Foreword

This paper is the author’s first step in inquiring the agricultural sector.  Although labor issues have been the very part of my work in the latest years, I had to start from the basic lessons on rural workers organization.  Stimulating as it was to analyze the national cases under discussion here - Brazil and the Philippines - the focus shifted dramatically as I went on my inquiries, and as I became less illiterate in the topic.  Once I had a more intimate contact to the subject made me unavoidably reformulate the purposes of the analyses.  Research questions formulated at a time when I was totally novice were also adapted.  The very limited time of my stay at the International Labor Office (2 months) - where I conducted the research - certainly narrowed the scope of this research.  Some very important issues, but whose discussion would definitely take a long, long way were almost suppressed.  Examples are the important topics of land reform and the informal economy of the rural sector in both countries.  Furthermore, for my desperation, when I was almost closing this current paper the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) released the last National Survey with many interesting and detailed data about labor in the agricultural sector.  Unfortunately I were only able to use some of this data.  For the future, a further analysis of this data seems to be a tempting activity.

For such a vast topic, the difficulties of beginner only allowed me to produce this timid piece of work.

Working on this paper not only offered me joy but also consciousness about the need to look at the issue of labor in the countryside, specifically in developing countries.  One of the specialists I interviewed for this paper told me that it is hardly possible to write a good paper on such a wide issue without a field work.  My goals then, will not be so ambitious.  For this time, I just hope that this paper can have an ‘awareness-raising’ effect in the readers.  In order to fill the so many gaps that remain in this paper I beg the readers to give me a second chance in the future.
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Introduction

The reason why rural workers were chosen as the theme of this paper is not hard to understand: in most developing and developed countries rural workers are the least organized, usually discriminated by major national labor organizations.  As described by the report on safety and health in agriculture for the 88th Session of the International Labour Conference (ILC, 2000) “compared to workers in other sectors, agricultural workers are under-protected”.  However, agriculture sector is still an important share of the labor force in most developing countries.  The health and safety threatening environments, the wages below minimum, the lack of basic benefits and insurance make it urgent that measures be taken to improve all sorts of labor relations mechanisms in this sector worldwide.  

This is an urgent but uneasy task.  Rural labor is usually scattered in remote places of developing countries, some aggravated by the large territorial extensions (Brazil, India, Nigeria, etc.).  Rural workers are usually the least educated in the labor force - not unusually illiterate - without any knowledge of labor rights, or even human rights.  Extreme poverty is most of times, the reality of rural workers, making them more vulnerable to employers’ exploitation since they do not have any economic alternatives.  And finally (but not lastly) any attempt to study and organize rural workers is faced with the complexity and lack of homogeneity of the agricultural sector.  As the ILC (op. cit.) analyses: 

“(agriculture) involves a number of specific situations which vary from country to country and between developed and developing countries ... ‘Agriculture’ covers not only farming but also many other associated activities ... Agricultural work ... is carried out in a rural environment where there is no clear-cut distinction between working and living conditions”



Why were these two countries selected among so many?  In both of them agriculture has been an important employer: it comprises 24.2% of all employment in Brazil (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, IBGE, 1999), and 37.3% in the Philippines (Philippine National Statistics Office, NSO, 2000).  In both countries agriculture employs more than the industry sector.

Both countries have a recent history of dictatorship government, when the state used to repress the labor movement, not rarely employing violence.  In both cases, the Catholic Church has been an important aid to workers during the dictatorship years and in the transition to democracy.  Land reforms have been targeted by both governments, although it seems to have been more successful in the Philippines than in Brazil.  Since 1988 an intensive program has been carried out in the Phillipines, and today, no big rural enterprise own rural properties.  Brazil, on the other hand, has been struggling against its secular agrarian structure, where big landowners have not only economic but also political and juridical powers.  Small peasants have been paying with blood to get their rights for a piece of land.  The Landless Movement (MST) has grew during the latest years and their fight has become more and more radical as the government does not accomplish the targets of the land reform year after year.

The differences among the two countries goes further.  Brazil is a continental country with population of more than 166 million and labor force of 79 million.  On the other hand, there are 73 million� Filipinos - of which 31 million� in the labor force - spread in an archipelago of 7000 islands (although most population live in 11 of them).�  Brazilian economy is exactly ten times the Filipino (US$ 820 billions against US $82 billions in 19972)  Rural employment, in percentages, is much smaller in Brazil than in the Philippines (see above) and value added by agriculture is only 8% of the GDP in the first and 19% in the latter2.  However, food exports sum up to 31% of total exports in Brazil and only 8% in the Philippines.  This would suggest that agriculture is less labor intensive in Brazil and that, although food products comprise a substantial proportion of total exports, they do not earn a proportional revenue.  In other words, Brazilian economy relies more on the export of industrialized, high value-added commodities.  Another indication of the capital intensity in the Brazilian agriculture as compared to the Filipino is the index of machinery/tractors per hectare of arable land: 1.58 in the former, and 0.22 in the latter2.  

Having in mind both similarities and differences of these two countries it might be enlightening to make a deeper analysis of the development of the labor movement under such circumstances.  How did rural unions manage to survive during the dictatorship years?  What are the characteristics of the movement today and what are the prospects for its development in the future?  These are some of the questions that we will try to address in this paper.  More specifically, we will also try to identify groups that are usually discriminated in the rural labor movement and what are the obstacles posed when trying to organize them.

�Overview

1. Characteristics of the Rural Labor Force

Brazil

The industrialization in Brazil basically happened during the 1960s and it was during that decade that urban population superseded rural population.  For the first time in history, agriculture sector was no more the main employer in the economy.

Table 1. Distribution of Population Urban x Rural Area, Brazil 1950-1999

�Urban 

(%)�Rural

(%)��1950�36.16�63.84��1960�44.67�55.33��1970�55.92�44.08��1980�67.59�32.41��1991�75.59�24.41��1996

1999�78.36

79.68�21.64

20.32��Source: IBGE



Table 2. Sector Shares of Employment, Brazil 1950 - 1989



Year�Agriculture

(%)�Industry

(%)�Services

(%)�Labor Force

(millions)��1950

1960

1970

1980

1985

1989

1998*�60

54

44

29

29

23

23�14

13

18

25

22

24

20�26

33

38

46

49

53

55+�17.1

22.8

29.6

43.2

53.2

62.5

69.9��Source: World Bank (1994)

*Source: IBGE

+ Sum does not add up to 100% because 2% were identified as belonging to unknown sectors



In 1998, agriculture sector employed 26% of all working men and 19% of the working women (IBGE).  Although wage workers are relatively high as compared to other developing countries the absolute majority of them are employed in a temporary basis:

Table 3. Composition of Rural Wage Earners, Brazil late 1980s - early 1990s

Wage-earners as % of total rural labor force�Temporary workers as % of agricultural wage earners��37.9�77.4��Source: ILO (1996) Wage workers in agriculture: conditions of employment and work



A deeper understanding of the Brazilian historic and economic development makes it clear of who constitutes the source of waged labor in agriculture.  

During the 1960s - as industrialization and capitalization of the agricultural sector took place - more and more small owners, sharecroppers and renters found it difficult to remain in the countryside.  An enormous movement of people from the countryside to the big cities occurred in the 70s and 80s in the so-called rural exodus.  Clearly the metropolises were not able to absorb this extra population nor in terms of offering them jobs neither supplying them with basic living conditions.  This mass of former rural workers remained jobless and miserable and could only find a place in the slums of the cities.  The ill-planned ‘modernization of the Brazilian countryside’ as only took the interests of the big capital into account, caused deleterious consequences not only for the countryside but also for the urban area.  Maybury-Lewis (1994) describes what happened in the wealthiest state of the country (São Paulo), but which is also very similar to the process in other regions:

“While Paulista� agribusiness interests built up much of Brazil’s phenomenal agricultural productivity, they simultaneously bought or forced out small holders and sharecroppers who could not keep up with the development pace.  The one process evidently went hand in hand with the other.  Sharecroppers and small holders either wound up in the city of São Paulo trying to eke out a living in its overcrowded slums, or made new homes on the periphery of towns in the Paulista hinterland.  From there they would make the daily trip to the fields as landless laborers, carrying their ubiquitous cold lunch, the bóia-fria.”



Bóia-frias therefore, have been the main source of temporary rural workers.  They are among the workers with lowest social and economic conditions in the economy: very often illiterate, living in miserable conditions, and without any alternatives for employment.  They are therefore, susceptible to employers’ exploitation such as, unsafe working conditions, long hours of work, abscence of benefits, very low wages, etc.

In the same way that bóia-frias’ temporary work is very common, part-time workers is also a rule in agricultural sector.  According to the 1998 IBGE survey only 54% of the workers spent 40 or more hours weekly in their main job.  Most of these workers have to find other partial and/or temporary positions in order to complement their income.  Also as a consequence of the lack of full time positions the family budget is not solely the duty of the breadwinner: women and children too, are usually responsible for earning parts of the home income.

The degrading working conditions in the rural area is even worse when women workers are under discussion.  Splitting the data above among male and female workers makes the picture more clearer:

Table 4. Population and Employment in Rural Sector, 1999.

�Total�Men�Women��Population�32,585,066�51.89%�48.11%��Employment�17,372,105�66.02%�33.98%��Source: IBGE.



Although women account for almost half of the rural population in Brazil (48%) they add up a little more than one third of total rural employment (34%).  Worse than this data is the analysis of their working conditions as compared to male workers:

Table 5. Employment Status of Rural Workers, 1998.

�Wage�Self Employed�Employers�Unpaid�Subsistence�Unknown��Total�25.62%�26.75%�2.80%�26.58%�18.23%�0.02%��Men�33.98%�34.71%�3.94%�20.33%�7.02%�0.02%��Women�8.44%�10.35%�0.47%�39.42%�41.31%�0.01%��Source: IBGE, PNAD 1998



Table 6. Hours normally worked in main (rural) job, 			1998.

�up to 14

(%)�15 to 39

(%)�40 to 48

(%)�49 and over

(%)�unknown

(%)��Total�14.69�31.10�32.89�21.28�0.05��Men�4.64�26.03�41.26�28.02�0.05��Women�35.38�41.53�15.66�7.40�0.04��Source: IBGE, PNAD 1998

Only an insignificant proportion of women rural workers are wage workers (8%).  Unpaid and self-account workers add up to almost 81% of the whole female rural working population.

More preoccupying is the fact that, even the tiny 8% of female wage earners are, in the great majority, part-time workers: 77% of them work less than 40 hours a week in their main occupation.

The miserable conditions of rural workers are more intolerable when female workers are under analysis.









�Philippines

Agriculture has been until very recently the most important economic sector in the Philippines.  In April/2000 it still accounted for more than 37% of all employment in the country.

Table 7. Sector Shares of Employment, Philippines 1980 - 2000

Year�Agriculture

(%)�Industry

(%)�Services

(%)�Labor Force

(millions)��1980

1990

Apr/2000�51.8

45.2

37.3�15.4

15.0

16.2�32.8

39.7

46.5�18.8+

25.0+

32.9��Source: +World Bank (1999) and Philippines National Statistics Office (NSO 2000)



Exports of fruits and sugar are mainly carried by multinational companies that purchase standardized crops of small farmers and sell it in the international market.  In 1997, although food products accounted for only 8.32% of all exports, the value added by the agriculture sector in the national GDP was of 18.67%

The Philippine Department of Labour and Employment (DOLE) defined the term ‘rural workers’ as “small, subsistence agricultural producers such as farmers, forestry workers, fishermen, livestock and poultry raisers, agricultural labourers including wage earners, hired and exchange labour, and unpaid family workers, artisans and marginal, small self-employed workers engaged in handicrafts, services and retail in rural areas”.  Therefore, rural workers in the Philippines might embrace a wider population, since this group also includes people in activities such as forestry, fishing, handicraft and other rural services that are usually not included under the same definition in the Brazilian case.

Rural workers are as wage earners, self-employed or unpaid/family workers, according to their employment status:

Table 8. Employment Status of Rural Workers, Philippines April/2000

�Total

(‘000)�Wage Workers

(%)�Self Employed

(%)�Unpaid/family

(%)��All Sectors�28'301�50.63�37.40�11.97��Agriculture�10'558�25.79�50.41�23.79��Source: NSO

As it can be seen, more than half of workers in agriculture are self-employed, and only something more than 1/4 of them are wage workers.  Almost 24% constitutes of unpaid workers.  These latter are usually women working in rural families, or workers in subsistence conditions.  

Plant (1994) reminds that the term ‘own account farmers’ is used to describe a wide and heterogeneous group of people that includes “owner cultivators, share and leasehold tenants, marginal farmers or tribal community members with no legal standing, and non-cultivating landowners who earned most of income through rents or business and corporate profits”.  Plant also warns that there is no data splitting them into specific categories.  The author also gives the distribution of the use of land among different crops:

“The three major crops, in terms of both land and labour use, are rice, corn and coconut.  Approximately 60% of all farm land is taken up with rice and corn cultivation.  Coconut cultivation has accounted for just under 30% of the farm land.  Most of the balance, or approximately 12%, is taken up with mainly export oriented cash crops, including sugar, bananas, pineapples and other citrus products.”



The sugar industry according to the author, is very unstable.  Work contracts are usually short (some workers being recruited in a daily basis) and usually employ migrant workers.  Banana, pineapple and rubber plantations, due to their stability, facilitated the trade union movement.  In the coconut industry, share tenancy is the dominant system.  However, tenants use temporary wage labor during the harvesting and husking seasons.  Temporary workers seem to be the norm both in the large and small farms.  Plant notes that even permanent resident workers earn regular wages only during harvesting time.

A considerable portion of rural workers are working less than full-time, and a total of 28% of rural workers would prefer to be working more than they do actually (NSO).  They can therefore, be considered ‘underemployed’ in terms of number of hours:

�Table 9. Number of Hours Worked in the Past Week - Rural Sector,			 April/2000

Hours Worked Past Week�Percent (%)�Percent of Workers Wanting More Hours of Work (%)��Less than 40�42.2��15.4��          - Up to 20��13.9���          - 20 to 29��13.7���          - 30 to 39��14.6���40 and more�56.1��12.7��With a job, not at work�1.6����Source: NSO

What about women’s situation?  According to the National Statistics Office in April 2000 more than 52% of Filipino men was in the rural sector as compared to only 25% of women.  The data also shows that, from all women in this sector only 40% are employed and more than half of them are not even in the labor force:

Table 10. Employment Condition - Women in Rural Area, April/2000.

Employed

(%)�Unemployed

(%)�Not in Labor Force

(%)�Total

(‘000)��40.30�7.95�51.75�12,314��Source: NSO

Hari Correa (1994) explains that most rural women in the Philippines are smallholders or members of households receiving a combination of industrial and rural income.  Data on women working conditions is difficult to obtain, and the information is also usually biased.  The author describes:

“Statistics count mainly women in paid formal employment and grossly underestimate their real economic contribution.  Women carry out a multitude of essential economic activities as unpaid family workers, and in the informal sector and agriculture, which are usually unrecorded in statistics.  Women’s work is especially unrecognized in rural areas.  Typically, the rural woman’s working day is 14 to 16 hours long and filled with a multiplicity of arduous tasks: subsistence food production; food processing and preparation; fetching wood; drawing water; handicrafts; marketing; and child care.”



2. Rural Labor Movement

Brazil

Brazilian rural worker union movement is one of the largest in Latin America (Maybury-Lewis, 1994).  

The main organization is CONTAG, the National Confederation of Agriculture Workers, created in 1963 and recognized by the pro-leftist government in 1964, months before the coup d’etat that started the military dictatorship.  In 1999 CONTAG claimed to represent 15 million workers distributed in 3,600� labor unions aggregated in 25 state federations.  Members include small family workers (owners and non-owners), landless workers, and wage earners (permanent and temporary workers).  In Brazil, speaking about rural workers movement is speaking about CONTAG, and vice versa.

CONTAG’s main focuses are: land reform; family agriculture; rural wage employment; social security, welfare, health and education; gender and employment generation; fight against child and slave labor.

Philippines

The largest union body is the Trade Union Congress of the Philippines (TUCP).  Formed in December 1974, it was designated the official labor center of the Philippines by the Marcos government.  Despite this condition, it intended to be a nonpolitical trade union, concerned primarily with ‘economic’ collective bargaining.

Another national federation, the Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU) - May First Movement - was formed in July 1980, more ideologically oriented, openly political in its approach and defending a labor movement that goes beyond collective bargaining.  It boasts to be “the most militant peasant federation in the Philippines and ... among the most significant peasant movements in Asia”.  It aggregates organizations of landless peasants, small farm owners, rural wage workers, subsistence fishermen, rural women workers and rural youth.  It claims to represent 800,000 rural people, or 9% of the Philippine agricultural labor force.  Its main targets are: land reform, agricultural cooperation, economic freedom from foreign domination, human rights, social security and welfare policies, women’s rights, minorities’ rights, sustainability and environmental protection and education. 

3. A Comparative Perspective

As a whole, we can say that, despite the differences in agricultural sector, rural populations in the two countries share some common characteristics.  Rural workers are usually miserable, poorly educated, have no access to welfare programs such as health care, have high migration movements in search of better working and living conditions.  Their working conditions are deplorable.  Self employed workers are subject to big farmers’ or enterprises’ conditions (price of crops, land rents, conditions of cropsharing, etc).  Very often, especially in Brazil, if they are small owners, they suffer additional pressures to leave the land or to sell it to big farmers.  In most cases violence is used against them.  If they are wage workers their employment and working conditions are unsatisfactory and they have no voice to improve the situation.  Wages below the minimum, temporary contracts, unsafe working environments, etc. are still the rule for most rural workers.  Full time work is also a privilege of few, even among permanent workers.  Employers in order to avoid responsibilities over labor force, make use of labor contractors.  When this is the case, labor exploration is even more serious: contractors are widely known for their disrespect to labor rights.  Given their social and economical background rural workers have only two alternatives: become unemployed (in the rural or urban area) or accept these inferior working conditions.  Since under such conditions it is hardly ever possible to guarantee their families’ survival, it is necessary that women and children also work.  The conditions for them are even more exploitative, as the data has previously attested.

This whole scenario and the nature of rural work make labor union movement extremely difficult in agricultural sector.  Unions are faced with difficult challenges and must engage in serious efforts if they want to cover a representative number of workers in the sector.  Workers lack of education, the physical and geographical location of rural workers, the power of big landlords and enterprises are among the greatest obstacles.

�HistorICAL background and the Dictatorship Years

1. Brazil

The first Brazilian rural workers trade union was founded in 1938 in the state of Rio de Janeiro, but before the 1960s there were almost no significant rural workers movement.  Maybury-Lewis (idem) finds an explanation for this:

“Two essential reasons account for this lack of organization: one inherent to the social, economic, ideological, and political context in which most of Brazil’s rural masses found themselves until the mid-twentieth century, and the other owing to a tacit agreement between Brazil’s dominant classes concerning the legal and institutional structuring of the countryside.”



The 1960s and 1970s were years of big transformations in the Brazilian economy and society as industrialization was taking place.  During that time, peasants movements grew in size and intensity.  In 1961, the First National Congress of Peasants and Agricultural Workers occurred, with the participation of 1,600 delegates.  Their basic demands were land reform and right of organization to rural workers.  In 1963 the government approved the Statute of the Rural Workers.  It made rural workers equal to urban workers, by extending many of the labor rights to the countryside.  In the same year the National Confederation of Agricultural Workers (CNTA) was founded in the city of Rio de Janeiro.  This organization was later renamed as CONTAG.  At that time, there were 475 rural unions in the country, aggregated in 14 federations.  During the first dictatorship years many trade unionists were exiled, put in jail, tortured, and/or murdered.  Moreover, the government indicated ‘interventors’ to closely monitor union activities (including urban unions).  However, in 1968, CONTAG was able to elect its own president independently of the government’s intervention.  During the end of 70s and beginning of the 80s the first significant rural workers strikes happened, basically in the sugar cane fields of the Northeast states.  The outcomes of the strikes were equalization of wages in the sector, real wage increase and betterment of working conditions.  Although many demands were attended, the fight was not smooth.  Violence occurred and included the murder of union leaders.

Rural workers’ movements has always been supported by many organizations.  At the beginning of the movement - during the 50s and 60s - the Brazilian Communist Party, the Peasants Leagues, the Landless Workers Movement (MST) and the Catholic Church were crucial in giving strength for the development to the newborn movement.  Lately, important supporters of CONTAG have been, in addition to the Catholic Church (Commission of the Land) and the MST, the Order of Lawyers in Brazil (OAB), the Inter-union Department of Statistics and Socio-Economic Studies (DIEESE), and the Central Union of Workers (CUT), one of the main union confederations in the country, to which CONTAG was affiliated in 1995.  Since its foundation, 7 national meetings by the confederation have taken place.  During these meetings, elections for the new presidency occur, and new goals and strategies for the labor movement are discussed.

Maybury-Lewis discusses in his book that CONTAG’s greatest strength and which allowed it to survive and even increase during the dictatorship years (1964-1985) was its ability to use the very constrained space offered by the military government and transform it into its own advantage.  Many unions succumbed to the government’s desire to make them mere welfare-management institutions (especially with the introduction of the Program of Assistance to the Rural Worker - PRORURAL), but CONTAG could wisely come over it and continue its labor fights “without raising the ire of the military state”.  According to Maybury-Lewis 

“[CONTAG] workers and their allies found that they could employ a scarce and therefore precious political ‘space’ - namely, the trade union apparatus itself, which the Ministry of Labor had recognized and incorporated into the official system of interest representation - for the reflection and consciousness raising as well as for mobilization of the rank and file on behalf of land, salary, and workplace disputes.  As a result of this political creativity, rural labor managed to rebuild and expand an impressive, notably progressive union network - usually without provoking a crackdown by the military state or rural elites ...”



This should be seen as CONTAG’s main power and reason for its development up to the current solid stage.

Next, a brief summary of the meetings are is exposed:�Table 11. CONTAG National Meetings (1966-2000).

�Meeting - Year�Features��First Meeting - 1966�Under the government’s intervention, union leaders strengthened their position against the dictatorship regime and prepared for its independence.��Second Meeting - 1973�The meeting occurred in the hardest years of the military dictatorship.  The government tried to impede it but workers succeeded in carrying it out.  Basic plans for the following years included land reform, subsidies for small producers and rights for wage rural workers.��Third Meeting - 1979�CONTAG mainly discussed the structure of labor movement in the country and openly criticized the state’s interference in union affairs.��Fourth Meeting - 1985�After the state launched the National Plan of Land Reform the meeting focused on the discussion of this topic showing the weakness of the governmental plan.  CONTAG also demanded the revision of the National Constitution by the Congress as means to increase democracy in the country.��Fifth Meeting - 1990�For the first time, the presidency of the confederation was elected directly by the delegates in congress.  Departments were created in order to focus CONTAG’s attention in workers’ special needs (wages, rural policies, agrarian policies, social policies, union leadership training and education, international relations, women issues, child labor).��Sixth Meeting - 1995�Rural workers’ citizenship rights were called into attention: health, education, housing, safety and social welfare.  There was also an emphasis on family agriculture.��Seventh Meeting - 1998�The theme of the meeting was ‘An Alternative Project for Sustainable Rural Development’.��



2. Philippines

The Philippine rural worker labor movement has been less unified than the Brazilian.  But early in 1938 there were around 40 peasants’ organizations recognized by the government.  Peasants’ movement in the Philippines was early connected to army.  The connections to the Hukbalahap guerrilla in the 1940s and the Huk rebellion of the 1946-54 are examples of these connections.  Similarly to Brazil, the 1960s were also years of development for the Philippine rural workers’ movement.  In this time, the Federation of Free Farmers (FFF) was created.  It was a national level organization, representing employed and self-employed workers in plantations, tenants, sharecroppers and small farmers.  Its activities included collective bargaining, education, lobbying activities, legal and economic services.  Among FFF’s focuses were land reform, small farmers’ interests, credit and subsidies to members, family farm production and sustainable agricultural development.  

Similarly to Brazil, Philippines trade unions also faced a period of dictatorship that was characterized by a heavy governmental intervention in labor organizations.  The most critical period for Philippines unions occurred during martial law in the years between 1972-81, but intervention was still present until the end of Ferdinand Marcos presidency in 1986.  The strongest rural workers’ movements in those years were union federations of workers in commercial agriculture, particularly in the sugar industry.  The National Congress of Unions in the Sugar Industry of the Philippines (NACUSIP) was created in 1965 and was one of the founding organizations of the Trade Union Congress of the Philippines (TUCP) in 1975.  Another union was the National Federation of the Sugar Workers (NFSW) created in 1971.  Years later, it joined the Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU) becoming therefore, anti-government and suffered violent actions from the state.  NFSW has particularly emphasized land reform and temporary workers’ interests.  

In 1978 the Rural Workers’ Office was created by a Presidential Decree.  Later it was upgraded to the Bureau of Rural Workers in the Department of Labour and Employment (DOLE).  It regarded itself as a recognition from the state that “rural workers urgently need special assistance to raise their capability for self-development and to link them up vitally with the mainstream of progress and growth”.  The Office’s main objective was supposedly to “provide special assistance for the organization of rural workers into unions, cooperatives and other appropriate forms of organizations”.  In fact, the goals of the Office were exactly the opposite: guarantee that the state had a direct control and monitoring of the labor movement, and avoid that it becomes threatening to the national political and social order.  It was the government’s purpose to limit or obstruct workers ability to self organize.  The repression to workers and labor organizations during the Marcos government and even during Aquino’s presidency is a clear indication of the still lack of democracy in labor movement.

�UNIONS TODAY

1. Labor Organization and Law

Brazil

Convention 141 on Rural Workers’ Organization was ratified by Brazil only in September 1994.  However, as mentioned before, in 1963 the Statute of the Rural Worker brought the rights achieved by urban workers to the countryside.  Those rights, described in the substantive CLT (Consolidação das Leis do Trabalho - the collection of all Brazilian labor laws), covered workers’ organization, strike activity, safety and health, vacations, Labor Court, wages, unemployment benefits, women’s work, child labor, etc.  In addition to these, the Statute of the Rural Worker included specific rights for rural workers and organizations, and funds for rural workers’ welfare and social security.

According to the government statistics bureau (IBGE) ‘rural producers’ are classified into 4 groups: owners, renters, sharecroppers, and occupants.  This classification is based primarily on the responsibility over exploration of land and the ownership of production.  CONTAG recognizes 6 types of agriculture workers (who it represents): small owners, sharecroppers, renters, squatters, permanent wage earners, and temporary wage earners.

The structure of labor movement today resembles a pyramid: the Ministry of Labor at the apex as a ‘monitor’ and ‘controller’ of labor movement institutions.  These lazzers include national confederations, state federations, and unions (usually at municipal level).  Workers at the bottom of the pyramid are grouped into associations which could be transformed into trade unions, according to the Ministry of Labor’s recognition.  Associations and unions in Brazil are classified into professional or economical groups.  Therefore, there are no enterprise or company unions.  According to many critics, this structure is the inheritance of the archaic structure coming from the 1930s.  At that time, dictator Getúlio Vargas took absolute control of all socio-economic aspects of the country, including the structure of labor movements.  In one hand he created a whole pack of workers’ benefits in order to maintain them ‘satisfied’.  It was during his government that the broad CLT was created, giving detailed descriptions of workers’ rights and working conditions.  On the other hand, the Ministry of Labor was given total power to intervene in labor issues and labor organizations.  It was the one to decide over the legality of any organization and/or activity.  It was also the one to define the structure labor organizations and to regulate and monitor it.  In this sense Santos de Morais (1990) argues:

“Our history shows that workers’ organization [today] represents the continuity of a fascist corporative and vertical structure, which has not been legally destroyed.  Despite the struggles for an autonomous union movement, and despite some significant advancement in the struggle the historic structure has not yet been superseded ... there is a contradiction in labor movement: the fight for union autonomy and freedom within the union movement is faced with control by so called democratic governments.  The structure of dominance of the state over unions is unchanged until nowadays [translation by myself].”



Philippines

The Philippines ratified Convention 141 on Rural Workers’ Organization in June, 1979.  On the first report (November 1981) the country defined the classification it designated to rural workers (as seen in the introduction): wage earners, self-employed, family workers, and landless.  Exploitation of the land is basis for the classification of self-employed workers: owners; tenants as either lessees, sharecroppers or sub-lessees (who leased a portion of the land originally leased by the landlord to the lessee); and communal farmers.  Rural trade unions were differentiated from peasant organizations as the latter represent self employed and landless workers’ interest, while the former only represent wage workers.  In addition to this, there was no significant information about labor organizations, neither data on membership.  Roger Plant (idem) tells:

“It referred to only three small organisations (which appear in fact to be little known, in comparison with the major national-level peasant federations), with a membership of 16,000, 700 and 5,000 respectively.  Their activities were described as continuing education programmes on rights, duties and responsibilities; conduct of leadership and skills training; and establishment of socio-economic projects.”  



The three small organizations were Aniban ng mga Manggagawa sa Agrikultura (AMA), Samahan Upang Magkaisa and mga Manggagawa sa Kabuikiran, Inc. (SUMAMAKA), and the Loyal Alliance in the Katipunan of Associations for Service (LAKAS-KILUSAN).

Why didn’t the report make any reference to other important movements?  Wasn’t the government and labor officials aware of them?  Surely they were.  But as it was already mentioned above, late 70s and beginning of 80s were the years of greatest repression to labor movement in the Philippines.  It is clear that the government would not accept or recognize any organization representing ‘genuine’ workers’ interests.

One another big difficulty in the Philippine rural workers’ organization is the lack of unity or, at least, of a strong axis around which the whole movement could be gravitating.  There is not anything close to the Brazilian CONTAG, for example.  The two strongest workers’ national organizations - the TUCP and the KMU - are in fact not ‘rural worker specific’.  Again citing Plant:

“There has not been a historical tradition of strong rural workers organization in the Philippines.  What there has been is a history of militant peasant mobilization, historically confined to specific regions.  More recently, there have been sharp ideological divisions between the various peasant and rural worker movements, reflecting the wider political divisions in Philippine society.  As the Philippines has long been a conflict ridden country, with widespread insurgence and militarization despite the existence of formally democratic institutions, any analysis of rural organizations must take due account of these factors.”



And even within several movements divisions are present.  During the 1st Asia-Pacific Meeting of the Agricultural Workers Trade Group (International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ Associations) in 1994, one of the founding unions of the KMU reported its disaffiliation from the organization because the KMU’s “brand of political unionism subsumed workers interest under the agenda of seizing state power”.  On the other hand, more ‘radical’ unions that once were affiliated to the TUCP accused it of being allied to the government during the dictatorship years.  These frequent disruptions inside the labor movement surely weaken the structure and make unity and strength even harder to achieve.

Nevertheless, with the end of the dictatorship it seems that slowly, labor movement is being reshaped.  Not only labor unions are learning themselves how to organize more efficiently (especially now, facing with globalization), but also new organizations are being created.  A new feature of this trend is the increasing presence of international organizations and specifically, of non-governmental organizations.  They have been involved in a wide range of activities related to agriculture and rural workers such as: workers rights, female workers’ issues, child labor, environmental sustainability, cooperatives, etc.  

�Characteristics of Unionization

1. Collective Bargaining Levels

In order to understand the agriculture sector we should first, take a brief look at the overall labor movement in both countries.

The World Labour Report (1997-98) offers some numbers:

Table 12. Labor Movement, Brazil (1991) and the Philippines (1995).

�Brazil�Philippines��Trade Union Membership (thousands of people)�15,205�3,587��Collective Bargaining Coverage Rate�(unavailable)�3.7%��Source: World Labour Report, ILO (1997-98).



The 1999 National Survey by the Brazilian Geographic and Statistical Institute (IBGE) shows that 16% of the total employed workers in the country belonged to some union.

A non-official source (ISC by Salvador, 1999) provides us with some information about the Philippine situation:

Table 13. Unionization in the Philippines, 1996-early 1998.

�1996�1997�March 1998��Active Unions

Federations / Labor Centers

Private Sector Unions

Public Sector Unions�8,248

172

7,610

466�8,822

174

8,149

499�9,041

174

8,339

528��Total Membership (claimed)

Private Sector Unions

Public Sector Unions�3.611 m

3.468 m

143,000�3.635 m

3.489 m

146,000�3.670 m*

3.517 m

153,000��Collective Bargaining Agreements (Private Sector)

Existing CBAs

Workers Covered�



3,398

411,000�



2,987

525,000�



3,038

540,000��*Represents a little over 11% of the total labor force (July 1998: 30.593 M)  

  Source: ISC by Salvador (1999)

The information comes from the summary of a study group (International Study Circles, ISC).  Some comments by the group were:







“While the number of existing or registered unions has consistently increased (from 5,710 in 1992 to 8,800+ in 1997), there has also been a steep drop in the number of CBAs (5,487 to 2,987) and the number of CBA-covered workers (662,451 to 525,000).

(...) In the entire 1997, DOLE has listed only 342 newly registered unions - the lowest annual total in the last 11 years.  And, (...) as the informal sector or non-regular workforce continues to rise, so does the decreasing population of the ‘regulars’ or the wage and salary workers - who are traditionally the main, if not exclusive, ‘source’ of trade union members in the Philippines.”



Later on, we will discuss about the impacts of the informal sector in the Philippine labor movement.

What about the agriculture sector in particular?  The tradition of collective bargaining in Brazilian agricultural sector is relatively long and strong, as already described.  Both employers’ and workers’ organizations (basically the local rural unions affiliated to CONTAG) are strong and backed by a wide membership.

The Philippine rural labor organization has historically been more divided and split between different factions.  The rivalry within the movement added to the ‘natural’ characteristics of the sector make unionization levels very low.

In one way or another, collective bargaining in the agricultural sector is still weak in both countries.  The ‘coverage discrimination’ is still very high against women, short-term, and part time workers, not to speak about self-employed (traditionally high in this sector) and unemployed workers.

Unfortunately, there is little information specifically related to rural workers’ organization.  Government agencies only provide aggregated statistics (of all sectors), if at all.  If we look at table 12, it might be possible to get a broad estimate about the level of collective bargaining in the agricultural sector.  

The ‘collective bargaining coverage rate’ (table 12 last row) indicates 3.7% in the Philippines (information not available for Brazil).  According to the ILO’s definition, however, this refers to employees in the formal sector.  If the size of labor force in both informal and formal sector were known, it would be possible to estimate the number of workers covered and not covered by collective agreements.  However, information about informal sector anywhere in the world has been very imprecise exactly due to this informality.  The Wall Street Journal wrote an article specifically about the Philippine case:

“(...) the informal sector accounted for 37.6% of the Philippines' gross national product in 1983 and 45.6% of the GNP in 1984, according to the National Tax Research Center. Today, the conservative general estimate is that 50% of the country's GNP comes from the underground economy (...) Interpreting these statistics, Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto points out that if 40% to 50% of the Philippine GNP comes from the informal sector, then 60% to 70% of the labor force is engaged in some form of informal economic activities (1988).”



Since there are close to 33 million workers in the Philippine labor force today (see Table 7), it can be estimated that at least 20 million of them are in the informal sector.  If we assume that the same percentages apply to the agricultural sector, then we would expect some 10 million to 12 million workers in the informal sector (total labor force in agriculture was 17 million in April 2000, according to the National Statistics Office).  However, only 3.7% of employees in the formal sector are covered by collective agreements.  Discounting the 2 million who are unemployed in the rural sector (NSO, April/2000), this means that only 166,000 to 222,000 of agricultural workers are expected to be covered by any collective agreement (3.7% of 4.5 to 6 million employed, agricultural workers in the formal sector).  This represents at most, 1.3% of the total agriculture labor force.  Additionally, the percentage used here to calculate the informal sector - 60% to 70% - might be underestimated for two reasons.  First, the estimations of the informal sector are from 1988.  There are strong evidences that they increased significantly, particularly after the Asian economic crisis in the late 1990s.  Secondly, it is widely known that informality in the agriculture tends to be much stronger than in the urban economy.  It is very probable therefore, that the number of agriculture workers covered by collective agreements is far lower.

In Brazil, despite the presence of CONTAG and the high unionization levels collective bargaining only covers a less than significant portion of workers.  Furthermore, as many other sector of the economy, the creation of laws and agreements is easy, but the monitoring if difficult.  As the ILO reports specifically for the agriculture sector:



“Negotiated agreements can be very detailed, covering wages, working time, rest days, leave, conditions of transport of workers, health and safety at the workplace, occupational injury benefits, trade union rights and the like.  However, few of the negotiated provisions seem to be applied in practice, due to a combination of weak labour inspection system, low fines, and complex grievances procedures in the labour courts (ILO, 1996).”  



And when agreements occur, they do not apply to all workers evenly - only male, wage earners, permanent and full time workers are usually included.  As the report VI to the 88th International Labor Conference pointed:

“In general, collective bargaining agreements are concluded in those sectors and enterprises where permanent employment is significant and tend to reflect the concerns of permanent workers.  Temporary and seasonal workers, who are often in the majority, may not be covered - or only partially.  Their frequent change of employers is considered a major obstacle (ILO, 2000).”



2. ‘Coverage Discriminated’ Groups

If we analyze the demographic characteristics of the labor force we will notice that non-traditionally unionized categories are particularly high among agricultural workers in the two countries:

Table 14. Estimates of wage employment in agriculture, including temporary workers, late 1980s - early 1990s

�Wage-earners as % of total rural labor force�Temporary workers as % of agricultural wage earners��Philippines�66.0�(unavailable)��Brazil�37.9�77.4��Source: ILO (1996) Wage workers in agriculture: conditions of employment and work



Table 15. Hours worked (% of agricultural employment), Brazil (1998) and Philippines (2000).

�less than 40�40 and over�others��Philippines�42.2�56.1�1.6��Brazil�45.8�54.2�0.1��Source: IBGE (1998), NSO (2000)

Table 16. Composition of employment, Brazil (1998) and Philippines (2000).

�Total(‘000)�Wage Workers(%)�Self Employed and Employers (%)�Unpaid, Family, Subsistence (%)��Philippines�10’558�25.79�50.41�23.79��Brazil�16’338�25.62�29.55�44.81��Source: IBGE, NSO.

According to Table 14, in Brazil, only 8.6% of all rural working population is permanent, wage-earner, agricultural worker (22.6% of 37.9%).  Organizing temporary workers is surely not an easy task, but this should not be an excuse for the low level of unionization and collective bargaining.  The problem seems to be more disinterest by the rural labor movement.  The nature of the agricultural sector is by itself seasonal, and organizations are expected to represent workers in this situation and to further improve their conditions.  Other sectors of the economy where seasonality is widespread seems more successful in organizing workers.  The construction sector for example: in many states of Brazil, construction workers unions have been actively involved in collective bargaining, workers training and other activities despite the great majority of its members are temporary workers.

In regards to part-time work, table 15 suggests that the Philippines and Brazil are quite similar.  Taken as a whole, part time workers are almost as numerous as full-time workers.  In other words, 42% and 46% of rural workers in the Philippines and Brazil, respectively, spent less than 40 hours weekly, in their main job.  This means that it does not include hours they worked in secondary jobs, at home, or for subsistence.  

Table 16 is more suggestive for the problem of unionization.  Again, the situation is very similar in both countries: only 1/4 of all working population is wage earner.  It is understandable that organizing the other 3/4 is not an easy task.  Bearing in mind that self-employment or family-employment in the rural area might indicate small owners in very remote (and even inaccessible) areas of the country it would not be hard to accept that this might be one of the biggest challenges for collective bargaining in the Philippine and the Brazilian agricultural sector.

Due to the problem of coverage discrimination labor movement in the Philippines has focused solely on the export-oriented sector  basically banana, pineapple and sugar plantations (where wage workers are mainly concentrated).

As it was already shown at the beginning of this paper, the situation is even worse when we focus women workers’ conditions.  This split is necessary and significant because women are an important proportion of the unprotected working groups in agriculture: temporary, part-time, informal, family, etc.  They also tend to be less educated, not to speak about the heavy duties in house and child caring.  Women unionization has historically been lower than men in any sector, but in agriculture they are particularly exploitated.  Not rare they are the chief of family since many men leave the countryside to get jobs in the city and/or migrate to other regions of the country in order to get better jobs.  To make things worse, there is also the problem of inaccuracy when dealing with statistical data related to their work.  For the Brazilian case Godinho Delgado and Balção (1993) explain:

“In agriculture, the statistics are not precise since women participation in the labor force has not been systematically recorded.  However, official data indicates that around 13% of them work in the rural area as compared to 28% of males [translation by myself].”



Similarly, Hari-Correa (1997) describes the problems of women labor in rural areas of Southeast Asia, and particularly in the Philippines:

“Statistics count mainly women in paid formal employment and grossly underestimate their real economic contribution.  Women carry out a multitude of essential economic activities as unpaid family workers, and in the informal sector and agriculture, which are usually unrecorded in statistics.  Women’s work is especially unrecognized in rural areas.  Typically, the rural woman’s working day is 14 to 16 hours long and filled with a multiplicity of arduous tasks (including child care).  Women workers in the rural areas of the Philippines are mostly self employed smallholders or members of households which often receive their income from a combination of rural and industrial work. ... Women’s participation in the activities of RWOs [rural workers’ organizations] is proportionately extremely low, and the number of trade union activities for women even lower.  Partly because of this, the services of RWOs seldom cater specifically for the special needs and concerns of women workers.”  (Hari-Correa)



One another problem in the Philippine labor organization refers to migrant workers - the sacadas.  Coming from other regions of the country they are frequently discriminated altogether with other ‘vulnerable’ groups and excluded from most of the benefits achieved by trade unions for permanent workers.  Again, it seems more a lack of willingness by labor movements.

Finally, unemployed workers’ interests have never been seriously represented by labor organizations in either country.  Numbers of April 2000 in the Philippines indicate an unemployment level of 11.8% in the agricultural sector.  This number does not include workers ‘not in the labor force’, i.e., it does not consider any possible ‘discouraged worker effect’.  In Brazil, the 1999 National Survey (PNAD by the IBGE) indicates that 97% of the economic active population in the rural area was ‘at the job’.  The problem here is that any person who worked for own consumption, even if not remunerated and even if he/she was looking for a paid job, was considered as ‘at the job’.  The definition, therefore, is not a good indicator of workers’ employment situation.  



There is still a very big room for the development of unions in the agricultural sector.  A huge number of workers still remain unprotected, and usually they are the more vulnerable ones.  At the same time changes in agriculture are impacting negatively on workers: globalization, increase of capitalist enterprises in the countryside, introduction of labor-saving technology, land reform (and the need of new forms of labor organizing), etc.  These are all issues that need an urgent solution.  As some unionists recognize “For plantation workers freedom of association is the means to ensure the basic human rights (Sue Longley, IUF)”.  Therefore, it is time to be more ambitious in the fight for these human rights.  Plant (idem) accuses that: “[t]rade union organizations appear to have devoted limited attention to Convention 141 [on rural workers organizations].  The predominant national union confederation [in the Philippines] did not play a major role in organizing the categories of rural workers covered by the Convention.”  The same - although to a less extent - is also valid for the Brazilian CONTAG.  Unions cannot lose any more time.  Much work is still to be done.

�Prospects of future development AND obstacles

What do unions expect to face in the near future?  Not only old problems remain unsolved but new other challenges are being posed to rural labor organizations.  Unions have two choices: remain blind to the great majority of rural workers who are not part of the ‘traditionally unionized, protected’ group, or alternatively, think of creative ways to target this increasingly big portion of the agricultural working population.  Both countries have to pay particular attention to the categories just mentioned: women, part-time workers, and temporary workers.  But attention should also be focused on landless people who have been pushed to the big cities where are faced with poverty, discrimination, starvation and violence.  Some old problems still need a serious solution:

No protection to women, part timers and temporary workers - Unions still need a serious commitment and interest in representing these groups of workers.  They should be aware that this is the majority of rural working population already.

Geographical distances - Interestingly, Brazil which is much bigger than the Philippines has been relatively more successful in organizing rural workers.  But even though, there is still a considerable population in inaccessible areas that need an additional effort to be organized.  A strong central organization that includes regional branches, and that decentralizes the bargaining structure to these branches might be one way of doing it.  In someway this is how the Brazilian CONTAG has worked.  In the Philippine case, although local movements have occurred, it is clear that without a strong central axis, it is hardly possible to achieve new areas, to further develop the scope of the movement.

Child Labor - It is in some ways related to the problem of family work.  It is absolutely essential that all countries in the world put a serious effort in the elimination of child labor.  The elimination of the worst forms of child labor was the theme for the last ILO Convention (No. 182), which was unanimously approved by all the member countries.  According to the VI Report to the 88th International Labour Conference the presence of child labor in the agriculture is much higher than any other economic activity, with rates of girls higher than for boys (early gender discrimination).  According to this same report:

“In Latin America and the Caribbean, out of 15 million children involved in the labour market, 56 percent work in the agricultural sector from the age of 5 to 7 years onwards.  Most children work seven days a week and are paid less than the prevailing rates in their localities.  They work long hours - and a very high proportion of these children are injured at work.”



Family Workers and Other Forms of Unprotected Working Systems - The role of labor organizations for this issue can be manyfold.  First, they should fight for the right of a paid job, i.e., avoid that workers who are looking for a job in agriculture cannot find one, and force their partners and children to go to the labor market.  Second, once someone gets a job it should be ensured that their income and working conditions are enough for them to feed their families, and no matter if they are part timers or work full-time  Third, there must be job security.  Temporary work should be minimized if not abolished.  Unions and other labor organizations should insistently fight for benefits and security to all its members to guarantee their survival even in periods of no harvesting.  Finally, but not lastly, family farming should be ensured to those who opt for it (actually numerous family owned small farms in both Brazil and Philippines are responsible for the production of a significant crop that supplies the national and even international markets).  However, minimum conditions should be ensured, and in these cases it relates more to price and production conditions.  Therefore, unions and organizations targeted at smallholders and small producers should be more active and speak up their voices.

Gender Discrimination and Sexual Harassment - As we have seen throughout this paper, women are a large proportion of the working population in the agricultural sector.  However their working conditions are usually worse than male workers: longer hours of work; shorter contracts; lower wages; no workers benefits such as retirement, pensions, unemployment benefits, or any maternity and child-care protection; very low levels of education and training; etc.  Trying to conciliate job and housework is particularly hard for women in the agriculture, due to the physical efforts at their jobs.  More organizations focused on women workers rights should be created and ‘traditional unions’ should definitely mainstream women’s issues - not only in rhetoric but also in action.  Some organizations have also been aware of the problem of sexual harassment.  What has to be done is the broadening of urban workers’ right to the countryside, make them known by both employers and workers, and monitor their accomplishment.

Land Reform - Both countries have been engaged in programs of agrarian reform.  The Brazilian government has been failing in its schedules year after year.  The consequences of this are the increase of violence in the countryside and the growth of the Landless Workers Movement (MST).  Workers organizations in this sense, have been actively fought for this right.  In the Philippines, the problem posed to workers’ organization is another one: what to do after land reform occurs?  What do workers need now?  One of the solutions is the creation of cooperatives, as we shall see later.  Other problem that arose with the introduction of land reform is that the nature of some rural organizations became more complex.  As described by Plant (idem) migrant and casual workers can be hired by cooperatives that are affiliated to unions, and sometimes unions themselves do not respect these workers’ rights.  

Lack of Information, Education and Workers Participation - One of the biggest challenges for workers organization is the low levels of education and knowledge of labor rights by the workers.  Labor organizations must fight for the improvement of schools in rural areas, and the fight for better employment conditions so that children have real opportunities to go to school and become real citizens aware of their rights.  For adults, training by the unions have been tried by several unions.  Not only general training, but also training over their work and their labor rights.  Without this step, conditions of agricultural workers will never be improved.

Safety and Health - As recognized by the ILO (2000) the agricultural sector is among the most hazardous sector.  Labor organizations must ensure that protective measures are being taken by employers, and that insurance exists in case of accidents and/or invalidity.  In the same way that conditions have historically been improved in several sectors, it can also be improved in agriculture.  But not without workers’ voice.



In addition to this all, new other challenges are being posed to the labor movement in agriculture, basically, as consequences of globalization:

Job contracting, reduce of labor cost, decrease in wages and benefits, unemployment - Globalization brought competition to the international level.  Employers feel the need to produce better and cheaper so to survive in the market.  In many times this means reducing flexible costs, using more sophisticated machines, working more efficiently.  For the agricultural sector particularly - where employers are usually low skilled - this is translated into cuts of labor force, specifically of long term, full time workers.  And in order to cut labor benefits and high wages, the recurrence to job contracting has increased.  This means that the ‘traditionally unionized jobs’ being posted are decreasing.  Rural workers unions have not only to defend these privileged job positions but also to start to be committed to the ‘new’ types of workers and aim at their interests, too.  As mentioned before, this group is becoming larger and larger, and it is unacceptable that labor organizations still see them as ‘side workers’.  It is also important that some organization start also to look at the problem of rural unemployed workers.  As it might be recalled from the Brazilian case of rural exodus, the rural unemployment - and also underemployment - is a source of problem not only for the countryside but also for the big cities.  Workers who cannot find decent work in agriculture will migrate to the urban areas in the search for better working and living conditions.  What usually happens in developing countries such as Brazil and the Philippines is that this seldom occur.  The result is more misery, larger slums and violence in the big metropolises.

Cooperative and new forms of organizing - After the introduction of land reform in the Philippines workers have new challenges: how to organize themselves as producers and/or supplier to big food enterprises (such as Dole in the Philippines)?  How to defend their interests as small producers faced with big multinational capital?  One of the solutions is the creation of cooperatives.  Small producers organize themselves, stipulate production standards and quotas, and become a stronger voice when bargaining their interests.  It is also a good way to exchange technical information and knowledge about rights and duties.  This is the reason why many unions - such as the International Union of Food and Agriculture Workers (IUF) - have been advocating for cooperatives, although many others fear that they might be a threat to ‘traditional union organization’.  Other sorts of labor interests organizations have been NGOs, women workers’ unions, and other forms of workers associations.  Plant (idem) believes that the increasing “presence of NGOs in the Philippines can be explained by the comparative lack of strong regional organizations”.

Inability of governments to implement labor laws in the agriculture - As attested in the case of agrarian reform in Brazil and as the ILO itself concluded (1996, cited on page 24 of this paper) governments have a hard time to implement laws, and once implemented, to monitor their accomplishment.  Workers’ organizations as labor’s voice, have the duty to pressure for the implementation and advancement of regulations that guarantee the working and living conditions of workers.

How are rural workers organizations achieve these challenges?  There are some systemic problems in the labor movement in both countries that need to be addressed.

Geographical and economic obstacles - as mentioned earlier, are one of the biggest problems in rural labor organizing.  Few unions have the structure to efficiently cover workers spread in the countryside.  The other problem is the presence of many family based, and own consumption units.

Low levels of education - we saw earlier that low levels of education is the result of lack of labor organization.  It can, however, be the other way round: it is the reason why workers do not organize themselves, and certainly one of the reasons of gender discrimination, for example.  In the traditional countryside of Brazilian Northeast for instances, women still have little voice in family and in society.  Breaking this barrier is not only a labor issue, but also a cultural task.  

The lack of a central, strong organization is historically a weakness in the Philippine rural labor movement.  Mobilization has hardly ever superseded local levels.  The constant split and disagreements within the labor movement is also a serious weakening factor.  One of the reasons is the overly ideological movements, which are more interested in its political positions than to truly representing workers’ interests.  This was the criticism NFL had to the KMU.



It is clear that any labor movement in the agricultural sector needs to address some structural problems before any attempts to improve workers’ situation.  Labor organizations should ensure that they are prepared and adjusted to the new times, when challenges are more and harder.  Not only old gaps are waiting to be solved, but new tasks appear year after year.  Union organizations themselves are being tested over their efficiency in the ‘market’.  If they continue to neglect the groups of workers they always did, their survival will also be threatened.

It is true that steps are being taken, both in Brazil and in the Philippines.  The labor movement, however, must be sure that the speed is quick enough, and that it is headed to the right direction.  The objective is to achieve a broad and overall democracy at the rural working place where the rights of all workers - heterogeneous as they are in agriculture - are being guaranteed.  Still a long way to go!
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