Rampant exploitation of tourism workers in Asia
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TOURISM WITHER: HOTELS, OPERATORS CUTTING COSTS 

Spooked by terrorism and pandemics like SARS, the world's tourism and hotel industries will never fully recover because they are now hiring more and more workers on a subcontract or temporary basis, an expert has told The Nation.

"Tourism will never be as it was before," said Alain-Philippe Feutre, chief executive officer of International Hotel and Restaurant Association, which alone represents the hospitality industry worldwide. It claims 300,000 hotels and eight million restaurants as members.

Feutre was in Bangkok for a tripartite regional meeting on employment in the tourism industry organised by the International Labour Office (ILO).

Feutre said subcontracting - now a global trend - could reduce costs and provide better flexibility and mobility for the industries.

But Daniel L Edralin, a workers' representative at the regional meeting, argued that the industry had always had a bad image when it came to working conditions, and subcontracting and part-time employees had worsened the situation.

Edralin said employers in the Philippines were using the crisis, "real or imagined", as a pretext to switch to subcontracted workers. "Now new hotels are being opened in the Philippines where nearly everyone is subcontracted," he said, citing the system practised by fast-food chains around the globe.

"We have no real figures, but we have many examples of subcontracting being used to get rid of unions," he said, adding that some employers were now realising that precarious employment conditions don't encourage good service and are thus bucking from the general trend.

Dirk Belau, an ILO catering and tourism specialist, said 2003 would see the tourism industry lose 2.8 million jobs in Asia. He put the number since 2000 at five million. "The number of jobs in the region has not increased since 1997 [although] it's hoped that growth will come back," said Belau, who predicted strong growth next year.

An ILO report stated that in Thailand, the impact of SARS on tourism was less severe than it could have been, only because the epidemic occurred during the low season.

The World Travel and Tourism Council estimated that employment in the industry in Thailand constituted 32 per cent of the Kingdom's GDP in 2000, but fell to 30 per cent in 2001 and 29 per cent in 2002.
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Additional from THE NATION: 

CASUAL HOTEL STAFF SUFFER IN SILENCE

Contract workers in Thailand are increasingly being used by hotels for long-term staffing to avoid having to pay benefits, but the government is turning a deaf ear to their plight, while the victims are reluctant to stand up for their rights, a union leader said.

“It’s clear exploitation through legal loopholes,” said Apirat Nutamarn, president of the Hotel Workers’ Federation of Thailand. 

Part-time workers are ineligible for paid maternity or vacation leave, welfare benefits, severance pay or union membership.

“One of the most respected five-star hotels hires as much as one-third of its staff on a temporary basis and has kept some of those employees working that way for four, five or even 10 years.”

The Nation contacted the hotel, located along the Chao Phraya River, and questioned a senior personnel department employee about Apirat’s claim.

“We cannot give you any information, but we don’t think such violations exist,” he said.

Apirat was not surprised at the hotel’s attitude. “This is the new management trend,” he said. “The SARS epidemic has only highlighted the plight of these workers, who are informally referred to as second-class staff. They don’t have any social security and they’re the first to be abandoned when [a tourism slump] really takes its toll on the industry.”

“This is truly ‘unseen Thailand’,” he said, referring to a new marketing campaign by the Tourism Authority of Thailand.

Apirat, also president of the Royal Orchid Sheraton labour union, said key members of the federation met officials at the Labour Ministry to follow up on a petition it had submitted to Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra.

They were told that the Labour Ministry does not have enough inspectors.

“We can’t check all the hotels because we have the same problem in factories,” said Niphon Nakleow, director-general of the Labour Development and Protection Department. 

And if they wanted to lodge a complaint against a particular hotel the victims would have to come forward. But most “second-class” employees are afraid of being blacklisted if they raise a protest.

“The employers take advantage of the ignorance of workers or the fact that they don’t exercise their rights.”

Such exploitation was probably taking place at hotels, but they were keeping lists of over-extended temporary workers away from official eyes, Niphon said.

“You know it and I know it. But we have no evidence,” Niphon said.

Labour leaders said they would file a case if they could persuade victims to come forward.

“Many of them put up with the exploitation in the hope that they will be hired as regular staff when a permanent employee quits,” Apirat said.

Many part-time workers are laid off during the low season when their short-term contracts expire and stay away for a month before a new temporary contract is signed, union leaders said.
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‘SACKED TO BUST THE UNION’

Former employees at the Diamond Cliff Resort and Spa in Phuket say their company’s reason for firing them – bad business conditions – was just an excuse to destroy the union.

Jaettana Klabkaet, former president of the hotel’s labour union, was abruptly dismissed on June 18. He said 22 members were suddenly given eight hours to vacate their apartments in employee housing.

 “This is against the labour laws. Our ID cards have been confiscated. The resort owners simply do not want to have a union,” Jaettana said in a statement sent to the media.

But Pathitarn Sripetch, the resort’s human resources director, told The Nation that union leaders were not singled out.

“We don’t know who are union members. We only have a 10-per-cent plus occupancy rate and have had to let 140 staff go since the beginning of the year.”
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