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"The bourgeoi si e cannot exi st w thout constantly revol utionizing
the instrunents of production, and thereby the relations of
production, and with themthe whole rel ations of society.
...Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted
di sturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and
agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch fromall earlier ones.
Al fixed, fast-frozen relations...are swept away, all new forned
ones becone antiquated before they can ossify. Al that is solid
melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at | ast
conpelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life
and his relations with his kind."

(Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The Communi st Manifesto, 1848)

"When the Argentine governnent initiated massive privatizations of
governnment enterprises, supported donestically and
internationally, it was like a truck was comng at full speed; if
we had gotten in the way we woul d have been run over, if we stood
al ongside the road it would have passed us by, so we got on not
only as a passenger but occasionally to hold the wheel and give it
sone direction."

(Interview wth Light and Power [Luz y Fuerza] union |eader,
July 24, 1995.)

*kkkk*

| nt roducti on

The Angl o- Saxon mar ket econom es, have by the early 1990s taken
precedence as dom nant approaches to societal reorganization.
Al ternative nodels have receded. State socialism has
col | apsed, Western European wel fare capitalist approaches,
even when | ed by social denocratic governnents, appear in
retreat, the Far Eastern-Japanese nodel is openly being
chal | enged and denonstrating self-doubt, and third-world
i nport substituting industrialization is a distant nenory.
This paper is a schematic overview of how this new,
unfettered trend has severe consequences and vi si bl e inpacts
on a noderni zi ng nation such as Argentina. This newy
invigorated international market conpetition which, when
conbi ned with recogni zabl e nati onal state and enpl oyer
initiatives directed at the work force, have had severe
consequences to enploynent in general as well as the future
viability, if not existence, of traditional trade unions. The
decline of effective governnental authority has unl eashed
i nternational corporations as they conpete throughout the
world creating an increasingly volatile gl obal economc
climate, devouring and bei ng devoured, as they criss-cross
international tine zones and international waters (Barnet and
Cavanagh, 1994: 339-358). Increasingly, conformty to GATT
and the Wwrld Trade Organi zation (WO rulings require that



mul ti nati onal corporate investnents, whatever their intent

and i npact nmust be treated the sanme as national capital.

Heal th, environnental, and social and | abor welfare policies

may all be deenmed neasures in restraint of free trade

(Ral ph Nader and Lori Wallach, 1996: 92-107). Argentine

society is going through a substantial top-down
restructuring of society that challenge union density, union
contestation, as well as union collective bargaining traditions
and union social welfare networks. The resulting tensions and
probl ens evident in Argentina in the latter half of the 1990s are
by no nmeans unique in the post-industrial world: state enterprise
privatization, fiscal austerity, flexibilization of work patterns
and the poverty of union responses are endenm ¢ and universal .

The bad news for the working class seens ubiquitous; and in
its worldw de dinension is historic, indicating a qualitative
change in post-industrial |abor relations. States, particularly
so call ed peripheral nations, have been forced, under the pressure
and rationale of international fiscal and nonetary rules to
renegoti ate debts by the sale of public enterprises. The neo-
liberal ethos clains that essentially unregul ated markets are the
best neans to produce and distribute everything society cares
about fromindustries and services to education, culture, pensions
and social welfare (Barber, 1996: 236-246). Private nati onal
capital groups, as junior partners, have coll aborated with
mul ti national corporations in buying out public service
enterprises such as electricity, telephone, railways and petrol eum
at substantial bargains in potentially very profitable growth
areas. No nation-state seens capable of conpeting with these
powerful corporations, predomnantly fromthe U S., Wstern Europe
and Japan, when national productive assets are avail able
for privatization (Amn, 1998: 126-132). Rising governnment
deficits have little to do wth new social prograns and nmuch to do
with debt repaynents to international |ending agencies and private
banki ng consortia (Bl ock, 1996: 38-45).

The Post - Keynesi an Peroni st State
and the Neo-Liberal Inpact on Argentine Labor

One of the principal neans by which governnment in this new
phase of capital-1abor adjustnment effect change is through
legislation. Argentina is an excellent exanple, both in the
nature of the laws and their inpact on the work force. There has
been a series of |laws and decrees neant to create an environnent
in which the State's responsibility in |labor matters is
circunscri bed, and the area of enployers' prerogatives and
autonony fortified. Critical in this regard are two inportant
measures: the Convertibility and Enpl oynment Laws of 1991 which
created the possibility of decentralized collective bargaining



based exclusively on productivity and allowed for short-term
enpl oynent contracts. Thus, for the first time since the national

coll ective bargaining systemwas instituted in Per\n's first post-
war government, there are single enterprises signing contracts and
agreenents with union locals, affiliated with national federations
(e.g. MISS, Convenios sel ecci onados de 1997, 1998: 2-22).

Since the Convertibility Law al so established a par between
the peso and the dollar, and since it was predicated on hol ding
inflation to m nuscul e percentages, it followed that wage
settlenents had the potential to becone - and actually becane -

i ndividual matters determ ned by the productivity nmeasures
achieved in individual enterprises. |In addition, since the
Convertibility Law assuned price stability and wage stability,
wage increases could not be transferred into price increases. So,
productivity wage increases were permtted based not on cost-of-
living adjustnents but on internal conpany-union agreenent as to
what constituted a productivity increase. This could and usually
meant greater production of goods and services with a shift in the
factors of production - nanely nore capitalization and | ess |abor.
The latter was achi eved by downsi zi ng the nunber of workers while
increasing the incentive plans for the remai ning workers by often
| owering the base pay while building in bonus and
efficiency/"effort" clauses that increased individual pay but

| onered the overall pay cost to the enployer, the idea being that
Wi thout price increases profits could increase.

Furthernore, there have been various other nmeans to increase
productivity, though there are no discrete, exact productivity
measures apart fromthe anount of production divided by manpower
and capital expenditures. Universally, the nmethods applied have
been (1) shrinking the work force, (2) intensifying the |abor tine
and energy spent on production, and (3) integrating novel uses of
advanced technol ogy. From nost reports and interviews conducted
in Buenos Aires between 1995-1998, it appears that productivity in
Argentina has inproved via the first two approaches, far exceeding
the application of the third (Adolfo Canitrot et al., Libro blanco

sobre el enpleo en | a Argentina, 1995: 43-51).

Thi s new environnment had been enhanced by a series of
additional |aws and decrees regardi ng | abor passed since the
advent of the Carlos Menem adm nistration in 1989 which were
geared to revolutionize the econom c market pl ace by enabling new
| evel s and standards of productivity. So for instance, two | aws

of 1989, (Ley de Energencia Econ\m ca, 23.697, August 20, 1989),
reaffirmng an earlier neasure (Ley de Reforma del Estado 23. 696
August 17,1989) states that "...(collective bargai ning agreenents)
W Il cease to have effect if in their agreed upon articles they

di stort |abor productivity and inpede the normal exercise of the



power of conpany supervision and adm nistration", as well as
clearing the way for the privatization of deficitary state
enterprises. As of April 1, 1991, the date on which 10, 000
Australs (later one peso) was fixed to the dollar, new collective
bar gai ni ng agreenents could not be based on historical
inflationary indices [Ley de Convertibilidad-23.928, March 27,
1991] .

On May 12, 1991, the Ley de Enpleo 24.013 was pronul gated. It
al l oned short-termwork contracts of six nonths to two years based
on various criteria and ained at distinct segnents of the
unenpl oyed popul ation. Mst of these short-termcontracts, called
"gar bage contracts” by the various union groups, were abolished by
a new | abor | aw passed on Septenber 9, 1998. The only renaining
short-termcontracts in force are those invol ving apprenticeships
and interns, which have apparently always been those nost often
used: e.g. youth up to 24 years of age who are |ooking for their
first job as practical experience or those hired in particul ar
apprenticeship prograns. |In this case, the enployer has no
obligation to contribute to either the worker's pension or
severance all owance. Al so remaining on the books are paid
i nternshi ps for young people who have had difficulty inserting
thenmsel ves into the | abor nmarket and who have been previously
trai ned by various prograns organized by the mnistry of Labor.

A second maj or provision of the Ley de Enpl eo focuses on
enabling firns, in cooperation with the relevant trade unions, to
approach the mnistry of Labor under "crisis prevention
procedures.” Under its provisions a firmcan petition to use sone
of its workers outside the collective bargaining agreenent and in
other than full-time enploynent; it also allows a firmto |ayoff
or fire a nunber of workers in order to avoid bankruptcy or
recei vership which would entail even greater unenpl oynent. And,
in nost cases, they usually can ask to cut their severance
i ndemmi zation by 50 percent in order to avoid cl osing down
al together. The causes for such "crisis" may be econom c,
technol ogi cal or fuerza mayor (act of God such as fire, famly
tragedy or sone other personal crisis). O the cases (423)
anal yzed by the Mnistry of Labor between 1995 and 1997, 97% were
due either to econom c or personal crises and only three percent
due to technol ogical innovations: in the nost recent three years
al nost 9,000 workers were affected: 17% of the workers had their
full -time work reduced, 46% were laid off and 37%fired
(Mnisterio de Trabajo y Securidad Social (MISS) Informe sobre
anal ysis, 1998).

Furthernore, the Ley de Enpleo allows for business sub-
contracting outside of the collective bargaining agreenent. This
has had massive reverberations in both the ex-public enterprise




sector and the private econony. Decree 470 anplified the | aw by
allow ng for pay increases only for productivity increases and
providing for only one part of a work force of a particul ar

i ndustry to receive a pay increase as opposed to the cross-the-
board i ncrease common since the 1950s. For exanple, in 1994, for
the first time ever, the power netallurgical union, Union Qorera
Met al ur gi ca negoti ated new accords and suppl enental accords to the
coll ective bargaining agreenent for certain branches such as

alum num iron, electrical machinery as opposed to the whol e netal
wor kers industry. Even nore dramatically, new single enterprise-
uni on col | ective bargaining contracts have nushrooned in recent
years (MISS, Conveni os Sel ecci onados de 1997, 1998).

In addition on March 15, 1995 a Flexibilization Law was

passed that al so has had huge repercussions. It is ainmed at
busi nesses with 40 enpl oyees or |ess, businesses which enpl oy
approximately four of five Argentine workers. It allows for the

owners of these firns to reconfigure the work place procedures to
enhance productivity and to restructure their work force based on
t echnol ogi cal, organizational or market rationales. A second
maj or feature of the law also allowed short-term|abor contracts
ranging fromsix nonths to two years ainmed particularly at workers
over 40, the disabled, wonen and Mal vi nas War veterans. Under

t hese contracts, 100 percent of health insurance is provided but
only 50 percent of the pension obligation is paid by the enployer,
who al so has no severance pay obligation. This law for small and
medi um busi nesses is essentially a carte blanche for any
restructuring of the work place, work-rules and policies
concerning the hiring and firing of workers (Argentina, Ley de

Fl exi bili zaci \n Laboral 24.467).

Privatization and Col |l ective Bargaining in Argentina

Argentine state enterprise public utilities
(tel econmuni cations, petroleum electricity, transportation, gas
and water) have been sought after by nmultinational conpanies
emanating from Wstern Europe, the United States and Chile. 1In
nmost cases, as in ny study of the privatized el ectrical conpanies,
t echnol ogy and managenent | eadership emanate fromthe foreign
mul ti nationals while adm nistration and | abor relations are
handl ed by Argentine corporate associates. The foreign
subsi di ari es depend on equi pnent and technol ogy from abroad. This
adds to Argentina's trade deficit, particularly as applied to
public services which are predicated on | ocal consunption (Ferrer,
1997: 94-96).

Uni on work-rules and specialized job descriptions are under
attack as workers are being asked to undertake multi-functional
activities and put their specialized skills into enhanced



di mrensions and responsibilities. In Argentina, these new rul es
and j ob descriptions have been dramatically reflected in new union
contracts and agreenents with specific enployers. Sub-contracting
of hitherto union-controlled jobs have also proliferated with
former unionists who have organi zed t hensel ves into

m croenterprises. The mammot h expansi on of sub-contracting and
out sourcing of services and production in a climte of

governnental passivity has added to the decline of union density
and the concom tant downward pressure on wage levels. In
Argentina, the social cost of organized formal |abor adds a third
to the per capita wage cost to the enployer. It is this social
overhead that is being severely contested both by the Argentine
government and capital. In Argentina, the governnment has provided
the Il egal framework for substantial cuts in enployer pension
contributions, for ceilings on disability rewards from i ndustri al
accidents and legitim zed short-term enpl oynent contracts with
vari ous denographic groups that carry no unenpl oynent insurance,
pensi on contribution, or severance pay. Apprenticeships and
internships, the only short-termcontracts all owed under the new

| abor | aw of Septenber 1998, appear, in nbst cases, neasures to
ensure a ready source of cheaper |abor w thout the comm tnent of
soci al overhead costs by a trial and error experinmentation that
can be continually used w thout offering permanent enpl oynent.

The privatization of state enterprises, the down-sizing of
government agencies and private sector firnms have significant
i npacts on the working class in Argentina. |Incone distribution
has worsened with the bottom 60% of the popul ation's share of
national income dropping from29.3%in 1990 to 27.5%in 1996,
whereas the top 10% of incone earners increased their share from
34.5%to 35.7% (Ferrer, 1997: 100). The unenpl oynent rate in Muy
1998 was 13.4% after reaching 18.6% in 1995, the highest inits
history. The result of this trend is that decreasing nunbers of
| aborers and enpl oyees who work full time are working harder and
with nore fear for their jobs, remniscent of the United State's
culture of work (Schor, 1991). Recent data has both Argentina and
the United States just bel ow Japan anong the three hardest working
countries of the world: in Japan a worker clocks 2,143 hours/year;
in Argentina, 2,095; and in the United States, 1,904; while in
Cermany, for exanple, they work only 1,589 - 76% of the Argentine
levels (Carin, Septenber 3, 1995). Indeed flexibilization in
Argentina has neant |onger days, overtine, changeabl e work
schedul es, speedups and, of course, the inpact on higher worker
productivity. 1In the following table the inpact of privatizations
on unenpl oynent and productivity becone clearly manifest by 1992.



Table 1
Production, Enploynent and Wbrker Productivity
| ndex 1985=100

Year Pr oducti on Enpl oynent Labor Productivity
1988 106. 0 96.5 109.9
1990 87.5 84.0 104. 1
1992 103.9 79.9 130.0
1994 114. 2 78.0 146. 4

Source: Adolfo Canitrot, Libro blanco sobre el enpleo en |a
Argentina (Buenos Aires: MISS, 1995), p.43.

The Case of the Argentine Electrical Industry

In light of these general trends, it is instructive to |ook
at how one specific industry has been affected and how it has

responded. My specific case study is the Servicios El Xtricos del
Gran Buenos Aires (SEGBA), once a large integrated, highly
subsi di zed national electrical power conpany, that was responsible

for production and distribution of electrical energy to G an
Buenos Aires but which, since 1992 has been divided into seven

di stinct conpanies, controlled by various consortia of m xed

foreign and national private capital enterprises.

As a result the union |ocal (of the Light and Power
Federation of Wirkers-Luz y Fuerza), which fornerly negoti ated
solely with SEGBA, now nust negotiate seven separate agreenents
Wi th seven private concerns representing distinct conpany visions
of the role of unions and workers within their respective
concerns. The inpact of these changes on | abor has been stark,
and will be illustrated bel ow using the cases of the two major
electricity distributors - Edenor and Edesur and the najor
el ectrical power generator plant - Central Costanera [based on
interviews with Luz y Fuerza union officials, conpany executives,
and exam nations of various Menoria y Bal ance CGeneral between 1994
and 1998 for all three enterprises.

Edenor reduced its work force fromthe pre-privatization
figure of over 6,000 enployees in 1992 to 2,890 in 1997, while
Edesur reduced its work force from 7,500 to 3,180 during the sane



period. This was acconplished under several "voluntary" early
retirement initiatives after privatization fromlate 1992 through
1997. The ternms of the first were nore generous and open to all,
and paid the worker 40 percent over one nonth's pay for each year
wor ked plus a nonth's notice pay and one nonth vacation pay. This
could reach US$ 30,000 for a worker with 20 years enpl oynment at
the plant. Wen these neasures did not result in a sufficient
reduction of the work force, at Edesur, for exanple the subsequent
round of "early retirements"” identified workers who would be | et
go it they did not accept the early retirement initiative.

Approxi mately 400 retirees in each of the conpanies were able to
formthensel ves, with the assistance of union |ocal and sone
orientation by the firms, into small business or cooperatives that
contract out their services for a nuch |l ower wage, with no union
heal th benefits or enployer pension contributions. Edesur

devel oped its sub-contracting programunder its "Rationalization
and Austerity Prograni, which was based on an increasing
"tercerization" of the work force outside a collective bargaining
agreenent. The focus of the subcontracting service arrangenents

tended to be in areas of above ground electrical |ine _
installation, nmeter inspections, cable repairs, sidewal k repairs,
bill distribution, transportation, cleaning, and security. In the

| at est annual reports of the two distributors it becones clear how
i nportant subcontracting is to the bottomline breakdown of their
budget reports. Edenor's subcontracting wage bill cane to 50% of
its unionized wage package and in the case of Edesur it cane to
37% These so-called "tertiary" workers were, however, deprived
of the traditional benefits and job guarantees that many had

percei ved as forner enployees of these two electrical distributors
(Edenor. Menoria y Balance, 1998, Edesur. Menoria y Bal ance,
1998) .

Both el ectrical distributors have simlar data for enpl oyee
retraining.

Tabl e 2
Edenor/ Edesur Training Allocations, 1994/ 1997
Wor ker s Tot al Training M nutes
Annual Hours per worker per week
Edenor, 1994 3,764 40, 000 14
Edenor, 1997 2,890 127, 000 47
Edesur, 1994 4,324 47, 000 13
Edesur, 1997 3,180 104, 000 40

Source: Figures extrapolated from Edenor. Menoria y Bal ance
Ceneral, 1995 and 1998; Edesur. Menoria y Balance, 1995 and 1998.




The training appears very selective and far from generous on
a per capita basis. By 1997 this training cane to approxi mately
four to five days a year for enployees of the two conpanies. It
is quite clear fromthe annual reports that nost of the training
is directed at enpl oyees in areas of managenent techni ques,
i nvoi ci ng procedures, bills and bal ances, attention to custoners,
conputer data and crisis analysis. There was little focus on
upgrading the skills of the electrical technicians and workers.

In July 1995, Edenor signed its second consecutive two-year

contract with the union local. It nmeant significant changes in
the workers' conditions, a marked departure since basic contract
provi sions had renmai ned virtually unchanged since 1975. In one of

the first articles of this contract, a new enpl oyer-worker
relationship is laid out in no uncertain terns: "...the conpany
has the exclusive and unique right to define and determ ne the
policy and neans of the operation and conduct of business based on
conpany criteria and experience. The definition of the
organi zati onal structures, the conposition of group or work teans,
the organi zation of work and its procedures, the realization of
activities, technical and econom c planning, as well as the total
direction of activities are also under the excl usive conpetence
and responsibility of managenent."

A subsequent article lays out newterns in the application of
flexibilization criteria in work settings. "The workers nust
fulfill with aptitude and diligence any and all obligations of
their job and instructions determ ned by the conpany, as well as
being prepared to offer special collaboration in such
circunstances that are required in order to inprove service or due
to the exceptional demands of the firm This commts all the
workers to apply their best abilities to the performance of
assigned tasks (Edenor-Sindicato de Luz y Fuerza de |la Capital

Federal . ConvJiio Col ectivo de Trabajo, 1995)."

O her inportant features of the new work rel ations agreed to
by the union local include nulti-functionality and nulti -
professionalism These features inply that workers have to be
avail able to conplete a varying nunber of jobs as well as hel p out
in lateral areas to which they m ght be assigned in order to
conplete a particular task. Assigned jobs m ght be tenporary
wi t hout inplying a change of work category. Taking on increased
responsibility would be rewarded with pay increases but it would
not constitute a step pronotion unless the worker renmained in this
new position for at |east one year. It effectively broke down
hitherto very fixed, historic work-rules instituted and reiterated
under a series of governnent-sponsored el ectrical agreenents
dating back to the 1960s. Moreover, a |ong-standing practice of



the union local filling conpany openings via their own hiring
hal | s was ended, the final decisions nowresiding totally in the
hands of the Edenor managenent team

The seven- hour wor kday was abrogated and repl aced by an
ei ght-hour day. Overtinme pay was initiated after 48 hours weekly,
whereas in the previous SEGBA adm ni stration overtinme was
calculated on a daily overtine basis. The new contract al so
stipulates a nmajor change in pay allocation. Henceforth, 70
percent of the pay woul d be established as the base pay and up to
30 percent above this rate could be earned by positive eval uations
by the worker's imredi ate superiors. Also, it establishes 39 job
titles conmbined into only a six-step wage system whereas the
previ ous SEGBA contracts had 165 job titles with fifteen wage
steps (Edenor-Sindicato de Luz y Fuerza, 1995).

There was irony in the fact that nost of the Light and Power
uni on workers who have taken the earliest voluntary retirenent
offers in 1992-93 were the nost experienced, capabl e technicians,
that is, those with other career possibilities and those with
mar ket able skills. As a result, it was the later forced
retirenments, i.e., those with less skills, who have | argely nade
up many of the sub-contractor groups upon which the electrical
distributors rely for much of their work. Thus, it seens clear
that the conpany was not concerned with training its nost capable
technicians, but rather with (1) a decrease of its bottomline
busi ness expenses, nanely |abor costs, and by (2) a
mul ti functional flexibilization of the remaining work force.

Central Costanera, the nation's |argest generator of
el ectrical energy has al so undergone profound structural changes.
W will focus on only a fewin this paper. It has been a highly
profitable and productive multinational conpany (Chilean) and is
expected to bring to Argentina the first Conbined Cycle Gas
Turbine from M tsubi shi Corporation by the end of 1998. This very
sophi sticated turbine has deepened Central Costanera's "early
retirement” prograns in preparation for a very capital intensive
operation. The investnent in the new turbine has been cal cul ated
at well over $215 million. 1In 1997 they reduced their work force
by an additional 10% added on to phases of downsizing since the
1992 downsi zing. In 1992, Central Costanera enployed 1,036
wor kers. By the end of 1997, 400 renui ned.

Al t hough the Luz y Fuerza workers are relatively highly paid
in conparison with worker salaries in Argentina, which average
bet ween base pays of $800-3$1, 000 a nonth, the variation between
t he workers-technici ans wages and those of the nultinational board
of directors approaches United States levels (e.g. see CGordon,
1996). 1997 average wages for Central Costanera workers averaged



$38, 000 a year, inclusive of welfare and pension benefits, whereas
the conpany's directors, trustees and executive pay plan
approxi mat ed $431, 000 per capita, per annumor a ratio of eleven
to one. For Edesur and Edenor, the union wages averaged $34, 000
and $29, 500, including enployer pension and wel fare contri butions,
a year respectively, whereas the annual pay package set aside for
the Board of Directors, trustees and managers was $37 mllion for
Edesur and $9 mllion for Edenor. The Board of Directors tend to
conprise between 12 and 17 persons and an approxi mate 50 nmanagers
are included in the executive pay plan [these figures are ny
approxi mate extrapol ati ons fromrespective annual reports of the
three conpanies for 1998]. An authoritative assessnment by a Light
and Power Buenos Aires | abor negotiator indicated, for exanple,

t hat average conpensation (in 1996) for Edenor directors, trustees
and managers canme to $360, 000 plus home, chauffeur, private school
tuition for children, and the usual business expenses (lnterview
Wi th Luz y Fuerza Buenos Aires |ocal union |abor contract

negoti ator, July 25, 1996), The varying estimates all give an

i dea of the magnitude of the pay differentials, |ying between
11-15 times between directors of privatized enterprises and the
rank and file workers.

Response of the Argentine Light and Power Federation (FATLyF): A
Union Affiliate of the General Labor Confederation (CGI)

The econom ¢ pressures on Argentina's working class are
indelible: (1) international conpetition from East Asia and ot her
Third Wrld areas; (2) the Mercosur Free Trade zone and the role
of Brazilian industrial conpetitiveness as evidenced by her export
potential to Argentina; (3) technol ogical and managerial policies
t hat aggravate unenpl oynent; (4) historic |osses of union density;
and (5) the inability of educational and training nethods to keep
pace with post-industrial change.

In terns of responses to these pressures, in Argentina, nobst
retraining has been undertaken by the government with union
cooperation but w thout major enployer involvenent. The private
sector has its own sporadic and uneven in-house retraining which,
as we have seen, seens to be geared to short-run flexibilization
goals of the multi-tasking of workers. The imrediate goals, for
all intents and purposes, are based on bottomline profits and the
opportunity for further worker reductions within the enterprise.
Decl i ning union density and basic wage stagnation in Argentina are
serious problens since they effect |evels of pension security and
health coverage since these welfare prograns are dues-driven.

Per haps the Light and Power Federation has been anong the

nost innovative and reform st unions in Argentina. The Federation
and its powerful Buenos Aires |ocal have experinented since the

m d-1960s with worker representation on the board of SEGBA; and



bet ween 1973-1975, it participated in the adm nistration, personal
deci si on-maki ng and policy making efforts of the enterprise

(Grazi ano, 1989; Novick, 1979), an arrangenent which was
interrupted by the mlitary coup of 1976.

However, despite its past dynamsm mlitancy and resilience,
the federation and its |ocal were severely affected by the changes
that took place throughout the 1990s. For instance, the union
| ocal ' s nmenbership dropped from approxi mately 18, 000 workers in
1991 to about 6,000 in 1998. This was devastating particularly
when coupled with a simlar dowward trend in unions of various
provincial electrical conpanies which resulted fromthe latter's
privatizations. Particularly marked was the inpact on the Buenos
Aires local, which had been the dom nant | ocal wthin the
Federation, its |eadership even consistently occupying the top
rungs of the central directorate of the Confederaci on CGeneral de
Trabaj o (CGQT).

The country-wi de nassive "early retirenents"” of thousands of
Li ght and Power union workers created a major crisis within the
Federation (One union | eader fromthe el ectrical supervisors
union - the APS - called these retirenents, "despi dos
voluntarios!" -Interview conducted July 29, 1996). By 1995, the
union local has a ratio above 3:1 of nenbers who either had
retired or taken early retirenent to each active nenber. The
crisis had a dual inpact on the union treasury. First, with the
radi cal decline in nenbership, there was a dramatic decline in the
fl ow of enployer as well as worker contributions to the union dues
structure, pension fund and "obras social es" (health deductions).
Compl enenting this was the rel ative stagnation of worker wages
t hat weakened the union's treasury. These declines threatened a
serious deterioration of union admnistrative, health and
recreation networks.

At the Federation |level, the sane situation prevailed: the
preci pitous national decline in nmenbership from approximtely
70,000 in 1989 to 25,000 forced it, in order to avoid its economc
viability as a union, to explore new neans of maintaining strength
and cohesion in a nowtotally different neoliberal environnent. As
aresult, in a very real sense, the Federation has becone an
organi zati on devoted to business, because it has accepted the
proposition that for an Argentine union to survive in the 21st
century it nust act as a conpetitive enterprise anbng enterprises.

In one of its panphlets the Federation spells this out in
explicit terns: "(The Federation) has decided to engage in the
busi ness (both new and traditional that Argentina offers to al
those who are willing to take the risk and nmake the effort. As a
holding, it will be guided, wthin the conpetitive rules of the



present system by the sole and legitimte purpose of profit,
which will help increase its assets.” Further on, it says, "The
deregul ation and privatization process assigns...a very different
function to corporations that participate in econom c devel opnent
with their contribution to capital and | abor. There has been a
shift in the relative inportance of the representative factors of
power in the various branches of national production. And the
Argentine Federation of Light and Power Wirkers sees itself as an
actor and not a nere spectator in this societal transformation.
...the profits gained fromthese undertakings will permt, beyond
productive investnents, greater sources of financing to realize
the social projects of our institution, having as our permanent
objective the welfare of the sharehol der worker and his famly,
the fundamental protagonist in this newreality" (Luz y Fuerza:
Garantia de Excelencia, n.d.).

Certainly, the Federation has undertaken w de-rangi ng
interests and responsibilities with a great deal of experience and
apparent self-confidence. It has nade a virtue of its experience
an enterprising union, representing itself as "nultiple unionisn
(Cronica Sindical, July 1998). For exanple, it has a vast tourism
network that 1 ncludes nine first-class hotels in such major
tourist areas as Bariloche, Mar del Plata, Iguazu, Villa GCesel
and La Cunbre, and plans are underway to build a five-star hotel
on their property next to the Federation's headquarters in Buenos
Aires. Because of union layoffs and shrinking nmenbership, the
demand for sonme of the distant hotels has dimnished and the
Federati on now nakes up to 85% of the roons open to the general
public at higher rates.

The Federation also has a network of union health and clinic
facilities as well as its own pharmaceutical manufacturer; has a
private pension plan with the new governnent - sponsored reform of
t he public pension system (AFJP); has conmitted nore than $22
mllion to the purchase of six electrical generator plants, one
el ectrical transm ssion network and one coal mne. In nost
plants, the Luz y Fuerza Federation is a junior partner with a
mnority of shares (usually between 20-50% while in two of the
very small est power plants they have either a majority of shares
and 100% control. They are also 100% owner of the coal mne in
Rio Turbio (Ipiazu, 1998: 83-85 and Luz y Fuerza docunent Proceso

de Privatizacion, n.d.). The irony of these investnents and

hol dings is that the Federation has nore of its enpl oyees working
in their hotel-tourismconplex than working in the electrical
plants! Finally the Federation has a credit union, a work

di sability insurance program (ART), a |ife-insurance group and
mul tiple real estate ventures.

One of the Federation's nost anbitious undertakings is its



| aunching in 1994 of Futura. This is an AFRJP private annuity and
i nvestment pension plan in which the Luz y Fuerza Federation took
the | eadership role in partnership with autonobile, sanitation and
i nsurance unions. Argentina, under a 1993 law, allowed for the
enpl oyed to change fromthe public pension systeminto one of the
original 26 newly-forned private pension plans (1994), and after,
if they so choose, they may continue to switch twi ce each year
within the private pension plans, making it a highly conpetitive
annuities market. As of June 1998, Futura ranked 15th of the 18
remai ni ng funds, wth 38,000 affiliates. Despite the latter's
relatively small nunber, it ranked 15th in total assets of $35
mllion, making it second in per capita contributions (Interview
with a Futura admnistrator, July 24, 1995).

In order to undertake these corporate ventures, the

Federation passed a reformof its statutes. In June 1995, it
changed its internal by-laws to reflect these new anbitious
interests. In the new preanble and declaration of principles, it
stated "...it is necessary to find the correct path to achieve the
greatest welfare for all, using the nethods that are necessary,

the intelligence, the organizational capacity and our total
under st andi ng of energy activity, to continue to sustain job
opportunities and the social benefits for all the affiliates of
the unions involved." Furthernore, Article 3 allows for the
Federation to represent any and all unions in any area of the
production, exploitation, transm ssion, distribution, and
commerci alization of electrical energy. And finally, the
Federation is allowed to enter into | egal associations and
partnerships with entities both within and outside Argentina, and
to transact with commercial, credit and banking entities for the
pur poses of enhancing its capital (FATLyF, Anteproyecto de

Ref orma, 1995).

As a union | eader of the Buenos Aires local told ne, the
Federation felt it had to do sonething to survive the
privatization onslaught. He said, "The Luz y Fuerza Federation's
view was that they were in the mddle of a storm (privatization)
riding it out on a boat w thout propulsion - so they cut the notor
and all owed thenselves to drift, expecting to eventually reach the
shore. At that point, having survived, they could start the
engi ne and search out the destiny of their choice" (July 31,

1996). It is, however, patently clear, that the Light and Power
Federation is now | ess dependent on their income fromtheir own
rank and file union dues; instead they now provide services to al
who cone to their various holding operations. For exanple, inconme
fromelectrical energy sales fromtheir own co-shares in

el ectrical generator conpanies, the profits fromits private
pension plan, hotels, insurance, credit unions, etc. are now



greater incone producers than the Federation's collection of the
mont hly uni on and wel fare deductions of their own rank and file.
Under these conditions despite losing two-thirds of its

menber shi p, the Federation has naintained and increased its
econom ¢ power because of its farflung interests. Historically
FATLYF' s goals were to increase salaries and benefits so as to

i ncrease union strength in nunbers and financial resources. Today,
increasingly, it no | onger depends nearly as much on increasing
menber shi p and organi zational strength via the rank and file
structure. As one econom st said, "By becom ng a business union,
Luz y Fuerza does nothing to change the rules of the gane nor the
soci o-econom c structure of the society. Rather they have

i ncorporated thenselves into the capitalist econony wthout being
able to change and effect that same structure (Interviewwth

Cl audi o Lozano, August 5, 1996)."

Al ternative Response of the Confederacion de Trabaj adores
Argentinos (CTA)

The CTA fornmed an alternative federation in 1992, based on
its strong opposition to the General Labor Confederation (CGT)
col | aboration with the Menem governnent's neol i beral policies.
Thi s new Confederation is made up of two | arge national unions,
the state enpl oyees (ATE), led by Victor de Gennaro, and the
teachers unions (CTERA), led by Marta Maffei, plus several smaller
regional |ocals, the nost prom nent of which are the Luz Fuerza
| ocal of Mar del Plata under Jose Rigane and netallurgical |oca
(UOM of Villa Constitucion headed by Alberto Piccinini. The
Confederation also has the affiliation support of various smal
unions or locals as the flight attendants, rubber workers, paper
wor kers, publicity enployees and judicial enployees anong many
even smal | er uni ons.

The CTA's approach to unionismis to directly affiliate its
menbership for 30 cents a nonth fromall societal strata, far
beyond nerely the formal enployed sector of workers. The
indication is that they have over 700,000 affiliates fromthe
enpl oyed, unenpl oyed, retirees, underenpl oyed, self-enployed,
precariously self-enployed, housew ves, subcontractees, those
wor ki ng in black, and personal and donestic service enpl oyees. The
CTA argues that all these economcally active categories of
wor kers have far outstripped the formal unionized sectors since
the early 1970s and this trend, of course, has been accentuated
with the rapid rise of unenploynent in the 1990s. As of 1996, the
formal | abor sector now makes up only one-third of the avail abl e
Argentine working class wit large, that nunbers al nost 14, 000, 000
(Rauber, 1998: 51). Wiere enpl oynent does occur in contenporary
Argentina it is in the service, finance, commerce, banking and
teaching sectors. It is exactly these groups of enployees, with



t heir higher educational levels and cultural world views, that are
nmost suscepti bl e and persuaded by the social-denocratic positions
bei ng taken by the CTA (Ranis, 1995).

| can only summari ze the major tenets of the new CTA and,
add, that it represents one of the world' s nbst provocative and
farreachi ng approaches to the role of unions under the neoli beral
hegenony (for union initiatives anong netropolitan nations see
Moody, 1997). In essence the CTA is based on (1) autonony from
any of the major political parties, including Peronism (2) a
belief in denocratic and direct rank and file affiliation,
assenblies and el ections; and (3) an ongoi ng outreach to soci al
novenent s opposed to the neo-liberal nodel of socio-economc
devel opnent. The CGI's mmj or unions' collaboration with
privatization and the nove toward entrepreneurial unionism was
perhaps the | eading edge that drove the CTA's major affiliates to
w thdrew fromthe CGI in 1992, at the height of state
privatization under Menem sm Particularly dramatic was the
expul sion of the Luz y Fuerza, Mar del Plata |ocal fromthe FATLYF
for opposing vehenently the Light and Power Federation's
col | aboration and participation in the electricity/energy
privatization process, and its co-founding wth ATE, CTERA and
ot hers of the new CTA | abor confederation (Interviews with Jose
Ri gane, Secretary Ceneral of LyF, Mar del Plata, July 25, 1996 and
July 9, 1996).

Concl usi on

Peroni st populismis essentially |eaderless today. The
center of gravity is the Menem st neo-liberal policies. The
i deol ogy and content of Peroni sm has been deprived of its nessage
and neani ng and the | evel of popular cynicismhas never been
hi gher. Peronist clientalismmy afford it several nore years of
relative electoral success but its mass appeal is sure to be
evi scerated by the Menem econom c "revolution.”" It is somewhat
anal ogous to the Cdinton's "noderate denocratic" approach that has
essentially denuded the various denocratic coalitions, inclusive
of the working class, fromthe New Deal through the Fair Deal and
the Great Society to the New Frontier. Argentine Peroni sm does
not have the intellectual reserves or ideol ogical cohesiveness to
stand up to neo-liberalismand its defenders. The inability of
t he shrinking and weakened state to provide for the needs of those
nmost wanting will result in a necessary sea change of popul ar
political orientations. The outsized and understandable fear of a
return to hyper-inflation has mtigated a rapid flight from
Per oni sm under Menem

Recently the Secretary General of ATE gave a talk in which he
spoke of Argentina's three terrors: terror of being "di sappeared”



(1975-82), the terror of inflation (1983-1991) and the terror of
bei ng unenpl oyed (1991- )(Victor de Gennaro, July 11, 1998).
Today there is nore instability in the workpl ace then was even
true under the mlitary Proceso. And precarious enploynent and
unenpl oynent promi se to be a structural-institutional (not
frictional or seasonal) problemthat will not go away and Peroni sm
and the CGT | eadership are unlikely, as they are presently
constituted, to provide answers. Many |aborers and enpl oyees in
the late 1980s and even the early 1990s had thought that
privatization and foreign investnments m ght bring new jobs, nore
training and opportunities, profit sharing, and better pay. This
has not occurred. Peronismis still ensconced in the alliance

bet ween a | abor scarce protected econony and a preponderant,

i nterventionist, and subsidi zing state. Peronismseens to have
little to offer in questioning the attributes and direction of a

| abor surplus econony with a small state. Since 1990 significant
political |earning has occurred anong the Argentine popul ace in
terms of the Argentine insertion into the world econony. Menem sm
has beconme a preponderant peripheral partner in this venture but
traditional Peronismhas |lost its way.
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