Rising
tension
over wages

FEELING OF INEQUALITY: |he increasing
number af strikes by waorkers threaten
[o temper investor enthusiasm for

the emerging Indonesian economy, write
iNeill Chatterjee and Olivia Rondonuwu

v HEN the
P Salaaria oy
grpor of-
fered a hefty
) Py Tise last
week o
v workets, he
successiully headed off & major
atrike, But almost immediacely,
workaers wenl on the rampage in
another part of the country  de-
manding o wage hike, too,

It iz another Mlusteation of the
most recent and, for fnvestors,
rroubling risk they foce in what has
Become one of the darlings of the
emerging acanomies,

The bl didesrs for the strikes have
been high prigesfor the commuoidl-
tigs that ure the backbone of the
Indenesian. coconomy, tisitg Cosms
anda HTqu, suhse that the country's
widely prumpeted economile suc-
cesses have not been shared.

The hiphest profile — and so/fuir
mnst costly —strike has been golng
on sinee Seprember at the glanr
Freeport Medoian Copoer & Gold
Ine mine, where EO00O0 mitners in

the rempte eastern province of

Irfan Juya are demanding better
Y.

Tiowzh unjon leaders 0 other
industries deny that the Fregport
strike was their trigger; the number
af trikes las: begon to mushroom
gptass o broad range of industriss
from supermarket to telecomnous
wicaden, threatentig toemper in-
veslor enthusiasm forore ol Asia’s
[astest provwingd econamies,

“T'hesestrikesare dangesous and
show how wegh the aovernment s
(n Faciig mdusteial dispoees,” said
Sistian Warandi, a leading busi-
nessman and chairman of the Em-
plovers” Associttion-of Indenesin.

With this situation, businesses
will reconsider their expansion and
investment piang, a5 well as plansg
w0 pelochie factories Trom China to
Indonesta”

lvestors in Southeast Asia's
bigoest economy have lopg [ae-
tored In Industrial-scale . corrup-
tioit, a complex and lethargle bu-
repacracy and even miliepnt at-
Lacks, '

But fdusteial disputes 0 the
densely populated soclery, which

hias had little more than a decade of
demodracy. dnoa el aeret bia-
ikl '

Union membership is sull gqulte
low in a country where militant
urndon leaders, justa few years ago,
could expect o be hounded ints
jall, or worsg,

It Is estimated that only seven
percent of companies have unions
and the tofal number of workers
who belong to ynions i85 perdent,
The number, though, appeéars ta be
ETOWing.

some of the strikes have tiimed
violent, dand tension over the fail-
ury Lo create enouph Rloher value
jabsin the predominately youthful
population could become one of
the biggest mid-termy risks, some
anlvers say.

A planned srrile last week in
Jakarta Dy BS,000 omionised work-
ers was averred after the ¢ty gov-
ernor agread o hlke orinimum
wages by about 20 per cent,

Almest immediately, thers was a
simbiar protest for nigher pay oy
10,000 workers in Batam, an island
home to manofactorers from rHear

by Singapore.

This time, the tispines wasslow,
The military had 10 puard indos-
trial estates ‘after a maob burned
traffie police posts and cars and
attacked o government office,

As Freeport considers lifting pay
by as orich as double for more
skilled contractors to end its crip-
pling strike, ampy high pay award
risks setting a precedent,

“If somebody asks for mote, ev-
erviody will follow, That's a faet”
saicl Alwin Lubls, president direc-
tor a4t Indopesiang miner Anelka
Tambang,

"That Iz what we're worrisd
ahout.”

The Freeport strike has come af-
ter gold prices doubled in the past
two vears. Prices for many com-
muodities: of which Indonesia is a
luptiing eRporter, such as tin, top-
pern, coffes and eocoa, have also hit
record highs [nrecent vears,

"These commodity prices are g
good opportunity to negotiate for
better wellare, Py and wases
spid - Kholrul Anam, president of
the Indonesian Forestry and Allied

Workers' Unlon.

Fle =aid oonditions. ware oflten
lirtle i [Ferent from the dave under
Dutch colonial mule, arpuing: for
eximple, that ofl paltr wotkers
siould be pald three times as
ueh,

“The bargaining position of
labenty in Indonesia has intreazed.
Hewsver, it is not that moch: They
lnviesiowly understood thedr dghts
aild: are demanding more;” said
Andrils Gang [rom the Trade
Uilons: Bights entre,

The strikes have coinclded with
growing wealth on the back of the
global price commodity boom and
A BUIst {n congumerism.

On he day workers: tioted In
Baram, others were Infured o a
5000-grronz crash to get half-price
Blockberny moblle phones in the
capitul, Also that day, Forbes re-
leased a report saving the country
had ergated four more billlonaires,
with the wealth of s’ Indonesis
"Rich List™ tp by 19 per cent to
TISERS Billing | RM266 billian),

Indonesia 15 creating million-
alres Fster than any othar In Asta

Paclfic, according to wealth man-
agzer Julius Baer.

Yer monthly wages average
UssL1S, dess than & halfof thatin
Thatland and a third of China's,
according 1o the Asian Develop-
ment Banl's latest datn.

and hall the population suryives
ot fess than US$2 a day, according
o the World Bank,

Low-wage workers, seeing pay
rises cancelled out by food prices
climbing 15 per cent last year, are
being sutrounded by growing con-
sumerism and displays of wealth.
Their sxpectations and percop-
tens of nequalltyare rising, tog,

"Many of us don't see any im-
provementsin our life” sard Sard, a
worker making Adidas. SI‘LUHS i a
footwsar faclory, 4 sector where
plants have relocated from China
and Vietnam in the past year after
wage Costs tose thare,

"M Bactor that would make a per-
500 go on strike s when one feels
trapped, We are poing In thar di
rection, so.the likelihiood for more
strikes in garment, textile and shoe
Factories is huge.” Reuters



