in Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Ukraine, and a number of sectoral Trade Union Internationals have issued special statements or appeals warning against attempts to make workers shoulder the burden of the crisis. Many GCTU affiliates called sessions of their elected bodies to discuss actions to be taken in the prevailing conditions. In Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Ukraine, trade unions have established or helped establish monitoring of the economic and social situation.

Practically all national trade union centres in CIS countries hold regular consultations with their governments and parliaments; with due consideration of the opinions from the field, they initiate the anti-crisis measures to be taken by their governments, and participate in their realisation. The practice of setting up anti-crisis commissions or groups with the involvement of trade unions in their work has become quite common. Other forms of social partnership, such as signing joint memoranda, are also in use. 

In many countries of the Commonwealth, trade unions have tightened their control over the observance of labour legislation. In Russia and Kazakhstan, they have enhanced cooperation in this field with the public prosecutor’s offices. As a result of such efforts, weak points have been detected in labour legislations of these states, and proposals to change them have been made to respective authorities. Ukrainian trade unions staged protest actions against mass violations of workers’ labour and socio-economic rights.

The active stand and timely actions by trade unions have helped prevent many enterprise closures, mass redundancies of workers, and encroachments of their social and labour rights. 

However, trade union efforts taken to this effect are not always efficient. Some local union leaders would take up a position of compromise, evade meeting the workers, and abstain from any action unless they get permission from the employer. In a number of cases, rank-and-file members are unaware of whatever anti-crisis actions being taken by their unions. Work collectives are not always well-informed of their rights and guarantees, and, consequently, do the employer’s bidding. Sometimes trade union committees do not enjoy support within the work collectives. Solidarity within the trade union movement is still underdeveloped.

Given the available forecasts of a protracted crisis, the region’s trade unions must develop a concerted policy to protect workers’ interest in the period. Based on such a policy, tactics of trade union actions should be devised for each state or industry. 

Stand taken by trade unions of CIS countries in the current situation

Economic policy

1. Trade unions will insist on the centre of macroeconomic policy being shifted towards support of the real economy, promotion of employment and a boost to domestic demand. They will give all-round support to their governments’ intentions and actions serving this end.

The crisis must put an end to the ideology of uncontrolled financial markets, and they must be returned to their original function in order to create a sustainable and efficient system of investment in the real economy.

On the whole, a new three-dimension model of economic development is needed that will be economically effective, socially fair and ecologically sustainable. 

2. The GCTU and its affiliates will promote wide use of integration advantages to overcome the impact and consequences of the economic crisis, and help develop and implement a coordinated CIS plan for economic recovery and sustainable economic growth in the region that would generate a maximum possible number of new decent jobs.

The General Confederation of Trade Unions calls for maximum cooperation among the heads of state, heads of government and parliament leaders of the Commonwealth countries in the adoption and realisation of joint decisions aiming to overcome the crisis and ensure further development of a fairer and more sustainable economic model in the region.

Labour market

3. The unions will press their governments for measures to gain the strongest possible state influence on the growth of the economy and employment. A decisive role here is to be played by an active labour market policy. In the context of crisis, the governments must make efforts to restrain companies from personnel cuts at the first sight of difficulties, and render assistance to businesses facing temporary financial problems. Company restructuring must be carried out on the basis of dialogue between the management and the trade unions. The collective bargaining process at industrial level should include a possibility of redistribution of redundant workers to other enterprises within the same industry, and facilities for their training or professional development. 

4. All crisis decisions changing work schemes and work remuneration patterns must be provisional, and aim to upkeep the employment level and preserve the workforce. They must be taken with trade union involvement in the framework of social dialogue. 

5. Trade unions will insist that the retention of the workforce potential of enterprises and industries, together with the restoration and development of professional training and retraining systems and professional development courses for redundant workers should become a national task at the times of crisis.

6. Special attention will be paid to socially vulnerable groups on the labour market, i.e. youth, women, elderly persons, and unqualified workers.

7. The labour market policy must include support for jobless people through unemployment benefits sufficient to ensure the subsistence minimum for an able-bodied person. It is essential that compulsory unemployment insurance and payment of the unemployment benefit should make allowance for the amount of earnings lost.

Wages and incomes

8. To boost the effective demand of the population as an economic growth factor, trade unions will insist on the maintenance of an adequate level of wages and their share in the GDP. They will vigorously proceed with their solidarity campaign to get minimum wages and pensions at least equal to the subsistence minimum (minimum subsistence budget). The least protected categories of workers must be supported through raising the minimum pay, minimum pensions, and wages and salaries in the budgetary sector, state-owned enterprises, and enterprises with public interest. Trade unions will insist that tax deductions equal to the subsistence minimum should be introduced for low- and medium-income earners, and that the progressive taxation of citizens’ incomes be reinstalled.

The unions will support governmental efforts to impose restraints on the earnings of high-income groups of the population, and, first of all, on the bonuses paid to top managers of banks and enterprises receiving financial or any other anti-crisis assistance from the state, and high-paid civil servants. 
9. Trade unions will insist on stricter government control over state-regulated prices (charges) of products (services), and on the improvement of pricing methods.

Labour rights

10. Trade unions will insist on raising the authorities’ responsibility for strict observance of labour standards and rights as a guarantee that the crisis will not lead to enhanced exploitation of workers.

11. Particular attention will be paid to the control over the observance of labour legislation. If necessary, the unions will initiate amendments to the legislation, and prevent deregulation, limitations on workers’ rights, and curtailment of all achievements gained by workers and trade unions in the period preceding the crisis.

12. While stressing the great significance of international labour standards, trade unions draw the attention of the governments of CIS states to the necessity for ratifying the most important ILO conventions that form an invaluable instrument for the protection of workers’ socio-economic interests, and their rigorous observance in legislative activity, labour relation practices and social policies.

Social dialogue and trade union rights

13. Social dialogue will be fuller used as a channel for an exchange of opinions and for the development and implementation of anti-crisis measures. The role of collective agreements and accords in protecting employees’ rights and interests will be enhanced, and trade unions will help establish stricter control over their fulfilment.

14. Trade unions will reject any attempts either by employers or by governments to use the crisis as a pretext for worsening the social conditions, encroaching on the rights of workers and trade union organisations, and for refusing to respect the collective agreements signed or meet other commitments in the social sphere.

15. Efforts will be made to ensure strict and thorough observance of trade union rights and the principles and mechanisms of social partnership, and rebuff attempts to dismantle the existing system. Additional measures will be devised and implemented to protect trade union leaders and activists.

16. Antiunion sentiments in transnational enterprises will be resisted, and offensive tactics will be used for organising and conducting social dialogue in such enterprises.

* * *

World experience shows that in the periods of crises, recessions and other economic upheavals, the role and significance of trade unions normally increase, and they find themselves in greater demand both among workers and in society as a whole. They are expected to take decisive steps that will, on the one hand, protect workers against the disastrous consequences of the crisis, and, on the other, mobilise workers’ support for the anti-crisis measures being taken at political level. The history of the international trade union movement proves that where they have managed to act, firmly and decisively, in defence of their members and all working people, the unions emerge from the crisis even stronger, enriched with struggle experience, and more powerful. 

Should trade union organisations in CIS countries display a fairly high degree of activity at all levels in the course of anti-crisis activities, there will be every reason to expect that their prestige, influence and appeal will become stronger.

