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2018 has seen many working-class people around the world standing up for their rights and
pushing back against injustice and inequality. Some of these fights have made the
mainstream news in western countries, but many have not. As we reflect on the year that is
ending, let’s not forget the struggles of working-class people and the successes of collective
action and solidarity. Around the world, people have had enough of corporate greed and
government inaction to combat inequality.

The spectacular scenes of protests and police responses on the streets of Paris were
broadcast around the world. Crowds of people dressed in hi-vis vests (gilet jaunes) rallying
against the French government have sparked much interest. The left have celebrated

the gilets jaunes as a working-class movement - people fed up with austerity and regressive
taxes, taking to the streets to demand better treatment and equality from the centrist
government (although it should be acknowledged that there has been some coopting of the
movement by the far right). In Australia in October, the streets were also awash with hi-vis,
worn mostly by construction workers who put tools down to join rallies and marchesin the
city centers as part of a union-led campaign to ‘change the rules’ and allow workers more
rights to organize and strike.
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-46424267
https://www.news.com.au/video/id-5348771529001-5852111731001/raw-thousands-rally-in-sydney-for-new-workplace-laws
https://changetherules.org.au/
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Australia has also seen a number of more localized strikes and organization of workers
throughout the year, including the notable formation of the First Nations Workers
Alliance (FNWA), set up to fight against the unjust Community Development Program — a
‘work for the dole’ scheme targeting Indigenous people in remote communities. Under

the scheme, Indigenous people are expected to work for no pay and are penalized if they
refuse to do so. They are not covered by occupational health and safety laws and do not
receive other work entitlements. The FNWA has been campaigning around the country,
creating solidarity with non-Indigenous workers and unions and empowering workers with
information about their rights.

First Nations Workers Alliance

Australia’s neighbor, New Zealand, has experienced industrial action this year by public
servants, nurses, fast food workers, bus drivers, and cinema workers. For some worker
groups, such as the nurses, the strikes are the first to happen in decades.

In the Asia Pacific region workers at South Korean tech giant Oracle have

been strikingsince May over unfair conditions, rates of pay, and rights to unionize.

Across China, workers have challenged the state and risked arrest and imprisonment for
organizing in workplaces and going on strike. Factory workers (many of whom are migrant
workers from rural areas) are demanding an end to unsafe working conditions and forced
overtime. Even in Japan, where strikes are very rare, in one town during a dispute over
insecure work, bus drivers engaged in industrial action by refusing to collect fares from
passengers. A Philippines branch of business processing outsourcing company Alorica was
notified of strike action in September due to the company’s attempts to strip rights from the
workers’ union. This will be the first strike of call center employees in the Philippines.

South Asia has also seen a series of strikes this year. Tea plantation workers in eastern

© LAWCHA. All Rights Reserved. | 2


https://fnwa.org.au/
https://fnwa.org.au/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-29/indigenous-employment-from-community-development-programme-low/8567224
https://fnwa.org.au/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jul/09/new-zealand-teachers-and-nurses-to-hold-first-mass-strike-in-a-generation
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/industries/104584689/global-fast-food-giant-wendys-faces-more-protest-from-nz-workers
https://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/357430/auckland-bus-drivers-strike-as-pay-dispute-heats-up
https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2018/07/hoyts-workers-told-they-will-face-lockout-if-they-strike-for-better-pay.html
http://www.theinvestor.co.kr/view.php?ud=20180710000573
https://www.thenation.com/article/chinas-workers-arent-fighting-a-trade-war-theyre-fighting-a-labor-war/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/may/11/no-ticket-to-ride-japanese-bus-drivers-strike-by-giving-free-rides-okayama
https://www.nearshoreamericas.com/alorica-labor-strike-philippines-union-allegations/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/07/tea-plantation-workers-in-india-go-on-strike-over-pay-dispute
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India staged a strike in August over pay, and in October, Indian Uber and Ola drivers struck
to demand higher fares to meet their cost of living. Pakistani port workers have fought back
against unfair dismissals and low wages, and postal worker unions in Pakistan have been
protesting employers’ stripping of health benefits.

Various African countries have also seen industrial action in 2018. Nurses in Kenya have
threatened to walk off the job if negotiations over pay are not successful, and teachers in
Kenya recently called off a planned strike to allow for talks with employers. Members of
both private and public sector unions in Nigeria called a national strike in September in
their quest for a livable minimum wage. The South African National Union of Mineworkers
advised workers at the South Deep gold mine to take industrial action after announcements
of mass job losses. The right to strike is entrenched in South Africa’s constitution, but
recent amendments to labor laws there will make it more difficult to take strike action. A
new national minimum wage has been criticized by the South Africa Federation of Trade
Unions (SAFTU) as too low - and likely to be used by employers as a maximum wage. South
African workers took to the streets in April to demand a higher minimum, and SAFTU has
pledged to maintain the pressure on the government with more protests in 2019.

Workers in Middle Eastern countries have also been downing tools. In the United Arab
Emirates, where strikes are technically illegal, construction workers in Abu Dhabi refusedto
work until they were paid wages owed. In Iran, steel workers striking over unpaid wages
and other issues have faced arrest, and Iranian truck drivers, farmers and railway workers
have also staged action in 2018.

Employees in Europe have been fighting against Amazon - choosing the busiest days of the
year to stage strikes and speaking out publicly against unsafe working conditions in Amazon
factories. Greek workers have been protesting against government plans to restrict
industrial action, and German railway workers have been engaged in a nationalstrike over
pay. In the UK, cleaners at the London School of Economics finally won their fight to
become in-house staff, vastly improving their pay and conditions. This was the result of a
ten-month strike led by some of the most marginalized workers in the country. Their union,
United Voices of the World, has also run successful unfair dismissal campaigns against
retailer Top Shop and a London recycling plant. They also scored a win for cleaners working
for a London council in their fight to receive the London Living Wage.

There are many, many inspiring stories of successes and of continuing struggles. Campaigns
have been varied as workers have fought for decent pay and conditions, as well as job
security, the right to unionize, work safety, and to not be harassed at work (as in
McDonald’s worker walk outs in the US). Working-class people are taking action to improve
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https://www.reuters.com/article/us-uber-ola-strike/uber-ola-drivers-strike-in-india-demanding-higher-fares-idUSKCN1MW1WZ
https://www.dawn.com/news/1416331
https://www.uniglobalunion.org/news/pakistani-postal-workers-strike-restore-health-and-housing-benefits
https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/2018/12/09/nurses-postpone-planned-strike-give-room-for-talks_c1863236
https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/article/2001293946/knut-puts-looming-teachers-strike-on-hold
http://www.africanews.com/2018/09/27/nigeria-banks-fuel-supply-crippled-as-labour-begins-strike/
https://af.reuters.com/article/investingNews/idAFKCN1N63XA-OZABS
http://saftu.org.za/saftu-rejects-poverty-minimum-wage/
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/04/27/south-africa-workers-protest-minimum-wage-ramaphosa-reassures.html
https://www.thenational.ae/uae/police-defuse-labourers-strike-on-abu-dhabi-s-reem-island-1.790634
https://en.radiofarda.com/a/iran-ahvaz-steel-workers-protest-strike/29601816.html
https://www.businessinsider.com.au/black-friday-amazon-workers-protest-poor-working-conditions-2018-11?r=US&IR=T
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/14/greece-braced-for-strikes-over-planned-move-to-limit-industrial-action
https://www.dw.com/en/german-rail-strikes-cause-widespread-delays/a-46648618
https://www.uvwunion.org.uk/london-school-of-economics
https://www.uvwunion.org.uk/news/2018/9/top-shop-2-victory
https://www.uvwunion.org.uk/news/2018/9/victory-at-kensington-and-chelsea-town-hall
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/sep/12/mcdonalds-workers-set-to-strike-over-sexual-harassment
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their own lives and to challenge structures that maintain inequality and injustice, and
hearing about the actions and success of others helps build workers movements. Stories
from around the world show there is still power in unions and collective action. They also
highlight the need for global solidarity.

In this season, let’s not forget the many around the world whose work continues throughout
the holidays, and let us keep organizing, representing, supporting, and celebrating working-
class lives in 2019. Solidarity forever!
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