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Speech of Giannis Pasoullas, President of the Federation of Construction Workers and Allied Trades of Greece at the Conference of "World capitalist crisis, its consequences on the working people in the construction sector and the alternative"

Tokyo, 7th December 2009

Bothers and Sisters,

Allow me to convey the warm, sincere and class greeting of the construction sector of Greece. 

I would also like to thank the organisation of Japan for the hosting of the organisation of the Conference on the capitalist crisis and the meeting of the Executive Committee of UITBB.

A corresponding conference on a European level also took place in Tenerife in the Canary Islands 4-5th of May. Both the proposals of the Executive Secretariat and the positions of the colleagues contributed to projecting the political and ideological aspects and the impact of the capitalist crisis on the construction sector. We agreed that the proposals constitute the basis of the activity of our organisations.

I believe that the discussion here in Tokyo will be constructive. It is particularly important since many organisations are participating with different experiences. Sharing experiences will be interesting and will contribute so that we can ensure the best possible coordination of actions of our trade unions.

Brothers and Sisters,

We do not lose sight of the fact that the issue of the interpretation of the crisis is complex and that the explanations vary. However, at the same time the proper and class interpretation contributes effectively to the tactics, orientation of trade unions and to the formation of the consciousness of the working class.

In this sense, the class-based trade unions undertake a serious duty to study and analyse on a proper basis developments underway and at the same time to define their own strategy, goals and priorities for a consistent and effective activity.

Brothers and Sisters,

We all know that the world capitalist economy is going through a deep and sweeping crisis.

It began in 2007 in the USA, in the construction sector. The danger of the collapse of huge financial empires in the USA provoked a gradual general fall in the prices of the biggest stock exchanges of the world.

The outbreak of the crisis is neither a mystery, nor inexplicable. The capitalist machine absorbed huge amounts of capital that it cannot invest, nor can it have the profits it desires.

It appears, and no one refutes it, that we are not talking about some normal crisis. It is perhaps the biggest crisis since the great recession of 1929.

There are two explanations.

The first explanation is the interpretation given by bourgeois ideologists and economists who state that the cause of the crisis is "corruption", "scandals", "greed", and "bad management" and so on.

If the workers movement were to accept this interpretation it would mean the acceptance that the capitalist system can be improved and that it can solve fundamental problems affecting working people. It would mean that the anarchy of capitalist production would be resolved of its guilt and that the root cause and the profits of the capitalists are overlooked. Finally, this would mean that the workers movement would fall into the trap set by big capital and governments who are seeking to convince the working class that it must contribute to the overcoming of the crisis because the employers and the workers, everyone, are in the same boat and hence, either we will all be saved or we will all be led to the precipice. 

The second is the interpretation of the class-based workers movement, which defines the orientation of the workers movement and projects the fundamental contradiction in society: the contradiction between the working class and capital.

It focuses on the following issues:

- Who produces and benefits from the wealth?

- Who has the means of production in their hands?

- What is the alternative?

Karl Marx argued and wrote in 1847 about the crisis of the capitalist system, stressing that this is cyclical and repeated, so as long as wealth is concentrated in the hands of the few and poverty grows for the majority, the crisis will be deeper and more acute.

Today's crisis therefore is a crisis of over-production and excessive accumulation. It is a crisis based on the anarchy of production that does not take into account peoples needs, but is based on easy and quick profit in order to satisfy the needs of capital.

It is not a crisis of the financial system and of neo-liberal policies. The crisis is affecting all the capitalist countries, whether the government is neo-liberal, social democratic or centre-right etc.

Besides, it is not something that we have witnessed for the first time. The previous experience from similar crisis was enough for the workers movement to draw proper conclusions so that its activity is effective. For example, in the previous decade, we observed another phase of recession that embraced the economies of South East Asia, Japan, the Latin American countries and later on, broke out in the USA too.

Then bourgeois economists only examined the difficulty in the circulation of capital from corresponding crises in their financial form. However, as then, so in the crisis of 1973, the crisis is a crisis of the over-accumulation of capital. The way out of the recession then and the attempt to raise the capitalist reproduction led to the outbreak of a new crisis of over-accumulation, deeper than the previous one. The main characteristic in all these countries is the exacerbation of the exploitation of the working class, the worsening of working people's lives and the reduction of their purchasing power. This situation took the form of a comprehensive attack, as in the European Union, through the Lisbon strategy and the denial of labour pension rights so that labour costs in the EU market will be cut.

In the current decade, new purchases and mergers have taken place. The international vested interests of capital proceeded. The international capitalist competition increased, especially between the USA and Russia for the control of the markets and natural resources. Multinationals and monopolies grew stronger and regional alliances were redrawn.

Al these developments that appeared in the previous international capitalist cyclical crisis took the form of irreversible trends in the current crisis. The new economic crisis developed internationally on this foundation. It began in the USA, expanded somewhat deeper in the Euro zone and embraced at the same time Britain, Japan, Russia, Turkey and the Latin American countries.

We believe that the new crisis of the capitalist system also reveals its limits. It shows that today capital cannot provide solutions for even the solution of the minor problems the working class faces. This is so, not because wealth does not exist, but because capitalism does not want to reduce the percentage of profits since it will fall behind in the race of competition. The profiteering of capital goes hand in hand with the fall in the price of the labour force that is translated into increasing poverty and deprivation.

The intensification of rampant competitiveness of the capitalist way of production will forcibly abolish every social gain of working people.

Any concession by the capitalist system will be the result of fierce struggles and conflicts of the working class with the forces serving the interests of the capitalists. 

Brothers and Sisters,

Today an attempt is underway, both by the EU but also by governments, to present the EU as an alternative model to the USA.

However, what is the "European social model" today? This "model" is what the working class and the popular strata are living through. It represents a generalised attack on the historical gains of European working people. Measures are taken against labour, social and trade union rights and gains.

The right of the working people and women to organise is under attack. Tens of thousands of working people have been sacked because workers fought for the self-evident right to defend their jobs, wages and social insurance.

Brothers and Sisters,

Data shows that the crisis will be longer in duration and much harsher than the previous one. Until now an increase in the unemployment by 25 million has been recorded, whilst it is estimated that the unemployed will reach up to 40 million till the end of the year.

According to the World Bank, the world GDP is forecasted to fall by 1.7% in 2009 and 2.75% by OECD. The International Monetary Fund estimates that the unexploited capital since the outbreak of the crisis till now is 4.1 trillion dollars.

This situation will exacerbate social contradictions, social problems through the increase in unemployment, the promotion of partial employment and the extension of flexible forms of employment. Poverty has already grown and the absolute deprivation of a large section of the working class is increasing.

We should also take into account the change in the balance of forces between the imperialist machines and the exacerbation of inter-imperialist contradictions is strengthening the danger of imperialist wars and interventions against the peoples.

One can observe this from developments in Georgia, Iraq, Palestine, Pakistan, Afghanistan and the military exercises of NATO in Georgia.

A fact that reconfirms this evaluation of the intensification of inter-imperialist contradictions is the new upward trend in the world military expenditures by 45%, between 1998-2007. Obama is expected to increase the sales of missile systems even more than the Bush government which during his term had increased them by 50%.

Brothers and Sisters,

It has been reconfirmed that the ruling class, the forces of capital are seeking the way out of the crisis through the escalation of the attacks on working people and the peoples in general. They declare the slogan "Everyone together, against the crisis" and are organising a broad network to trap a large section of the working class by demanding that they should rally to their goals. They demand class cooperation to overcome the crisis at the same time, even today, that a large section of capital is increasing its profiteering. They are supported by the activity of the Trade Union organisations dominated by the forces of opportunitism and compromise. They are intensifying repression through NATO plans concerning “urban crises». In general, the manifestation of a common strategic approach and unanimity by the forces of capital, despite their differences between them, appears in the policies transferring the consequences of the crisis on the shoulders of the working people. However, on the other hand, what they present as a medicine for one problem is transformed into poison for the other existing problems.

In July 2009, it appears that the profiteering of the banks increased. The consequences of the world capitalist crisis are continuing to hurt dramatically working people all over the world.

Some data regarding the first three-month period of 2009:

- According to estimations of EUROSTAT throughout the 27 EU states in June 2009 unemployment reached 9%. 

- Denmark had the lowest percentage (5.9%) and Spain the highest (18.5%). The data show that the outbreak of the crisis exposed the myth in relation to the possibility of the EU and the multinationals ensuring constant growth with benefits for the working people. For example, in Britain in July, the Lloyds Banking Group (LBG) announced the sacking of another 1,200 working people, resulting in the loss of 8,200 jobs since the beginning of the year. In the same month, the German "SIMENS" announced cuts of 1,400 jobs. Up to the end of 2008 it had already proceeded to the dismissal of 17,000 workers. In France 375,000 working people have lost their jobs. In September "Air France" announced that it would proceed to the abolition of 1,500 jobs through a scheme for voluntary retirement. In Italy, unemployment will rise to 9.3% in 2010, the Italian Institute of Economic Studies and Analysis ISAE announced, while it is forecasted that more than 500,000 working people will lose their jobs. In Russia, it is estimated that 24.5 million Russians are living below the poverty line, with their percentage recording an increase greater than the 30% in the first three-month period of 2009 in relation to the immediately previous three-month period.

In the USA in July 2009 the official total unemployment rate reached 9.4%, although the real unemployment rate has risen to 16%, according to statements of the American Central Bank (Fed). In total, since the outbreak of the crisis in December 2007 until July 2009, 6.5 million working people have lost their jobs.

In Japan in the three-month period of 2009, unemployment stood at 5.7%. 3.59 million Working people remained unemployed, an increase of 1 million in comparison to last year. A characteristic of the labour market of Japan is that for every 100 people searching for a job, only 42 jobs are on offer.

Brothers and Sisters,

The construction sector is in the midst of the capitalist crisis. Whether directly or indirectly, millions of workers are connected to the construction sector, from the protogenic sector of the extraction of basic materials, processing, trade, sector building workers, professional staff, clerical staff support of construction companies. Unemployment, the cost of living, the commercialisation of a number of social benefits on the one hand and on the other hand, the commercialisation of land, the control by a section of the capitalists of the means of production of construction materials, the excessive demands of construction companies in the price of houses are deterrent factors for the popular strata to purchase a house and for the rejuvenation of construction activity.

Brothers and Sisters,

It is evident that the crisis also affecting the construction sector will be long and the recovery will be slower than the other branches. A big part of the unemployed we have referred to previously in relation to the data on unemployment in various countries comes from our sector. Cement factories, steel factories, health commodities, wood, marble processing, brick and aluminium industries are closing down, reducing their labour force, imposing rotational work, flexible forms of employment, the reduction of working time and pay.

Brothers and Sisters,

Today we have the following contradiction:

On the one hand, huge productive forces are being destroyed: on the other hand, millions of people are homeless or are living in destitution. 

On the one hand, there is enormous wealth in the construction sector. On the other hand, poverty and deprivation are growing.

The millions of unused flats could have solved the housing problem for millions of families. I point out that in Greece there are 500,000 unused flats, that is to say that there is wealth produced by the working class. However, the capitalists are the ones oppressing them, while those who produce the wealth are unemployed or homeless.

The capitalist does not build houses to house the homeless; neither to give work to workers, but to increase his/her profits. This type of development cannot solve this contradiction. As long as the logic of profit prevails, as long as housing will be a commodity and not a social benefit, the popular strata will be deprived of it, crises will be created and all its after effects. 

So long as wealth is concentrated in the hands of the few and poverty will extend to the majority, so will crises be deeper, harsher and repeated.

Brothers and Sisters,

In conclusion, in our opinion the capitalists must pay for the crisis because they created it.

The working class bears no responsibility. It is making sacrifices every day for the sake of capitalist profit.

Today the objective possibilities are growing for a counter-attack by the working class. A decisive element is the position of the movement and the line that it will follow so that the ideological defence of the capitalist system can increasingly be questioned. What is happening today was also repeated in the past, formally commencing in the beginning of the 19th century, will also take place in the future as long as capitalism exists. The trend of the deterioration of the life of the working class will intensify if this class does not proceed to wage a counter-attack.

We believe that we have a role and a serious responsibility to inspire and orientate the working people for the regrouping and strengthening of the workers movement. We should insist that the fulfilment of the interests and contemporary needs of working people are directly connected with the decisive action against the forces of capital, its political and trade union supporters.

- Arms programmes must stop and military expenditure should be drastically reduced. The occupation and wars by the imperialist forces should end.

- Public investments should be made and jobs created with full labour rights.

- Direct assistance should be given to working people themselves whose increases in pay and pensions should be real so that their purchasing power can be enhanced. Furthermore, social expenditure for working people should be increased, their Social Insurance, Public Health and Education should be boosted and working time should be reduced without any cuts in labour rights, whilst they should be extended.

- Sackings should be banned and serious assistance should be provided to all the unemployed without exception.

- The privatisation of strategically important branches should stop.

- Full respect for the labour rights for immigrants, young workers and women workers.

- The debts of the Third World countries must be cancelled.

