(January, 2010)

A Bolognina
 for the CGIL: Note from Nicola Nicolosi After the National Meeting of LavoroSocietà

It’s hard to explain why the CGIL is going into a congress split into two opposed motions. It’s hard because it’s a confrontation between oligarchies, which does not exist among the workers who relate to the CGIL. It’s difficult to understand how, under an attack unprecedented in the history of the Republic, one that precisely excludes it from partaking in the contractual model, the whole CGIL doesn’t close ranks to defend itself and retake the initiative. While we need to prepare the general strike against making the workers and pensioners pay for the crisis and against the government, the CGIL is running the risk of being caught up in a self-lacerating internal discussion defined by leadership groups.

One will look in vain in the two position documents for the next CGIL congress for profound differences on central issues such as the new model of development, contractual model, welfare, tax revenues, labour market and union democracy. Nor have there been in the last year visible differences within the national leaderships, which have unanimously determined the important choices of the CGIL.

The differences around goals involve only some aspects. For example, the Moccia document provides for funding from the general tax revenues the just goal of having pensions (based on social contributions) not below 60 % of the most recent salary level, and at the same time proposes to supply from the [direct] contributions of workers aid to dependent elderly people. It should be the reverse: in fact support to those who are not self-sufficient should be guaranteed to all who need it, as a universal right of citizenship, just like the right to healthcare. Not to speak of the “jewel” of verifying the income of the unemployed for them to claim their benefits.

The Moccia document, while it presents marginal differences as far as demands are concerned, contains on certain issues proposals that are so radical that if approved by the confederation’s congress they would have effects and consequences comparable to those which the Bolognina [FN: editor’s note: the conference in which the Italian Communist Party was dissolved] had for the Italian left.

In fact, the Moccia document proposes: 

- “to shift forward the boundary of economic democracy” … “Such progress is in fact the condition for experimenting with more advanced forms of participatory corporate structures, like a dual structure, evaluating the experiences of other countries.”

· “New pensioners and people retiring now tend to maintain a direct and identitarian rapport with the trade categories they belonged to, emphasised also by how they are linked to the trade category’s  supplementary benefit funds. For this reason, we need to build, between the SPI and the trade categories of active workers, new relations of supplementary benefits and collaboration, experimenting also with solutions, to be defined, which preserve the identity of the category origin of the workers”;

· “amalgamate the categories as a contractual unification of the workers, starting with the federations whose immediate counterparts are the industrial sectors of Confindustria, of the public services, and of private services”;

· “we need to open a broad and free discussion on the forms and modes of involving our members in the processes of decision-making and in the formation of the very leadership groups, without excluding the possibility of recourse to primaries, as one of the instruments through which there can be a general consultation of the members.”

These proposals require a first and immediate response:

1) It is evident that the adoption of the first two points would bring the CGIL into line with the German model of the DGB [FN: editor’s note: co-determination and the relative autonomy of trade or sectoral representation in the face of the confederation].

Participation in the corporate life of the enterprises would inevitably lead the workers to experience the enterprise as a central concern and consequently all the compatibilities and challenges of the market, which would also be in competition with the workers in competing companies. For the rest, the experience of the presence of unions, not in direct management but precisely in the organisations allocating unemployment compensation funds has not impeded these funds from behaving in the global economy in exactly the same way as speculative capitals, contributing thus to the financial speculation that has led to the outbreak of the crisis.

It is no accident that in Germany contracting begins with the enterprise, with a succeeding phase in which the gains are supposed to be generalised. That the company is the keystone of contractual relations is confirmed by the fact that the single companies are free to comply or not comply with a contract constructed in this way. From this follows the bargaining crisis that leads the German workers to ask whether it might not be better to have a law that guarantees a minimum wage. In Italy, by contrast, the national contract is the primary instrument that determines the reach of the company contract and is applied to all workers in the trade [FN: editor’s note: whether belonging to a union or not, and whether the shop is union or not].

The decision to participate in the corporate life of the enterprises will inevitably undermine the confederal union of solidarity, whose ambition it is to confront all the issues that have to do with workers [FN: editor’s note: beyond the workplace] in their full class autonomy. It is no coincidence that in those countries where the heart of union life is the company, it is the political parties which deal with issues such as public revenue, economic policy, welfare, regional policies, etc.

Also the de facto proposal of contracts on the basis of industrial sector, which would follow the choice of the other two macro-sectors - public workers and service workers - indicates a union model in which the confederation has limited weight, little more than that of mere representation. [Ed. Note: i.e. it would be less able to contract and would limit itself to communicating the workers’ point of view.]  However, at the same time – as one of the signatories of the second motion clearly stated in interviews for authoritative news dailies – the contract by “macro-sector” can only be a light contract, which fixes some general rights and a minimum wage, real wage increases being asked for at the company level.

One should remember that if, at the contractual level, Italian workers have not been able to effect an equitable distribution of increases in productivity, they have nevertheless at least kept apace with inflation.

The big erosion of workers income occurred through government initiatives, thus through a policy (on pensions, income transfer through tax revenues from workers to companies and bosses, precarisation of labour relations, etc.) that did not represent the interests of workers.

Without a strong confederal union, workers would be bereft of a strong class representation capable of dealing autonomously with fundamental issues of people’s lives (social security provision, health, education, employment, environment, regional policy, etc., which represent the greatest achievements of the labour movement and which today are under broad attack).

2) It is surprising that in the Moccia document so much emphasis is put on supplementary pension funds, after the disaster such funds brought about in world finance and after it became clear that they were not a solution for youth caught between precariety, low wages and the contributory system for which these funds were, hypocritically, proposed in the first place.

Still more surprising is the notion of attributing to these funds the very foundation for reorganizing the CGIL and its general [FN: editor’s note: that is, cross-category] pensioners union, the SPI.

Today, thanks to gains achieved by workers, people are living longer; by now there are more than 3 million people above 80 years of age in Italy. We need to reconfigure the whole society in order to guarantee an active life to all, such that the elderly are not relegated to a mere healthcare problem and are not condemned to solitude and abandonment. We need still more confederalism; we ought not to look to the enterprise level or to the trade category. We need to relaunch the contracting of general society-wide issues and would need a pensioners union capable of looking to society and not to the trade category where their own members originally came from.

3) Incredible for a union is the proposal of having recourse to primaries even for the election of leadership groups. One need only be aware of the consequences this method has had on the life of parties and the fact that the whole idea is at present being critically reconsidered. With primaries, the relationship to the media becomes decisive in selecting candidacies and in building consensus, both originating from above and never from below. Primaries have contributed to extending the delegation of powers to the leader and to the collapse of mass participation. Rootless leaders are constructed, who are rapidly consumed based on the short-term results they’ve obtained. In politics and the government of parties, there is no construction of those mediations which are indispensable ingredients in building strong organisations. It is foolish to claim one wants primaries free from the risks of “plebiscitarianism” since primaries are by nature plebiscitary, as is also seen in the consequences of their adoption in parties and in the Italian political system.

A union, in contrast to a party, cannot live for even one day without an organisation based on the daily participation of its members and workers. Contracting requires strength, not just being right. To do contracting, it not sufficient to convince the majority of the workers involved that the platforms are good; it is also necessary that the great majority of them participate in the struggles required to wrest gains from the adverse parties.

In this regard the Italian confederal union, notwithstanding the crisis in which it finds itself, is still a mass union that has built its strength on workers meetings and on freely elected delegates. These are our foundations. An election of leaders not selected on the basis of their capacity to contract and maintain a daily relationship with the workers, but on the basis of opinion campaigns and electoral promises, could shatter our foundations. We would have something that doesn’t make sense: unionism reduced to a lobby, piloted from outside the world of work and not only by the parties.

Or in the CGIL we will also have the phenomenon of caesarism on the part of the general secretaries who would have control of the apparatuses.

Nicola Nicolosi

(National Coordinator, LavoroSocietà)

� The 1991 Bologna conference at which the Italian Communist Party decided to dissolve itself.





