
Giant German metal union 
tackles high unemployment 
by reducing working hours 

THE 2,5 mi I lion-strong German 
metal union, IG Metall, has 
decided to tackle the country's 
high unemployment by fighting 
for a 35-hour working week. 

The union argues that if the 
35-hour week was introduced it 
would create enough jobs to red
uce Germany*s unemployment 
by 1,5 million over a two-year 
period. 

At present over twomillion 
workers are unemployed in West 
Germany. 

So far the union has had the 
working week reduced from 
4(Vhours to 38,5-hours without 
any loss of pay. 

This was achieved earlier this 
year when close on 450000 
metal workers went on strike in 
support of [he 35-hour week 
demand. 

The strike, which was describ* 
ed by IG Metall as 'the severest 
struggle since the last War\ 
began on May 14 when 13 000 
workers walked off their jobs at 
14 plants in the stale of Baden* 
Wurttcmbcrg. 

The union focused its strike on 
the car-components industry 

which effectively cut off the 
flow of parts to the motor 
assembly plants. 

As a result all the major man
ufacturers like VW. Daimler-
Benz and Opel were forced to 
close their plants. 

In May alone the strike cost 
the auto industry 88 000 v^ 
hides* 

Shortly before the strike the 
metal employer's chief negotiat
or said that they would defend 
the 40-hour week with 'tooth 
and claws'. 

And a director of the employ
ers* association said, 'Rather a 
three to four weeks' strike than 
one minute less than 40.* 

However, the mounting prod
uction losses forced the employ
ers to back-down. 

In the settlement, workers 
won a 38,5-hour working week 
plus a 5,3 percent wage increase 

3,3 percent from July and a 
further 2 percent from April 
next year. 

The IG Metall said the settle
ment was "certainly not grounds 
for jubilation*. 

'But this compromise is a mile* 
stone in the trade union struggle. 
We have broken the 40-hour 
taboo/ the union said in its 
monthly journal, Der Gewerk-
schafter. 

IG Metall said it hadn't given 
up the struggle for the 35-hour 
week but was 'gathering 
strength* for the next stages of 
the battle. 

Here in South Africa where 
the unemployment is estimated 
at a staggering three million, 

i the independent unions have 
also begun to fight for a shorter 
working week. 

One of the demands put forw
ard by the Metal and Allied 
Workers Union at the last indus
trial council negotiations was for 
a 4(Miour working week. 

In most industries in South 
Africa the working week is still 
45-46 hours. 

At this stage, the battle for 
a living wage is the unions* iirst 
priority but in the near future 
it is likely that workers will 
focus on the demand for a 
shorter working week. German metal workers on strike at a small spare parts factory in La u fen 
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