
BENIN
Workers’ discontent is growing

HAÏTI
Workers demand a 800-gourdes minimum wage

On April 6, 2016, power changed hands.
The new administration claims this to be the
introducing  of  a  break,  or  a  fresh  start.
Former  President  Yayi  Boni  had  been  in
office  for  ten  years,  and  his  regime  had
drawn  widespread  condemnation.  In  fact,
most of those in charge in the new adminis-
tration  (like  Patrice  Talon  himself)  had
supported the previous one, but had fallen out
with it at some time or other.

Since Talon came to power,  his  policies
have included:

- all-out privatization: a number of com-
panies  in  the  agricultural  sector  have  been
liquidated and hundreds of workers laid off
as a result;

-  a  plan  to  farm out*  several  hospitals,
including the largest in the country;

- the transfer of the Cotonou harbour to
the private sector;

- the destruction of the small shopkeepers’
booths  along  the  streets  in  order  to  ‘free
public space’;

- a lack of genuine social dialogue with
the workers’ representatives, in order to plan
the  means  necessary  for  satisfying  their
legitimate demands;

- a soaring cost of living due to new taxes
and levies, etc.

This situation has caused ever-increasing
discontent.  Several  sit-ins  have  been  orga-
nized against outsourcing plans. The workers
of  the  companies  being  liquidated  have  on
several  occasions  taken  part  in  demonstra-
tions. Last May, general secretaries from the
trade  union  confederations  interrupted  dis-
cussions  so  as  to  denounce  the  lack  of
dialogue and privatization. The Front pour le
Sursaut Patriotique (FSP – Front for Patriotic
Awakening)  organized  a  massive  march  on
June  23rd to  protest  against  the  way  the
country is being governed.

It  should  be  pointed  out  that  these
demonstrations have taken place in the wake
of those that were held in parliament and on
April 4, 2016, and caused the bill that was to
revise  the  Constitution  to  fall  short  of
winning enough votes. Obviously, discontent
has  kept  growing  across  the  country  even
after  the  launching  of  the  government’s
action  plan  and  the  massive  “communi-
cation” campaign that has been orchestrated
since December 2016.

Innocent Assogba, trade unionist
* A sort of public service delegation contract, in
other words, privatization.

The anger felt by the workers in the Port-au-
Prince textile subcontracting industry shows no
sign  of  abating.  Surrounded  by  heavily  armed
police  units,  Haiti’s  working  class  took  to  the
streets to continue demanding that the minimum
wage be increased to 800 gourdes ($12.71) per
day. Here is an extract from Comrade Berthony
Dupond  ’s  comments  on  the  events  in  the
editorial of the Haiti Liberté weekly (June 28th):

“In  an  attempt  to  intimidate  the  working
classes, the bosses of the subcontracting indus-
try,  under  false  pretences,  are  calling on  their
lackeys to put down demonstrations by workers
whose only crime is that they no longer accept
the eternal starvation wages paid by the multi-
nationals’ vassals. ‘If in the future such demons-
trations are not curbed, we shall find ourselves

forced  to  seek  other  business  alternatives
insearch for stability’, they said in their letter. 

In truth, the bosses are afraid that this mobi-
lization might turn into a genuine movement of
the  people  aiming  to  definitely  change  the
system that makes it easy for them to shame-
lessly exploit Haitian labour (…)

At this juncture,  the people should remain
vigilant and join battle with the workers. They
should be  wary of  the presidential  candidates
who have nothing to offer, apart from making
use of the popular masses for their own cause.
The  only  hurdle  in  this  trade  union  protest
movement  lies  in  the  fact  that  it  purely  and
simply remains a question of wages, without a
national political awareness aimed at putting an
end to the rotten system that is capitalism.” 



PORTUGAL
It’s not the fires that kill, it is capitalist barbarism

Each  summer,  as  soon  as  the
temperature  rises,  the  vast
Portuguese forests burn. Because of
their great number, the forest fires in
Portugal  are  incommensurate  with
the countries of comparable size in
the south of Europe.

This time, starting on the 17th of
June, particularly bad weather con-
ditions caused a fire  that  spread at
great  speed through three  towns in
the centre of the country. Over sixty
people  died  within  a  few  hours,
either  asphyxiated  or  burnt  alive,
most  of them in their  automobiles,
as they attempted to flee the fire on
a  national  road.  This  road  was
bordered  directly  by  the  forest,
although  law  makes  it  compulsory
for  there  to  be  a  clearing  of  ten
metres  on  both  sides  of  national
roads.

It looked like what is seen in war:
gutted  vehicles,  burnt  villages,  de-
vastation. How is this possible?

The countryside deserted
and left to turn into forest

In  the  1960s,  the  Portuguese
countryside was largely deserted by
the farmers and peasants, who were
impoverished and pushed into emi-
grating. The joining of the European
Union then further reduced any hope
of profitability for activities like far-
ming and grazing.

The  countryside  turned  into
forest. This new forest became raw
material for the paper pulp industry,
one of the sole “competitive” indus-
tries remaining in Portugal.

Exploiting cheap raw material, this
industry is an example of the “expro-
priating  machine”  that  the  capitalist
system has always been, and that it is
more  and  more  becoming.  The

gigantic  plantations  are  the  direct
property  of  industrialists,  and  the
small  owners  of  parcelled-out  plots
have no choice but to sell their wood
at  the  price  ceiling  set  by  the
industrialists.

It  is  also  cheap  raw  material
because the native Portuguese trees
and  plants  have  been  replaced  by
eucalyptuses,  which  grow  very
quickly, dry the soil and need practi-
cally no human care at all.

Fires  have  little  impact  on  the
commercial  value  of  paper  pulp-
wood. From the point of view of the
industrialists,  the  losses  caused  by
the  fires  are  much  less  than  what
their prevention would cost. 

Job cuts and public-private 
sector partnerships

The successive  governments,  all
in  the  service  of  capital  and  the
European Union, have pretended to
adopt  legislation  for  country  and
forest  planning.  They  have  then
established  bodies  that  pretend  to
implement  that  legislation.  But  the
budget  constraints  and  austerity
decreed  by  the  European  Union
have  prevented  it  from  having  the
least  effect.  Over  the  years,  forest
and river warden services have been
practically  eliminated.  Fire-fighting
itself now essentially depends on the
devotion – and often the sacrifice –
of volunteer  fire  brigades.  The fire
brigade often  get  their  meagre  pay
very late.

The SIRESP, which is the “high
technology” service that ensures the
digital  coordination  of communica-
tion  between  the  departments  in
charge of emergency situation, was
given over to a public-private sector
partnership (PPP),  according to  the

sacrosanct  model  imposed  by  the
European Union. The SIRESP high
tech  system  went  down  when  the
fired  started.  The  consortium  that
had won the PPP in 2005, for about
half  a billion euros,  was composed
of  a  number  of  companies  and
individuals who all, without excep-
tion, were involved in the financial
scandals  and  bankruptcies  of  the
past several years. Among them was
Portugal Telecom, a former national
company that had been sold to the
French  multinational  Altice  a  few
years ago. Its share price had fallen
at that time by 80% of what it had
been before privatization. The Portu-
guese  press  reports  (Público,  22
June)  that  the  SIRESP  had  failed
every  time there  had  been  an
extreme  emergency  in  the  country
over the past ten years.

Collateral victims

The elderly persons who still live
in the deserted villages in the midst
of  this  expand  of  forest  that  can
catch fire within a few minutes are
suffering the same fate as the civi-
lian “collateral  victims” of the US,
French and British, etc. bombings in
the  countries  at  war.  Some die  for
the profit  of  the  oil  multinationals,
others  for  the  profit  of  the  timber
industrialists.

The time when capitalism contri-
buted  to  the  progress  of  human
industry, to the mastering of nature
and of natural resources, is over.

The victims of the forest fire in
Portugal are yet more victims of the
generalized  war  that  capitalism  in
its  death  throes  is  waging  against
humanity.

Adriano Zilhão
23 June 2017


