Workers’ groups demand more of new government
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Protesters in Taipei yesterday hold up signs calling for labor rights guarantees.
Photo: Huang Pang-ping, Taipei Times

Thousands of people yesterday took to the streets of Taipei to mark Workers’ Day, demanding
that the government protect workers’ rights, while criticizing the incoming Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP) administration’s plans to continue labor policies that the protesters
said have worsened working conditions.

The “Fight for Workers’ Rights and Protection” march was joined by an estimated 15,000
protesters, organizers said, starting in front of DPP headquarters and moving to the Legislative
Yuan and Ketagalan Boulevard.

Marchers set off firecrackers in front of the Presidential Office Building in a symbolic gesture to
“declare war” on the government, saying there would be no honeymoon period for the new
Cabinet, calling on it to immediately address labor issues that they said were born of
pro-business policies.

Unions issued nine demands: reduced working hours and designated national holidays for
workers; no reduction of pensions; an end to atypical employment; a minimum-wage increase;
protection of workers’ rights to set up unions, negotiate with employers and organize strikes;
address understaffing and overwork issues; an improved public long-term care system;
prohibition of mergers between private and public banks to protect public assets; and
nationalized education.

“We are at the DPP headquarters today because [president-elect] Tsai Ing-wen’s (000)
policies regarding workers’ rights and social welfare are obscure, and her policies could be a
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continuance of current rules, which have led to loose labor practices,” Hsinchu Confederation
of Trade Unions director Chan Su-chen (000) said.

“Demands put forward by workers’ unions have been consistent over the past 10 years,
because administrations, including those of former president Chen Shui-bian (000) and
President Ma Ying-jeou (000), as well as Tsai’s incoming team, have been or will be
attempting to enact contract employment regulations, which would only legalize and increase
atypical employment and poverty,” Tainan Confederation of Trade Unions secretary-general
Huang Yu-te (000) said.

“The government should investigate contract worker rates and the need for contract
employment in a businesses, while the government should phase out contract employment and
help contract workers become regular employees,” Taiwan Confederation of Trade Unions
director-general Chuang Chueh-an (000) said.

Chuang said Tsai pledged to establish a minimum-wage law while on the campaign trail, but
the former DPP administration only raised the minimum wage once in Chen’s eight-year
presidency.

Tsai should immediately increase the minimum wage when she takes office, instead of
delaying the move with a prolonged legislation process, Chuang said.

Tsai promised to visit people from all walks of life if she won, but she never visited workers’
groups, Chuang said, urging Tsai to do so and put a stop to the Ministry of Labor’s plan to
reduce the number of national holidays by seven.

“All pension reform proposals put forward by different administrations have aimed to extend
the retirement age and ask workers to pay more but receive less in pensions, which we do not
accept because the so-called reforms are made at the expense of workers. The government
should tax large businesses to fund pensions,” he said.

There are 800,000 people with chronic iliness or disability who need long-term care, but only
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about 10 percent of them are covered by the government system, while 90 percent are taken
care of by their families or migrant workers, which amounts to the government shifting social
responsibility to the public, the groups said.

Tsai’s policy to expand public long-term care is to be financed by tax revenue, but the proposed
budget, NT$40 billion (US$1.24 billion), is barely enough, while the DPP has failed to clarify
key issues, including where to recruit carers and how to improve their working conditions, the
groups said.

Seperately, Tsai posted a photograph on Facebook reiterating her labor policies, which include
raising wages; reducing working hours; protecting atypical workers; supporting employment of
young, middle-aged and elderly people; giving special care to people involved in workplace
accidents; and encouraging unions.
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