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orkers around
the world cel-
ebrate May Day,
also known as
Labour Day and
International
Workers’ Day, today. It is a national
holiday in more than 80 countries in-
cluding Sri Lanka and the event is cel-
ebrated in some of the most staunchly
capitalist countries too. Due to the
pandemic restrictions, workers could
not celebrate May Day properly dur-
ing the last two years. This year, with
the pandemic on the wane, workers
will be able to hold physical (as op-
posed to virtual) rallies and gather-
ings.

This year too is an incredibly chal-
lenging year for workers around the
world as the pandemic has put paid to
millions of jobs worldwide with com-
panies from airlines to clothing chains
virtually closing or winding down their
operations in the absence of a market.
Only some of these jobs have returned
as the economy picks up gradually. It
is in this context that most countries
including Sri Lanka are striving to re-
orient their economies to boost local
agriculture and other economic sec-
tors so that more jobs can be gener-
ated locally. That is one way in which
the working class can participate in
the process of reviving economies af-
fected by the Coronavirus.

Fire and hire policie

Most workers are also fortunate
in that the majority of Sri Lankan
companies (leave apart the State sec-
tor, which anyway offers job securi-
ty) do not practise hire and fire poli-
cies, which would have brought about
drastic consequences for workers and
their families. This is what has hap-
pened in many developed countries,
where jobs evaporated virtually over-
night as the lockdown began to take
effect. Sri Lanka has very stringent
labour laws, the value of which we re-
alise in an environment like the pan-
demic. But to find out where this idea
of workers’ rights came from, we have
to go back in time to the USA of the
1880s.

The May Day tradition is around
125-years-old, having begun as an agi-
tation campaign against harsh work-
ing conditions by workers in the US in
1886. They were demanding a 40-hour
working week. The slogan was “eight
hours for work, eight hours for rest
and eight hours for what you will”,

In the famous 1886 Haymarket
incident in Chicago, US, police fire
killed several trade union leaders and

workers who were engaged in a dem-
onstration seeking better working
conditions and fewer working hours.
It was usual for employers then to
get their employees to work for 16-18
hours a day. It is generally accepted
that these events eventually led to
the adoption of the 40-hour working
week.

First Congress

In 1889, the first Congress of the
Second International, meeting in
Paris for the centennial of the French
Revolution and the Exposition Uni-
verselle, following a proposal by
Raymond Lavigne, called for inter-
national demonstrations on the 1890
anniversary of the Chicago protests.
May Day was formally recognised as
an annual event at the International’s
second congress in 1891. However,
the US and Canada now observe the
Labour Day in September.

With the establishment of the
United Nations, a specialist agency
for labour matters, called the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO)
was created. In cooperation with Gov-
ernments around the world, it has
evolved Labour Charters honoured
by all UN members. This has ensured
much better working conditions than
the demonstrators of 1886 ever envis-
aged.

Sri Lankans have observed May
Day for decades. It is a vibrant event
with rallies, demonstrations and pa-
rades. Over the years, May Day has
been transformed into a political
event based loosely on the signifi-
cance of the day for the working class.
It has become an opportunity for the
political parties to show their grass-
roots strength and also their affinity
to the working masses. Although one
can no longer witness the massive
May Day rallies of yesteryear, the day
has still not lost its significance in our
country.

Now the focus has shifted firmly
towards political propagan-
da, with workers’ rights and
struggles often relegated
to the second place. Par-
ties should strive to
put the worker first
in their rallies and
meetings.
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In the end, it is very hard to sepa-
rate the labour movement from poli-
tics in Sri Lanka and for that matter,
in most other countries. The workers
in many organisations are represent-
ed by trade unions which are for the
most part affiliated to the major po-
litical parties. There are some stand-

alone trade unions, which
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find it hard to raise their voice without
the backing of a political party.

Sri Lanka has a vibrant trade
union sector, especially in the one-
million strong government work-
force. Most private sector companies
generally do not tolerate trade unions,
but this is beginning to change. There
also are a number of powerful profes-
sionals’ trade unions which should

essentially be non-political but
which have increasingly dipped
their toes in political waters.

Most trade unions are well
known for making demands from
the Government in power. For this
reason, many trade unions are near-
ly always at loggerheads with the
Government. Some of the demands
are reasonable, but most are not. Sri
Lanka’s trade unions have a predilec-
tion for demanding higher salaries for
their workforce, regardless of the eco-
nomic situation of the country.

Trade unions should stop the cur-
rent practice of resorting to strikes at

the drop of a hat if their demands are
not met. That should be a last resort,
to be considered only when negotia-
tions with the authorities fail. They
should stop taking the public ‘hos-
tage’ when they strike to win their de-
mands.

But do workers and trade unions
pause to think of their obligations to
their organisations and to the public?
This rarely happens. Work really is a
two-way street. This May Day, both
employers and employees should thus
re-think their obligations in the name
of industrial peace.

After all, no investor will like to in-
vest in a country that lacks industrial
peace and also political stability. It is
therefore essential to keep strikes to
a minimum and also ensure stability
on the governance front. The political
forces in the country should address
the current political impasse without
delay as it could have severe repercus-
sions on the investment front.

Covid-19 pandemic and
consequences

Work itself is an investment in a
country’s future, for it is essential for
economic growth. But the pandemic
has changed the very nature of work
and also severely affected sub-sectors
such as informal work and Small and
Medium Scale Enterprises (SMEs).
Some 1.6 billion people in informal
work, which is nearly half the global
workforce, have become at risk of los-
ing income as a result of the corona-
virus pandemic, the International La-
bor Organisation has estimated.

This represented nearly four-
fifths (76%) of the total 2 billion peo-
ple in informal work and close to half
of the entire workforce, of 3.3 billion
people, worldwide. The informal
economy refers to jobs which typical-
ly have little protection, such as for
income in case of sickness or lock-
down. The “informal economy” ac-
counts for jobs that are neither taxed
nor monitored by Governments, and
that make up a huge proportion of de-
veloping economies. Some two-thirds
of the world’s working people are em-
ployed in such “grey market” jobs.
Millions of jobs in the global tourism
sector were also at risk with the col-
lapse of tourism during the pandem-
ic years. But many of these jobs and
self-employment ventures are now
getting back on track, giving a boost
to the global economy.

Changing nature of work

In the meantime, the very nature
of work is changing. The pandemic

A celebration of work

taught us that it is not strictly neces-
sary to go to office to work. In any
case, travelling to work was not pos-
sible due to the strict lockdowns in
effect. Hence, this gave rise to the
concept of Working From Home,
abbreviated to WFH. Moreover, the
availability of programmes such as
Zoom and Slack meant that office
meetings and collaborative projects
could also be done from home. All
you need for WFH is a PC or laptop,
a reliable data connection and a will-
ingness to work at home.

There are many advantages of
WFH. There is no need to travel to
and from office, which leads to a
considerable saving in terms of fuel
for private cars and bus/train fares
for those using public transport.
In fact, with the present fuel crisis
here and in many other countries,
Governments and companies have
advocated WFH for at least three
days a week. There is also no need
to dress up as you can work in your
home clothes.

You can set your own time table
- studies have shown that employ-
ees engaged in WFH are more pro-
ductive and actually work longer
hours than office-based workers.
The only disadvantage of WFH, at
least in the context of countries such
as Sri Lanka and India, are frequent
power cuts, though this too can be
addressed to some extent by using
UPS/inverter devices, battery-pow-
ered 4G routers and laptops with suf-
ficient battery power.

But not all jobs can be done
through WFH. A nurse cannot pos-
sibly WFH. Sanitation workers can-
not WFH. There are many other
jobs that cannot be done via WFH,
including in journalism itself - a
war correspondent cannot possibly
cover the war in Ukraine from his or
her armchair in some other part of
the world. This is indeed why those
who have to go to work in the con-
ventional sense of the word have to
be given all protections, from insur-
ance to PPE.

We must also remember that
millions of people around the world
are unemployed, including those
who have lost their jobs due to the
pandemic. Paradoxically, there are
many vacancies out there with no
takers due to the mismatch between
education systems and job market
requirements. This lacuna must be
addressed to create more job op-
portunities for youth. This May Day,
Governments must not only honour
those who work, but also address
the grievances of those without jobs.
That will be a true celebration of
May Day ideals.
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