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First and foremost, allow me to thank the MOLISA for the kind invitation to participate at this Conference and also the privilege to share with the participants our concern and suggestions in human resources strategies for stable recovery and sustainable development in a competitive ASEAN.
I also want to take this opportunity to thank the MOLISA for hosting the Regional Social Dialogue for Growth, Employment and Sound Industrial Relations in the Services Sector held in Hanoi in March 2010. This Conference was organized by the ASETUC – the Council for Services Trade Unions in the ASEAN countries, in co-operation with ASEAN Secretariat and VGCL Vietnam and supported by three Global Unions - UNI Apro, BWI AP, PSI AP and the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Germany. 

Impact of the financial crisis on workers

Yes, ASEAN is very much affected by the global financial crisis. And the most vivid manifestation of the crisis can be seen in the jobs crisis, which is expected to persist for several years.   The UNDP predicted that the financial crisis will slow down job creation   by 2-4% per year.
As a result of the global recession, joblessness, precarious informal employment and unprotected flexible work are on the rise everywhere in the region, especially in the export-oriented ASEAN economies.  These developments mean growing human and family misery in many societies, aggravated by the fact that most countries in the region do not have a sustainable system of job unemployment insurance and effective social protection.

Suggestions for economic and social reforms

It is against this background that we, at UNI Apro and the broader labor and social movement in Asia, have been battling for bolder economic and social reforms at the national, regional and global levels.  Let me cite the most pressing ones:

First and foremost, the global economic crisis and the earlier Asian financial crisis of 1997-98 tell us that the world needs a new architecture of economic governance at all levels.  As has been repeatedly pointed out by the trade union movement, particularly my Organization – UNI: the crisis is rooted in the global economic inequalities compounded by a global epidemic of bad corporate governance. Public confidence in business practices and the credibility of CEO’s and corporate behavior is greatly shaken with the startling revelation of grossly disproportionate executive pay in relation to their economic performance.  
Hence, there is an urgent need, not only to have judicious rules in the global financial markets, but also minimum standards of ethical behavior for CEOs and among the TNCs.  
There should also be greater space and flexibility for all countries, especially the developing ones, in pursuing coherent social and economic policies. This means the neo-liberal one-size-fits-all formula of deregulation, privatization and liberalization must be reviewed.
Secondly, ASEAN should review the programs of economic liberalization as manifested by the complex tangle of regional trade agreements. The aim must be to close the widening development gaps within and among economies.  
We believe that the ASEAN Economic Community has the potential to provide ASEAN member countries with competitive advantages in this age of globalization by spurring economic growth, providing greater job opportunities and promoting overall socio-economic development in the region.  We also believe that ASEAN’s laudable goal will be more effective if it include a social dimension, where people are at the center of development and in the regional and global policies and strategies.  

We are convinced that a people-centered development is the guarantee for sustainable and equitable growth and development for everyone. In this context, it should be abundantly clear to all sectors of society, that there should be a new system of doing business and work – away and distinctly different from the disastrous race to the bottom. There should instead be a Race to the Top based on stronger labor-management cooperation and social partnership to improve productivity and competitiveness, which, in turn provides greater spaces for higher growth, generate more decent jobs and development for society. 

All social actors – at the national, regional and global levels – should engage continually in honest and productive social dialogue to develop feasible policies and practical strategy to build the foundation for a just and more equitable socio-economic order.

Concept and principles of Social Partnership Industrial Relations

The quest for a progressive and sustainable economy requires social harmony and cooperation among the different stakeholders in society – particularly the employers and trade unions – based on the commitment to social partnership. 

The quest towards social partnership industrial relations will require sceptical employers and governments to put aside their misconception that trade union is an obstacle to their effort to confront or adjust to the global competitive challenge. 
They need also be aware that efforts to weaken the trade union movement will always be in vain as they will be replaced, as it is happening in many countries, by labour related NGOs – equally committed to assert workers rights and certainly more innovative in their strategy to represent the workers’ interests and propagate their rights. 

True social partnership means going beyond “do‐good or be politically correct.” It means treating the other party as a partner and according this partner the full respect and dignity befitting a partner. On the other hand, partnership also means that the other side, the trade union, is capable of becoming a responsible partner in every sense of the word. 

Such strategy will have to include openness to union and employees suggestions on how to make certain business adjustments labour friendly and less painful to concerned employees, how to spread the benefits of business expansion and how to forge labour management co-operation on productivity and other profit-boosting measures. It will also require trade unions to be realistic in their response to the globalisation challenges. 
As I have repeatedly reminded trade union leaders and members: Rights come with responsibility. Therefore, trade unions cannot avoid, if need be, implement difficult and painful decisions – especially in relations to strategy to confront the employment and competitive challenges.  

Respecting the fundamentals of a progressive industrial relations system

In summary, to overcome industrial discord and ensure industrial harmony, the employers and trade unions must accept the fundamentals of a progressive industrial relations system, where labour and management:

· Recognize and respect each other basic rights and interests  

· Accept that there are areas where the interests of both labour and management converge and diverge and that both parties endeavor to accommodate each party’s interests to the maximum possible and resolve conflicts in a harmonious win-win fashion.

· Collaborate closely to develop appropriate confidence and capacity-building mechanisms and nurture an environment supportive of the foregoing principles and processes. In this connection, the development of mutual trust bred by mutual respect, goodwill, understanding and accommodation of each other’s interests must be the objectives of all strategy and activities.

In line with this principle, employers must recognize that basic workers’ rights  include the following: 

· right to work and to better qualifications for work

· right to organize, to bargain collectively and engage in legal concerted activity

· right to a redress of  just grievances and to due process under the law,

· right to enjoy decent employment, wages, benefits and work conditions mandated by law and/or negotiated under the CBA

· right to secure and healthy work environment, and social protection for all; and

· right to equal opportunity and non-discrimination at work. 

On the other hand, trade unions must recognize that basic employers’ rights include the following:

· Right to freely choose the business they want to invest in, including the right to shop closures, 

· Right to just returns on investments; and

· Right to manage business freely in accordance with the exigencies of the market, including the inherent right to manage work and work processes and to discipline employees subject only to the limitations imposed by law, CBA and fair play.

Confronting the Employment and Competitiveness challenges
In an increasing globalised economy, trade unions must recognized the perpetual need of the industry and enterprises to adopt appropriate competitiveness adjustment measures needed to remain viable and profitable. Such measures may include measures affecting the organization, production set-up, personnel deployment and job design, among others. 
In this connection, consideration for competitiveness adjustment measures should be subjected to extensive discussions by both the concerned employers and unions on alternative ways of enhancing business survival and viability without resorting to job-displacing measures.

If they have direct impact on personnel deployment and job security, they should be tempered by the requirements of job preservation (to the maximum possible) and/ or job creation (to absorb or redeploy affected employees) through new investment projects. Likewise, these adjustment measures should be subjected to the test of fairness and legality and should be submitted for consultation with the affected union and workers.

The other critical counter measures could be the development of competitiveness measures in the form of programs to support higher productivity and decent work, through the use of technology and development of the skills of retail sector workers and strengthening labor-management cooperation.

Importance of Skills and Training Development for Workers in ASEAN

It is no surprise that skills development brings tremendous benefits to the individual worker, the labour market and ultimately on the growth of the economy. It greatly enhances people’s capacities and creativity, satisfaction at work and job opportunities. The future prosperity of countries and ASEAN depend ultimately on employment and productivity. Existing literature has proved the strong linkages between education, skills, productivity and economic growth. To achieve the objective of quality skills, a few broad guiding principles on skills policies have been generally widely agreed upon. 

These include:

· Basic quality education for all is an agreed goal and an essential prerequisite for further skills development;

· Connecting vocational education and training and skills development to the world of work and the evolving reality of labour markets, enterprises and workplaces in different economic sectors and industries;

· Fostering effective partnerships between governments and employers’ and workers’ organisations and training institutions and providers, to anchor the world of learning in the world of work.

· Ensuring broad and continued access to training and skills development to foster wide opportunities and benefits of initial and lifelong learning to all;

· Education and skills policies are more effective when well coordinated with employment and social protection policies and with industrial, investment and trade policies.

· Equipping the world of learning with the information required to monitor the match between the supply of skills and the demand

Building partnership through regular and institutionalized social dialogue and collective bargaining at the enterprise, sector or national levels are highly effective institutions in creating incentives for investment in skills and knowledge. They can create a broad commitment to education and training and a learning culture, strengthen support for the reform of training systems and provide channels for the ongoing communication of information between employers, workers and governments. In addition to promoting skills development, social dialogue and collective bargaining can also be instrumental in the equitable and efficient distribution of the benefits of improved productivity. 

Examples of positive impact of true and active social partnership

Based on my personal experience of working with the trade union movement for some 35 years, I believe that such social partnership between employer and trade union is possible. It is a not a new concept and has been widely practiced in Japan and numerous European countries.

The critical role played by the trade union movement in Singapore in confronting the financial crisis is a classic example.

Our organisation, UNI Apro has conducted such experimentation in Indonesia, in close consultation with the union and management at Hero Supermarket – one of the largest retail chains in Indonesia. The successful outcome has been documented in a report that was launched in February last year in Jakarta. The positive impact of the social partnership relations on the sustainability and profitability of Hero has now become a competitive advantage that other retailers are inspiring to achieve. We are now working closely with various employers and the Indonesian Ministry of Manpower to encourage the adoption of such a concept by employers and trade unions.
I am particularly proud of our achievements in Vietnam. Over the last ten years, we have in close consultation with the VGCL, developed and implemented numerous training, educational and information activities designed to develop the capability of the VGCL unions to represent workers’ interests and work in partnership with employers and government to confront the global competitive challenge.  

UNI Apro is pleased with the impact of our activities on our partner unions in Vietnam, particularly on the VNUPTW. Our new affiliate - the VNUPTW has successfully evolved and developed into a truly credible union for workers in the communications sector and a valuable partner to the employers in the communications sector and to the government in the national development process. 

The affiliation of the VNUPTW to UNI in 2007 is a testimony of our high regards for the VGCL and our endorsement of VGCL and VNUPTW social partnership strategy to protect and propagate workers’ interests.  
UNI Apro is working closely with the VGCL in a special project designed to assist the Laotian Federation of Trade Union to evolve into a movement capable of not only providing effective representation to workers but also work in partnership with government and employers.
Social partnership and people’s solidarity for a People ASEAN.
As pointed out by the participants of the ASETUC Regional Dialogue Conference held in Hanoi in March 2010:

 “The most effective way to deal with the various challenges and to strengthen the competitiveness of ASEAN, in a socially sustainable way, is to further increase productivity and promote decent work and enhance quality in working life including health and safety in the workplace. 
This will require a better balance between flexibility and security in employment, promotion of lifelong learning, better balance between family and working life, building of mutual trust among social partners through active participation and promoting the social integration of vulnerable groups including women and young workers as well as migrant workers and their families. 
To this end, the social partners must work in partnership based on effective and fair human resources management approaches and practices in an economically feasible manner for all stakeholders in each relevant sector - motivated by the shared vision of the social partners, through a process of participatory, sincere and transparent social dialogue.”

The participants also agreed that ASEAN should promote social dialogue particularly trade unions and employers representatives in the ASEAN decision-making process and in regional integration. Constructive and serious social dialogue will facilitate social cohesion and reinforce social partnership and people’s solidarity for the building of an ASEAN community.

Concluding Remarks

Let me conclude, by reiterating that the trade union movement, particularly the ASEAN trade unions represented by ASETUC and the three Global Unions – UNI, PSI and BWI, are fully committed to help shape a ASEAN – a people first ASEAN in a People First World where all citizens enjoy a decent standard of living in a caring and sharing society.  We can make this happen with the solidarity and combined efforts of all the social partners.
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