New decade a chance to repair damaged steel industry
The global financial crisis has had a wide impact across almost every industrial sector in the world economy. Despite the fact that unions warned of the potential for a financial crisis our message mainly fell on deaf ears. Although the steel industry has faced a different crisis this time, in that it is a financial crisis as opposed to past overcapacity problems, the impact has been the same.

In 2010 the outlook also looks difficult as the crisis finally squeezes itself out of the industry. As a consequence the opportunity for unions to reshape the industry in the future is very real. Awareness among governments, policy makers and the general public about the importance of the industry has never been greater, as often closures have triggered public awareness. So the question becomes how to tap into this opportunity to deliver the type of industry we want to see.
For many workers in the steel industry last year was a bad one, as companies tried to translate a fall in demand into a fall in wages, conditions and job security. Punishing the very workers who, up until very recently, had been contributing towards record profits within the steel industry. The record fall in demand and problems surrounding financing placed many unions in a difficult situation of having to try and identify where there was a genuine need to take steps to find solutions to cash flow problems and where the employers were trying to take advance of the crisis to erode workers’ terms and conditions. In some cases governments have also become involved, for example short term working is one way in which a tripartite approach has helped to avoid further job losses. Also governments have attempted to stimulate demand in industry such as the cash for clunkers scheme in the auto sector which has had a knock on effect for steel. In reality many governments have not done enough to save highly skilled, highly paid jobs in the industry.
Health and safety also remains a key priority with a number of recent fatalities hitting the industry. As demand begins to return to the industry it is important to remember that every worker should have the right to refuse a task if they feel their life is in danger.
In order to build a more sustainable and worker friendly industry in the future we need to develop strategies to address at least four major issues:
1. Keeping the industry heavily unionized

As a result of the crisis many union members have lost their jobs, often as part of voluntary severance packages or early retirements. As demand returns to the industry we must make sure that new workers are union workers this can only be achieved through an organizing strategy.

Many of the countries with the highest demand for steel have weak or no trade unions. This means that often new facilities have no unions and poor conditions. In the TNC’s where we have a strong presence we have to use our strength to help weak unions become stronger through our shared experience.
Attracting young workers into the industry is vitally important so we should develop common demands on investment in training, education and skill development.

Precarious workers often have the worst conditions of employment which can undermine the conditions of direct or full time employees. Unionizing these workers offers the opportunity to minimize the opportunity for them to be exploited.

2. Job Security

Building union networks within steel companies will help unions exchange information and develop collective bargaining strategies. This will prevent companies from playing one plant of against another.

We must continue to make a strong case against companies that seek to use the crisis as a way to undermine terms and conditions despite record profits.

The steel industry is truly global and we must continue to develop common positions among our members on issues such as subsidies, overcapacity and protectionism.This is the only way to stop a race to the bottom.
3. Precarious work

When demand starts to return to the industry we must ensure that the jobs created are good jobs. We need to develop common positions on the use of contract and precarious workers in the industry that prevents the exploitation of any worker.
Contract workers are more likely to be killed or injured at work than regular employees. It is vitally important to ensure that health and safety agreements are not undermined and remain in place. Training, education and internal policy’s which seek to protect these workers must be developed, implemented and monitored.
4. Climate Change
The steel industry must do more to address climate issues. The industry can play a major role in future climate solutions. Although a binding agreement was not reached in Copenhagen, later this year in Mexico at the COP16 another attempt will be made and the industry cannot stand idly by and wait to react to the outcome.
Trade unions have the opportunity to make the link between climate change and decent work. The IMF steel section was the first to develop a position on climate change.

In conclusion, 2010 will be critical for the union movement within the steel industry. We will have plenty of opportunities to reshape the industry but must not let the industry benchmark be the lowest standards rather than the highest.
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