Labour rights: Dispute at hotel chain in Cambodia remains unresolved

Dear colleagues and friends,

In today’s Clearinghouse, I’m sharing two reports about a dispute over service charges at Cambodia’s most prestigious hotels that has drawn international attention for several months already. Following a strike at several hotels in April, more than 300 workers at the Raffles Grand Hotel d'Angkor in Siem Reap were fired. But they are fighting on to get back their jobs under fair conditions. Meanwhile, trade unions from abroad are supporting the struggle for the workers’ rights and call on tourists and businesses to boycott Raffles hotels in Cambodia until the dispute is settled. 

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

---------------------------

http://www.etaiwannews.com/Business/2004/08/18/1092810134.htm
HOTEL WORKERS IN CAMBODIA JOBLESS OVER CLAIM TO TIPS 

Associated Press: 18 August 2004

Nearly 200 people gather daily in the shadow of the luxury hotel where they once worked, hoping their protest down the road from Cambodia's famous Angkor Wat temples will get back the jobs they lost for going on strike. 

Workers at the 70-year-old Raffles Grand Hotel d'Angkor were among hundreds who walked out of six swanky hotels in a dispute that has pitted some of Cambodia's finest tourist establishments against employees in a poor country where unions are just taking hold. 

"Our protest today is unlimited - until our employer respects the labor law," bellboy Soun Sinith said through a translator. "It will last five days, 10 days, two months, even three years until we are successful." 

As in many developing countries, unions are relatively new in Cambodia and cover just a few industries. Those in the garment sector, the country's biggest export earner, struggled though years of bloody strikes before working out contracts. 

According to the World Bank, 45 percent of Cambodians live on US$1 a day or less. Workers in textile factories usually make about US$45 a month. Government figures say an average couple with three children needs US$300 for a decent life in the capital Phnom Penh and US$200 in other areas. 

Two Raffles hotels, the Grand in Siem Reap and Le Royal, the leading hotel in Phnom Penh, have become the focus of the labor battle. Average salary at the Grand is US$160 a month and at the Le Royal - whose guests over the years have included Jacqueline Kennedy, French President Charles de Gaulle and writer Somerset Maugham - the average is US$210 a month. 

"I think we just need to step out and walk the streets to be reminded what wonderful employment it is to work in a hotel," Raffles' Cambodia representative Stephan Gnaegi said in the lobby of Le Royal, a banana- colored hotel opened in 1929. 

However, the workers' union, the Cambodia Tourism and Service Workers Federation, said some Raffles employees make just US$1 or US$2 a day. Last year, the workers asked that service charges added to guests' bills be paid directly to employees. Some hotels had distributed the charge - usually about 10 percent - as fixed monthly allowances and in benefits, such as training and meals. 

Although Cambodian law mandates that service charges be paid to employees, it does not say in what form, said Huot Chanthy, an inspection director for the Department of Labor. 

Strikes over the service charges began last December and continued until April, when two judges ruled that the strikes were illegal; Raffles then fired more than 300 workers. However, other judges ruled in favor of the workers, and an arbitration board which deals with such disputes issued a non-binding order saying the workers should be rehired since Cambodians have the right to strike. 

Calls for a travelers' boycott of the two hotels had a small effect at Le Royal, while the Grand was closed for three weeks in April due to the strike, Gnaegi said. Double rooms at the two hotels range from US$176 to US$276 nightly, according to the Raffles Web site. 

Raffles' ignoring of the arbitration board's ruling was taken as an act of bad faith by the workers' union. 

Ly Korm, the union president, accused the hotel operators of defying Cambodian law, and said if the Singapore-based Raffles continues to do so, "they should go to another country." 

"Employee and employer, it is good faith, it is the same family. We should settle the problem ... now the company avoids" it, Ly Korm said. 

Alonzo Suson, representative of the American Center for International Labor Solidarity, an arm of the AFL-CIO which advises the hotel workers' union, said Raffles' decision not to abide by the ruling of the independent arbitration council to rehire the workers hurt Cambodia's union movement. 

"It's a prestigious hotel ... they're looked at as the standard in the industry," he said. "It's not setting a good example." 

Raffles' Gnaegi said handing the workers the full service charge - about US$170 a month at Le Royal - could create an income disparity in Cambodia's economy, and that the benefits actually provide more value than cash. 

Worldwide, 90-100 percent of service charge money goes directly to employees, with some used to offset administrative or other costs, said Patrick Dalban-Moreynas of the Geneva-based International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers Associations. 

The dispute with Raffles "has to do with fundamental rights," he said. 

"Raffles especially took the hard line because they want to get rid of the federation because they don't want a trade union to interfere in what the hotels consider as their decision," said Dalban-Moreynas. 

Gnaegi said the company was not a union buster. He said they pay well and provide a good working environment, and will take back some workers this fall. 

The striking workers, meanwhile, have taken to working as motorcycle taxi drivers or fishing in the river next to the Grand's manicured lawns.
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http://www6.lexisnexis.com/publisher/EndUser?Action=UserDisplayFullDocument&orgId=616&topicId=12552&docId=l:224024699&start=10
National Public Radio: August 17, 2004, Morning Edition (10:00 AM ET) 

LABOUR DISPUTE AT HOTEL CHAIN IN CAMBODIA REMAINS UNSOLVED [DP]

By Renee Montagne and Michael Sullivan

RENEE MONTAGNE, host: The high season for tourism is about to begin in Cambodia. Tourists are an important source of money for a poor country that's trying to recover from years of war. Some visitors' plans may be disrupted by a labor dispute at the prestigious Raffles hotel chain. Hotel bills include a 10 percent service fee, and Cambodian law says hotel workers are supposed to receive it. When workers went on strike to demand the money, the hotel chain fired more than 300 of them. NPR's Michael Sullivan reports. (Soundbite of voices) 

MICHAEL SULLIVAN reporting: Even in the off-season, tourists come in droves to the magnificent ruins of Angkor Wat, designated a World Heritage Site by the United Nations. Civil war and the Khmer Rouge kept Angkor Wat off- limits for more than a decade. With the conflict over, up-market hotels have sprouted near the ruins to keep the tourist comfortable. 

(Soundbite of music; click of billiard balls) 

SULLIVAN: The Raffles Grand is one of those hotels, a French colonial art deco structure, beautifully restored by Singapore's Raffles Group in 1997. But there is no stampede for happy hour at Raffles' Elephant Bar these days, just a single customer playing pool. And there are few takers for the expensive rooms upstairs. Locals and union organizers say tourists are staying away out of sympathy for the fired workers. Kim Savanna(ph) worked at the hotel shop for more than four years, and even though she is one of those recently fired, she hopes the dispute is soon settled and that the hotel takes her back. 

Ms. KIM SAVANNA (Fired Worker): Because of that the first place that I start work, and I like that very much. It doesn't mean like if we make the union for destroy the company. We just ask for something that belong to us. It's not fair that the hotel like steal our money or keep ...(unintelligible). 

SULLIVAN: That 10 percent tacked on to the hotel bill might not seem like much, especially to guests paying $250 a night, but it's a fortune here in Cambodia where the average worker is lucky to earn $50 a month. Raffles is one of several foreign hotels targeted by the union, but it's the only one that hasn't reached some sort of an agreement with the workers, despite an independent arbitration council ruling in favor of the union. But Stephan Gnaegi, general manager of Raffles' Cambodian properties, argues that Raffles employees are already among the highest-paid in Cambodia, averaging $210 a month. 

Mr. STEPHAN GNAEGI (General Manager, Raffles): If we compare, for instance, with the garment industry, where the salaries are at $50, $210 in a country like Cambodia is a very fine salary, and by far above the national average. If we add the service charge, let's say an extra $150 a month, that will create a tremendous salary disparity within Cambodia, and that could be a major setback for the overall employment situation in this country. 

SULLIVAN: Union organizers say that's not the point. Alfonso Suicin(ph), an American adviser to the fledgling union, argues that the Raffles hotel dispute is not only about money, but workers' rights. He worries that Raffles' stance may affect workers in other industries like the garment industry, Cambodia's largest. 

Mr. ALFONSO SUICIN (Union Adviser): The garment industry has high union density, and for Raffles to just put their nose up and thumbs down the arbitration council decision signals to the other manufacturing owners that it's OK to not follow the arbitration council decision. 

SULLIVAN: The union is getting help from the AFL-CIO and other foreign unions who've urged businesses to boycott Raffles hotels in Cambodia until the dispute is settled. The US Embassy chose to move a recent party elsewhere. US congressmen are pressuring the World Bank and other institutions to avoid Raffles properties in the country. Union representatives and hotel management agree on one thing: Prolonged labor unrest will hurt everyone, especially with high season approaching. But Raffles general manager Stephan Gnaegi insists the union needs to compromise. 

Mr. GNAEGI: I can assure you that the business in Cambodia is extremely difficult, cost of operation is very high, and direct foreign investment is declining in Cambodia. Thus at this point of time, we make it so extremely difficult for foreign investment to succeed in this country, we will not have more foreign investment. 

SULLIVAN: In the meantime, Raffles has chosen to scrap the service charge altogether, for now at least, rather than give it to the workers. 

Michael Sullivan, NPR News. MONTAGNE: It's 11 minutes before the hour.

Copyright 2004 National Public Radio (R). 
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