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In Reply to the Attack of the Minister of Manpower and Migration

We do not Refuse Dialogue .. We want Real Open Societal Dialogue

During the meeting of the Shura Council’s Committee for Industrial Production and Energy in the evening of Sunday 24/6/2006, the Minister of Manpower and Migration in an unprecedented event launched a direct and violent attack against the Center for Trade Union and Workers Services (CTUWS) and its General Coordinator. The details of the attack were published in an exciting manner by Al Ahram Al Masa’i Newspaper of Monday 25/12/2006, Pages 1 and 9 under the title “Aisha Abd el-Hady Accuses a Rights Center at Helwan of provoking Workers to Strike and Demonstrate”.

The statements of the Minister of Manpower and Migration  published by Al Ahram Al Masa’i Newspaper as a finding announced for the first time contain offenses to the CTUWS and accusations of causing unrest and refusing dialogue. So , we would like in this respect to clarify the following facts:

· The Center for Trade Union and Workers Services does not refuse dialogue nor cause disturbances, but the opposite is true. The CTUWS called and is still calling for societal dialogue and societal negotiations being deemed the only release from the remorseful disturbances, violence and extremism which are launched without reins by the disparity which the Egyptian society has reached in the absence of the necessary mechanisms for dialogue between the different social categories. They are the mechanisms of organization, lobbying and negotiation through which all social groups can express their interests and practice their authority in an organized manner to affect policy making.  
· The workers strikes had never been considered a source of disturbances. The strike as one of the rights of expression is guaranteed by the Egyptian constitution. It is the genuine right of the workers guaranteed by conventions and agreements ratified by the Government of Egypt. The strike, after all, is the machinery for social defence improvised by the workers themselves without provocation from anybody. Strikes were known over two centuries ago and are acknowledged by democratic societies as a mechanism for social equilibrium and for reining the spontaneous tendency of capitalism to magnify profits to the limit that may destroy the very tools of production.
· Dialogue, social argumentation, bargaining and societal negotiations concerning the interests of different groups - as means to participate in policy making or at least to affect or amend policies - are indispensable for any society aspiring to realize a degree of real stability to enable its development and progress. They cannot be realized without various mechanisms which are not limited to mere sitting to tables for discussion, but they must include all sorts of lobbying and pressure. Strikes are just one of the most important types of these mechanisms.

· There are a number of facts that must be highlighted concerning about the last workers movements which incited the attack of the Minister of Manpower on the CTUWS:

1. The sit-in of Misr Mehalla Company for Spinning and Weaving, which the Minister herself admitted that it was a model for an organized and civilized labour movement, started after one full week of protests in an attempt to express the workers’ demands… They refused to accept the 100 pounds (or rather the 89 pounds) but they did not find any one to listen to them or to negotiate with them.

2. The movement of the Mehala Spinning workers to call for increasing the 100 pounds to become for the basic wages of two months was not only based upon the decision of the Prime Minister No. 4667 of the year 2006 but also upon the promise of the Chairman of the Company’s Board of Directors he made within the context of campaigning for his favored trade unionists during the last elections. After the elections, he drew back and did not fulfill his promise.

3.  Even though the protests of the Mehala Spinning workers concentrated on demanding the two-months salary, they were closely related to the oppression the workers felt during the previous trade union elections as a result of the direct interference of their company’s chairman in the elections. Votes sorting and counting took place under siege and the candidates were not allowed to attend the sorting and counting process.

4. The accumulated experience of Helwan Cement and Turah Cement companies and their relations with the Italian owner (Italy Shment) showed that the management does not accept to negotiate except after the workers resort to sit-ins or strikes. The collective labour agreement signed on 8th February 2006 was but a fruit of these repeated actions which took place during the previous year (2005). One of them was the sit-in of 24th May 2005 to protest against the method of “negotiation” used by one of the French managers who insulted the workers to the extent that he kicked one of them (namely Mr. Mohamed Sabrah). Helwan Cement workers could only reach a similar collective agreement (which was signed recently) after their sit-in of 19th March 2005. 

· All these facts confirm that these workers actions took place when it was impossible to negotiate their demands or when they lost hope in negotiations either due to the stubbornness of the other party or to lack of confidence in the workers’ representatives. Escalation took place only when decisions were not implemented and promises were not observed. These were the same causes for the railway workers’ strike of Saturday 23/12.

· The Egyptian workers, similar to other workers anywhere in the world, have never been in need of someone to provoke them to go in strike which is and will remain the pressure tool that imposes itself when it becomes impossible to negotiate. It is the other face of the negotiation table which may lead to conduct negotiations, magnify their fruits and gains, or activate or resume them.

· The CTUWS does not provoke or in other words cannot claim that it has provoked workers to go in strike. The CTUWS defended and will defend the rights of the Egyptian workers in exercising their right to strike for pressure and impact to cause negotiations to take place in order to obtain their rights.

· The CTUWS did not and will not stir disturbances. But it calls for societal dialogue in order to avoid disturbances and troubles. Such a dialogue should not be degraded to the level of accusations which look like security reports.

The Center for Trade Union and Workers Services noted with concern and sorrow the announcements of the Minister of Manpower during the meeting of the Shura Council’s Committee for Industrial Production and Energy and particularly for the used language which are inconvenient from someone who occupies such an executive position. Meanwhile, the CTUWS confirms the urgent and pivotal need of our society to put into action the mechanisms of societal dialogue and observe its ethics.

It is high time and indispensable to do without the totalitarian mentality which knows the one-sided monologue and cannot envisage stability except under the domination of the state organs on everything in the society. Such a mentality blocks the road to social argumentation and societal negotiations which are equally necessary for societal equilibrium and development.

The CTUWS while calling upon all the civic society organizations and the democratic and vital powers of the society to consolidate with it against these attacks, is also calling for opening the road before a fertile and fruitful societal dialogue in stead of blocking this road. The CTUWS calls for developing the mechanisms of this dialogue in stead of being scared of it or acting to destroy it. Such positive approaches will help prevent disturbances in our society.

The Center for Trade Union and Workers Services “CTUWS”

Tuesday,  26/12/2006
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