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On Labour Organisations in Myanmar

by Stephen Campbell

When Myanmar's new Labour Organisation Law was promul-
gated in October 2011 it brought to an end a period of nearly
50 years during which independent workers' organisations
had been effectively prohibited. Amidst the more open politi-
cal climate of reform-era Myanmar, labour-related organisa-
tions and workers' unions have proliferated. The result is that
some 500 organisations took part in the recent ILO-organised
Labour Organisations Conference held in Yangon from 30
April to 1 May 2013.

Some rather chaotic events at the conference highlight a new
set of challenges to workers in Myanmar as the liberalisation
process has opened space for various actors seeking to shape
the direction of the country's labour movement. On the first
day of the conference, The Myanmar Times reported that
some of the organisations in attendance raised concerns over
what appeared to be a large number of unfamiliar faces in
the room. Notably, these concerns were raised by members
of the influential 88 Generation Students, a prominent group
of Myanmar activists and ex-political prisoners. According to
an article in the Myanmar Times:

Some 88 Generation [Students] members and labour
delegates said they doubted whether all of the partic-
ipants were from registered labour organisations,
suggesting some may have been planted to affect
the outcome of the vote for a Myanmar delegate to
send to the International Labour Conference in Gene-
va, Switzerland in June.

A Radio Free Asia video from the first day of the conference
gives further details. In it, U Maung Maung, General Secretary
of the Federation of Trade Unions of Burma (FTUB; recently
renamed FTUM), states angrily that he will not take part in a
conference that “has no rules” and, further, that the individu-
als and organisations which accompanied him to the confer-
ence are genuine workers and workers' organisations. U
Maung Maung then exits the conference hall with a contin-
gent of his supporters. After U Maung Maung leaves, mem-
bers of some remaining labour organisations go on to explain
that FTUM and the organisations it brought along “have no
position” in Myanmar.

What apparently took place (I was not in attendance)
was that some conference participants suggested that
FTUM had paid to bring in people who were not from
established workers' organisations; the aim being to se-
cure the election of an FTUM member as Myanmar dele-
gate to the upcoming ILO conference in June.

U Maung Maung's return to Myanmar after more than
two decades in exile, and the efforts of the FTUM to es-
tablish itself as an important player among domestic
labour organisations, have been controversial from the
start. In December last year, Phophtaw News reported
that the Myanmar Industrial Trade Union (MITU) had re-
jected an invitation from FTUM to attend a meeting in
Yangon with the International Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ITUC), which was visiting with a plan to set up an
office in Myanmar. MITU chairperson U Ye Kyaw Thu
stated that the reason for rejecting the FTUM's invitation
was that the FTUM “has no position in Myanmar”. This
followed an earlier statement by the Agricultural and
Farmers Federation of Myanmar (AFFM) in which the
association said that it “will not become a member of
FTUB because they [AFFM member organisations] don't
want to be under their [FTUM] control”. Around the
same time, Phophtaw News reported critiques raised by
some former FTUM members who said that FTUM “does
not follow a true democratic system and their strict hier-
archy has led to unbalanced internal decision making.”

Despite these critiques, U Maung Maung and the FTUM
have strong backing from large international labour or-
ganisations like the ITUC and the AFL-CIO. Indeed, the
FTUM remains the primary local partner through which
these organisations engage with Myanmar's labour
movement. The ITUC, for example, of which the FTUM is
an affiliate, has described U Maung Maung as “the leader
of the country’s trade union movement”. Likewise, the
AFL-CIO writes praisingly that “U Maung Maung spent
the last 24 years nurturing the Burmese labor movement
from his exile in Thailand”.
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Given its close relationship with the ITUC and the AFL-CIO,
the FTUM's approach to unionism largely follows the con-
servative model set out by these institutions. In a recent
study of the FTUM, Dennis Arnold writes of the “top-down”
approach adopted by the organisation:

the FTUB (FTUM) pursues a more traditional, hierar-
chical approach to trade unionism's role in a demo-
cratic society based on the principles of tripartism,
the presence of sector-specific unions, and the role
of the state as mediator in capital-labour relations...
[an approach] that discourages political or social
movement unionism in favour of cooperative eco-
nomic arrangements between capital and labour.

While members of the 88 Generation Students were among

Corporate Strategy and Industrial Development (CSID)
University of the Witwatersrand



http://books.google.co.th/books?id=xzN3LBq8-k0C&lpg=PA102&ots=t9Kze0wEJ2&dq=cross%20ethnic%20labour%20solidarities%20among%20myanmar&hl=th&pg=PA89#v=onepage&q&f=false

