ISRAELI TRADE UNIONS

Israeli trade unions -

no help for

Palestinian workers

The last edition carried articles on Palestinian trade unions.
In this edition, MARTY ROSENBLUTH looks at the Israeli

trade union federation Histadrut’s attitudes towards Palesti-
nian workers and their unions. ¥

Two years ago, workers at the Ber-
man Bakery in Jerusalem walked
out in protest over poor pay and
conditions. All 35 were from the
West Bank and were registered with
Israeli government labour ex-
changes. Some had been at the
bakery for several years. Yet they
were making one-third of the wages
paid to an Israeli for the same job.
They complained to the plant’s wor-
kers’ committee but the union did
nothing. Haim Maman, spokesper-
son for the Histadrut, the General
Federation of Workers in Israel,
told them, "We have no commit-

o

ment to West Bank workers".
Legally, all workers in Israel, re-
gardless of nationality, are covered
by the contracts reached between
the Histadrut federation and em-
ployers. All doing the same job
should be paid the same wage. In re-
ality, this rarely happens. According
to Professor Michal Shaleve, a re-
searcher at the Hebrew University,
had the Palestianian workers at Ber-
man’s earned what was due to them
under the legally binding collective
agreement for the bakery industry,
their wages would have risen three-

fold.

+  This article is taken from International Labour Reports/Issue 24/November-December 1987
h
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Taxation

Statements form the Histadrut
on the status of workers from the
Occupied Territories are contradic-
tory. In a recent interview in
‘Labour in Israel’, the federations’
English-language magazine largely
aimed at foreign trade unions,
General Secretary Israel Kessar
tried to suggest that it is the Isreali
government which stands in the way
of the Histadrut organising workers
from the Occupied Territories. A
few years earlier, however, Kessar’s
predecessor Yeru-

give such protection as it lacks ac-
cess to the necessary records. The
result is that collective agreements
go unmonitored and employers
benefit by paying disciminatory
wages.

Without representation

Although they pay dues to the
Histadrut, West Bank and Gazan
workers are not entitled to vote in
union elections, nor to take part in
local workers’ councils. They are
even denied observer status on

sham Meshel wrote
in a letter to foreign
trade unionists, "We
have never at-
tempted to formally
organise these wor-
kers as Histadrut
members in order
to avoid the impress-
ion that we support
the annexation of
the administered
(sic) territories”.

Both these state-
ments are

e T

misleading. All

Israeff trnnps ver:sus the Pafestmian people

West Bank and

Gaza workers who

work through government labour ex-
changes pay a fee to the Histadrut.
The government deducts an "organi-
sation tax" of 1% from their wages
and gives it to the Histadrut to pro-
vide "trade union protection”. The
Histadrut claims to be unable to

plant workers’ committees.

"We go to the labour office with
a problem and they say that we
should go to the Histadrut. We go
to the Histadrut and they say we
should go to the labour office", com-
plains a worker from Gaza in a
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-
food-processing factory near Tel
Aviv. "We had a problem in our
plant. Overtime hours weren’t show-
ing up on our wage receipts. The
boss said the money was going for
deductions. When we asked ‘what
deductions?’; he said ‘go and com-
plain to the Histadrut". We went to
the plant committee, to the regional
works council and to the labour of-
fice. Nothing. Nobody helped us."

Histadrut organisations have
supported, and sometimes been re-
sponsible, for outright hositility
towards Palestinian workers. In
1984 when Jewish workers at the Di-
mona Textile factory were laid off,
the Histadrut workers’ council de-
manded that the company fire all
the Palestinian workers before any
Jews. Mordechai Amster, at the
time head of both the Construction
Workers’ Union and the Histadrut
committee formed to press the gov-
ernment into giving the union
‘control’ over the workers of the Oc-
cupied Territories, demanded that
"building workers from the Terri-
tories will be the first to be fired".

In July of this year, the Histadrut
Labour Concil in Kiryat Gat threat-
¢ned a general strike when a
Palestinian from Gaza tried to buy a
building materials factory in the
town. The Chairman of the factory’s
H_-'tsladrul workers’ committee de-
fied that the workers’ motives were
‘acist but said, "We will not allow a
Jewish factory to come under
OWnership of an Arab from the Ter-
Tll{]rle,g“_

"'l-._-_____-—___

Millions a year

The Histadrut is making moves
to organise Palestinian workers, but
many believe this is only to get con-
trol of their wage deductions.
Money worth milions of US dollars
a year is taken from Palestinian
wages by the Israeli Labour Min-
istry for pensions, insurance and
other benefits. Shlomo Ben Yona,
an Histadrut Executive Council
member critical of his federation,
says that shifts in industries like con-
struction towards employing
Palestinians, whose deductions go
to the government, rather than Jew-
ish workers, whose deductions go to
the Histadrut, have put Histadrut
pension funds into difficulties.
"When the Histadrut talks about ‘or-
ganising’ Palestinian workers," Ben
Yona says, "they only want to or-
ganise their money."

The Histadrut is currently ar-
guing for a trial year in which its
shopstewards and labour councils
would collect the deductions from
the legal workers, and try to or-
ganise the unregistered workers. As
an Israeli journalist recently stated,
"The issue is wrapped in some pater-
nal socialist concern, but at its core
are the enormous amounts of
money which flow into the Israeli
Finance Ministry’s Treasury".

‘Front organisations’

While the Histadrut denounces
attackes on Solidarnosc in Poland
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and unions in South Africa, it keeps
silent about the severe harassment
by the Israeli military authorities of
Palestinian unions. In a recent letter
to a British union which had en-
quired about the town arrest order
imposed on Shehadeh al-Minawi, a
prominent Palestinian union leader,
the Histadrut claimed that such
measures were justified because
"trade unions in the West Bank have
been ‘trade unions’ only as a cover
for illicit activities against Israel”.

The letter alleged that Minawi is co-
ordinator for the Palestinian
Liberation Organisation in Nablus.

In a briefing sent to all British
unions, the Histadrut has charged
the Palestinian unions are ‘front’ or-
ganisations "who do little if anything
for the welfare of workers". The
unions, it says, are "bases for hostile
terrorist actions". No evidence to
support these allegations is offered.
Evidence of the welfare work done
by Palestinian unions is ignored.

ployer

Histadrut - Israel’s second largest em-

The Histadrut proudly boasts that it has never been "just another
trade union federation”. It is in fact the second largest employer in
Israel after the government, employing almost a quarter of the total
Isracl workforce. Amongst others, the federation owns Israel’s lar-
gest construction company, Solel Boneh, the Egged and Dan bus
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companies, and Koor Industrial Holding Company which has some
130 industrial companies in Israel and abroad, and trading offices in
New York, Amsterdam and Hong Kong.

Two of Koor Industries subsidiaries are Soltam and Tadiran. Soltan
produces sophisticated weapons of war such as cannons and mor-
tars. Tadiran, jointly owned with US General Telephone and Elec-
tronics International, specialises in military electronics, including
army communications and night-fighting equipment.

Koor and South Africa

Koor’s Director-General, Yeshayahu Gavish, said in 1982: "Since we
produce arms, we sell them to whoever will buy them.” Koor custo-
mers are believed to include South Africa, Taiwan, Indonesia, Iran,
and repressive regimes in South America such as El Salvador, Gu-
atemala, Chile and Ecuador.

Koor maintains a permanent representative in South Africa. They
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Critics

The Histadrut nevertheless man-
ages to present a progressive image
abroad. The Brussels-based Interna-
tional Confederation of Free Trade
Unions and many of its affiliates for
example, have continued to liaise
with the Histadrut on violations of
the rights of Palestinian workers
and unions, This could be com-
pared to addressing complaints of
attacks against Solidanorsc to the

government-sponsored unions in Po-
land.

But the Histadrut is coming
under criticism, at home and
abroad, particularly for its relation-
ship with South Africa. It claims to
oppose apartheid and has recently
announced it is cutting all commer-
cial links with the Botha regime.
However, the federation has built
up such industrial and trading ties
with the South African government
(see box) that true disengagement

........................

struction contracts in tha terntunﬁs were slmply too lucrative fﬂl’ l:hﬂ
federation to pass up. =

While many Hmladrut-med llldllstflﬂﬁ are run as cmpcratwes Pa-

plc:ycd only as da:,r labourﬁrs
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would be extremely difficult.

The Histadrut has called on the
South African government to "lift re-
strictions against Black African
Icaders” and free trade union detai-
nees, but its closest relationship
appears to be with Zulu leader Gat-
sha Buthelezi, recently hosted by
Histadrut’s Afro-Asian Institute.
Many members of UWUSA, which
is linked to Inkatha, have received
training from the Histadrut,

The Histadrut has close Links
with rightwing US organisations and

has received grants from President
Recagan’s National Endowment for
Democracy Fund for its Latin-
America Centre’s work abroad. But
elsewhere in Britain for example, in.
ternational support for the
federation is weakening. Clearly,
Palcstinian unions hope that as
more unions overseas learn about
what Histadrut is doing in the Occy-
pied Territories, support for the
West Bank and Gaza trade unions
will increase.
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