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The fight
for justice

W

e cannot talk about decent
work if workers do not receive a just remuneration and if
their working conditions do not respect
their health and physical and moral
integrity.
In this INFOR issue, we present an analysis about ILO recommendations, especially in relation to the social thought
of Church, as well as testimonies from
WMCW movement members in the four
continents.
International Labour Organization (ILO)
through its proposals or mandates
helps us to reflect and struggle vehemently for a decent work for everybody.
Since its foundation in 1966, WMCW
has always encouraged its activists to
fight for a decent work which respects
of men and women’s dignity in the
working world. And it does so through
its training task and its proposals of
concrete actions.
The concept of decent work was first
proposed by International Labour
Organization (ILO) in 1999. In fact, in
ILO Director-General’s message, Juan
Somavia, to the International Labour
Conference in 1999, decent work has
been defined as «remunerated work,
carried out in adequate conditions, in
a system of freedom, equity and secu-

rity». Decent work should let workers
and their families lead a decent and
healthy life.
On the idea of decent work, ILO unified several campaigns launched by the
organization itself in the last quarter
of 20th century. So, under this term,
it encompassed the struggles against
precarious working conditions and the
reduction of workers’ real wages and it
promoted fundamental labour rights:
union freedom, right to collective bargaining, elimination of all kind of forced
work, child labour and all discrimination
relate to employment –especially caused by gender and race– (Fields, 2003,
p.242). To these campaigns, issues of
workers’ social protection and social
dialogue were added.
More than seventy countries around
the world have established a minimum wage fixed by their governments,
through collective bargaining and trade
union actions, according to José Luis
Gonçalves, university professor.
Most trade unions have been fighting
for the sake of workers for centuries, but
the situation has changed a little, according to Jean Pierrot, general secretary
of the Movement in Madagascar.
There is a lot of disparity among the
different countries in relation to wages

received by workers, according Félix
Marguerite form MCW Martinique.
Workers’ struggle for a decent work
includes a «just wage» to live above
the poverty line, according to Sinapan
Samidorai - CFSM of Singapore.
The first cause (of too low wages) is
the model of «competitive workforce»,
that is, cheap according to Permanent
Commission of HOAC, Spain.
The Malian Labour Code sets the principle of wage equality according to
National Coordination of MCW Mali.
The chaplains (Jean LouisTotozafy
and Bernard Robert) offer us a
Christian perspective about the just and
living wage: a wage for life!
Affiliated movements to WMCW in the
four continents: Africa, America, Asia
and Europe reaffirm their commitment
to the struggle by the justice together
the entire human begins and to the
mission that Jesus Christ calls them. n

Mariléa Damasio
Secretaria general
del MMTC
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A living wage that gives
dignity to person
It will be easier to determine what a decent wage can mean in relation to a just wage, although
for the most of world population neither of them is a reality.

T

he acronym «living wage»
expresses a fundamental choice, that is, it proposes that the
wage covers the basic needs of worker and his/her family. And which are
those basic needs? Those set up in the
article 25 of Universal Declaration of
Human Rights.
And which criteria are used to determine the level of a decent wage that
contributes to meet the basic needs
of life. A set of benchmarks is usually
used and, any case, its value does not
deviate if it is below the «poverty line»
or absent from the «purchasing power
index» in a specific country or if it can
complement the «basic basket» of a family. In any case, when applying these
minimum criteria, it is always spoken
of survival, not necessarily of a decent
life.
In the line with the need to establish
the value of a wage which let workers
lead a decent life, more than seventy
countries around the world have set
a minimum wage fixed by their governments. Through social dialogue, the
collective bargaining and trade union
action, progressive levels of work appreciation have been able to set. Unfortunately, in most cases, the value of
a minimum wage is indexed to productivity, the law of supply and demand
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offer, the process of producing and the
sustainability of enterprises, rarely to
the profits generated and distributed.
In these cases, it is always the economic criterion that determines what is
«decent» and not an ethical horizon
of social justice and political value of
wage that ensures the collective wellbeing.
The Judaeo-Christian tradition does
not fit in this economic logic and wants
to emphasise in the recognition of dignity of the person through the ethical
imperative of a just remuneration. In
these Jesus’s words «for the labourer deserves his payment» (Lk 10:7).
In other words, remuneration is in
function of the dignity of the person
and not necessarily of his/her productivity or the commercial utility of his/
her work. As Jesus explains in the parable of vineyard workers (Mt 20: 1-7),
if it is true that he could have given
more to the workers of the first hour,
he could not have given less to those of the last hour ones. It was a just
wage that gave dignity to those of the
last hour. Since the earliest age, the
Social Doctrine of the Church affirms
that without of a minimum wage, the
justice cannot be satisfied. And if «it is
just that the fruit of the work belongs
to the worker» (cf. Rerum novarum), a
just wage is measured not only by the

effort made by the person, translated
into economic value, but also its social
meaning… (cf. Laborem exercens; Forty
years).
The effort, talent and the inventiveness of worker do not always translate into a just wage. Many criteria are
taking into account for defining a just
wage, among them the requirements
of living standard of the society where
it is practised, the production conditions, the incomes obtained, the added
value which generates or the collective
interest pursued. Therefore, it is not
just to receive more or less without
redistribution. And the justice is the
source of social peace. And however,
there is much work invisible, but with
inestimable social value, as education
of children or the care of elderly. How
is the work which is based on gratuity
and contributes to the common good
remunerated? And how can equal pay
for equal work be advanced, independently of the employer, either man
or woman, national or immigrant,
manual or intellectual? There are still
many battles to be fought… n

José Luís Gonçalves
University Professor of
Social Education

Life of the movements • AFRICA

Reflection
about decent work
«Decent work». Two words that are often on the lips of many national and international organizations. But for workers from many developing countries, it is almost a utopia
when we see the reality.

I

n many countries of African continent, included Madagascar, the
number of factory and rural workers who know what decent work is
can be counted on the fingers of one
hand.
Several hundred thousands of people
who search for a job join to the labour
market in Madagascar every year (intellectuals, people without diplomas, farmers who migrate to city, etc.).
Unemployment is so high that every
applicant for a job does not ask himself/herself whether the work offered is decent and corresponds to his/
her qualification or training level, or
whether the wage offered corresponds
to the living cost. The important thing
is to have it to save dignity before the
merciless judgement of neighbours, family, etc.

ty of people, the situation of the most
workers, of men in general, is indecent
in relation to the cost of living in their
countries. Therefore, the Church has
contributed to establish the value of
every human being in society. WMCW
movement, by following this Social
Doctrine of the Church, tries to enhance this dignity in the work.
The effort that this world organization
has made until now is a drop in the
ocean, not because it had not made
much, but because the task is great,
immense. The capitalists, «managers
of planet» because of their thirst for
more, use all means to make workers
produce more with lower wages and in
worse labour conditions.

The question arising in this situation is:
who will defend workers’ rights before
the lack of decent work?

During a training course about the
Social Doctrine of Church in Antananarivo, we received information about
a container loaded of books of the
Compendium of Social Doctrine of the
Church, has been thrown into the sea
while transport.

Trade unions? Church? Movements
like ours? Although the Church’s Social
Doctrine(1) talks about the same digni-

All this to say that, despite the Church’s
effort to open planet’s eyes to the value
of the life of person, there are few han-

dfuls of extremely rich capitalists who
try to put «dust in the world eye».
Most trade unions have fought for the
sake of workers (rights, benefits, wages
increases, etc,) for centuries, but the
situation has changed very little since
then. These trade unionists are not lack
the will to do well, but there are blockages to several levels (political, economic, etc.).
In short, movements, organizations,
trade unions, churches are doing the
best to achieve social justice, but the
battle is far from won.
Should we be discouraged? The answer
is no. The struggle continues in spite of
the obstacles. WMCW are showing the
way. It depends on us, activists of all
continents, to follow that way. n
Jean Pierrot
General secretary
Iray Aina Madagascar

Compendium of Social Doctrine of the
Church, 144 and 145.

(1)
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Life of the movements • AMERICA

A just and decent wage
What worker has not fought in his/her professional life for a just recognition of his/her job?
Remuneration is considered just by worker in relation to his/her participation to carry out
the work in the most satisfactory manner.

I

n the Caribbean, there is a great
disparity between countries regarding to the wages that workers
earn, with very important differences
ranging between 65% and 95% in
comparison to the French minimum
income. It could be cried that it is an
injustice, but when we look closer,
these disparities does not take into
account the contributions on wages
related to social protection (social
security, retirement, unemployment,
taxes, insurance). This sense of injustice has effects on labour behaviour.
Demanding a just wage is also a way
of ensuring that his/her commitment
with the enterprise. But for that, we
must develop and stimulate the social dialogue in the enterprises. It is
difficult because we sometimes fight
with long and painful strikes without
results and even with negative consequences on employment.
In the Caribbean, in general, the cost
of life is high. It is necessary to apply
social laws, to treat employees well
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so that they do not feel harmed.
Otherwise, they will try to leave their
enterprise to look for another one
with the hope of a better income.
The wage inequalities are unjustified.
The fact of that a worker has to support his/her family with an indecent
income, leads to behaviours and conflicts inside his/her enterprise and environment.
The struggle for a just and decent
wage requires that enterprises and the
states listen workers’ demands and
requests. They need to know through
their work, commitment, contribute
to the good functioning and financial
health of the enterprise. So when we
know that their wage depends on their
involvement in the job, we understand
all the struggles that affect the enterprises.
There are some peculiarities in the
French Antilles in terms of wages. The
State provides to the most underprivileged, the poor and others, with a mi-

nimum income that makes many people not fight to find a job because they
know that wages, they will receive, will
be indecent. It is not the case with our
Caribbean neighbours; many of them
have never received a just wage.
Just and decent wages, the struggle
is still long for the workers of this region, but we must continue with our
struggles, to enforce our collective
agreements so that our participation
in the professional world ensures that
everybody receives the recognition by
their work and their wages, the fruit
of their work and the survival of their
families. n
Félix Marguerite
MCW Martinique

Life of the movements • ASIA

Living wage for decent life
The Working Peoples struggle for decent work includes the «living wage» to live above poverty and participate in social and cultural life.

T

he living wage allows workers and
their families to have decent living
standards. The living wage refers
to the minimum amount of money needed to cover food, basic non-food items
and other discretionary expenditures.
The living wage is about paying enough
for the workers and their families to
cover the basic costs required for a dignified and healthy life.
The establishing of minimum wages
across Southeast Asian countries is
to match the rise in the cost of living.
Some countries have a legal minimum
wage, but this does not always reflect
the need for a living wage. But there are
difference between the living wage and
fair wage. The fair wage does not always
include the living costs for the family (dependents).
The Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, Article 23(3), states that everyone who works has the right to just and
favourable remuneration ensuring for
themselves and family an existence
worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of
social protection.

ning the level of minimum wages: (a)
the needs of workers and their families,
taking into account the general level of
wages in the country, the cost of living,
social security benefits, and the relative
living standards of other social groups;
(b) economic factors, including the requirements of economic development,
levels of productivity and the desirability
of attaining and maintaining a high level
of employment.
The ILO Recommendation No. 135 (1970)
sets the purpose of minimum wage is
to overcome poverty and to ensure the
satisfaction of the needs of workers and
their families.
Singapore: In 2018, Singapore had about
1.6 million of its population earning SGD
$2,300 per month that is not sufficient
for a family. In Singapore, there is no
minimum wage, the labour laws permit
business to operate in 12-hours shifts,
most families need the wages of 2 persons to pay for basic needs and for housing.

The ILO acknowledged the importance
of living wages and assist countries to
establish national minimum wages. Minimum wage provides a way for governments to reduce financial and social
injustice.

About 10 percent of Singapore residence earned a combined household income of S$1.500 and below comprising
110.000-140.000 households. In Singapore, a family of four would need $1.700
to cover basic costs of living, but $2.500
to 3.000 per month to meet a «social inclusion» level of income. The income inequality continues to rise.

The ILO Convention No. 131 (1970) Article 3 states that two elements should
be taken into consideration in determi-

Singapore has no minimum wage. Inequality in wages is based on nationalities is an existing practice and women

earn lower salary than men on the same
job. The women earn only about threequarters of what men earn. The gender
wage gap is wider in industries, where
men earn about 30% more than women.

Reflections on living wage
Pope Leo XIIIs Encyclical on the Conditions of Labour (1891) endorsed the
living wage. The Papal Encyclicals from
1891 to 1981 view «living wage» as just
wage as well as a right.
Pope John XXIII in Mater and magistra
(1961) states that remuneration of work
is not something that can be left to the
laws of the marketplace; nor should it
be a decision left to the will of the more
powerful. It must be determined in accordance with justice and equity; which
means that workers must be paid a wage
which allows them to live a truly human
life and to fulfil their family obligations in
a worthy manner.
A living wage should be able to support
a family. The Popes agree that a living
wage should be sufficient for a single
earner in the family to be able to support
the family. But in reality, most workers
are not able to earn a living wage to support their family. n

Sinapan Samidoray
WMCW council
East Asia

INFOR
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Life of the movements • EUROPE

A just wage to meet the
essential needs of a decent
life

Viktor Forgacs (unsplash)

Spain is a low wage country. The official data from Wage Structural Survey published recently confirm this statement.

T

he majority salary is 1,100
euros per month, very below
the average salary. This reality of working world, that is shared
in many places around the planet,
is due to the few opportunities of
decent work that exist, with a high
structural unemployment and a
galloping labour precariousness; the
imbalance, produced by legislative
changes and economistic measures
favoured by Government of the day,
in the working relations which give to
the employer more unilateral power
to spread the old competitive recipe of cheap «labour»; and, finally,
the low quality productive model.
It is also the case that, the working
women are those who suffer from
a double discrimination, unemployment and precariousness, and a
lower wage than men, in the same
job. Low wages place many people at
the poverty line.
The current economic system, which
idolizes the «god of money» and
displaces, exploits and discards to
workers, is still unable to meet the
most essential needs, such as the
access to a decent work and to care
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for the common house, the care for
creation. In this sense, la universal
Church led by Pope Francis together
with the people of God is emphatic
in its rejection: «No to an economy
of exclusion and inequity. That economy kills» (EG 53) to demand specially the access to a decent work:
free, creative, participatory and in
solidarity, where «the human being
expresses and increases the dignity
in his life. The just wage allows the
adequate access to the other goods
that are allocated to the common
use» (EG 192). In this sense, the work
and the just wage are indispensable
to the social inclusion of the poor.
Furthermore, Francis has denounced, in many occasions, that those
who pay low wages –or do it irregularly– commit a serious injustice.
More recently, in the midst of global
confinement by pandemic, he has
pointed out that, when the work and
the income are lacking, is essential
«to think of a universal salary» which
covers a living minimum. In Spain
it is already a reality, although not
without with enormous difficulties in
the access for those who need it.

As Church movement in the working
world, our liberating proposal of recomposition of work goes through
necessarily to the communion of life,
goods and action that is made concrete in accompanying the life of people and collaborating with them so
that the conditions for living decently
are given. Collaborating to a change
of mentality, a new way of feeling,
thinking and acting - the integral conversion that Francis point’s out- that
favours the project of humanization
that God has for everybody. Helping
to a change in the institutions so that
they are much more at the service
of people’s needs, particularly the
impoverished, with policies that promote their dignity and the common
good. Helping to build alternative
experiences in the way of being and
working which express and build the
new mentality we need. n

HOAC Permanente
Commission
Spain

Testimonials

Testimony about the just
and decent wage
Firstly, the wage is shown legally as the remuneration for the work made. It is fixed, in
the labour market, according the objective value attributed to the benefit of services of
worker’s qualification. As human right, the right to wage is based on the sacrosanct principle of equality.

A

ccording to ILO Law No 111, all
discrimination at work must
be prohibited, while the ILO
convention No 189 requires the payment of wage equal at the guaranteed
minimum wage.
The article L.95 of Law Code No 92020, on 23rd September 1992, on to
the Malian Labour Code, establishes
the principle of equality in remuneration in the following terms: «Under the
same working conditions, professional qualification and performance, the
wages shall be equal for all workers,
independently of their origin, sex, age
and condition».
The just and decent wage is that which
is qualified according the provisions of
article L95 of Labour Code, as specified above.
A just and decent wage must allow the
worker living a decent life, providing
him/her with essential needs.
However, the findings reveal a different reality than that provided in Malian Labour Code.
Currently, the reality in the workplace is that workers’ wages are far from
being decent and do not let them live
with dignity. Workers are fighting to
make ends meet.

The situation is sometimes of exploitation of man by man so that the wage is
unjust and indecent.
Here is the domestic worker’s testimony.
«My name is Fatoumata TRAORE, 16
years old. I am a temporary worker
who comes to the city after harvest
and who returns to the village when
the winter approaches. I am called

“maid” in search of a just wage and I
do all the housework such as washing
clothes, dishes, cooking, cleaning, I
also keep the house, all for a monthly
wage of 20,000 F CFA or €30. This wage
is much lower to the minimum wage
that in Mali is 40,000 F CFA, €61 approximately. My working day is long, I
get up at 5 in the morning and I go to
bed at 10 at night. I have not right to
a daily rest by many tasks to be done
and the weekly rest is a luxury. Worse
still, I have not medical coverage that
it can ensure my health in case of illness».
In view of this testimony, is it still reasonable to talk about a just and decent
work for this young worker among
many others?
What can we do to say no to this situation?
How do we do to live in a world with an
equal, just and decent wage? n
National Coordination
of MCW Mali
INFOR
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ACCOMPANIMENT

Christian vision of just
and decent wage

I

n 1891, Leo XIII was the first pope
who exposed the issue of work in
the context of a new society that
was becoming industrialised. His
words remain as the foundation on
which the Church’s Social Doctrine
(CSD) has been building for more than
a century. «The worker will receive a
wage large enough to satisfy his needs
and his family’s», the pope wrote.
A wage for life! Wage is the legitimate
fruit of work. This money earned, often with great difficulty, is necessary to
ensure the basic needs: food, shelter,
health care, education…«If the wage
is not enough, a family allowance system should be able to compensate for
the deficit», said Pope Pius XI. Wages
are at the service of life, so that each
human being can live his /her life in a
satisfactory and happy way. The purpose of a wage is not to accumulate
a treasure. «Goods, even when legitimately owned, always have a universal
destination; any type of improper accumulation is immoral, because it openly
contradicts the universal destination
assigned to all goods by the Creator».

for achieving justice in work
relationships». The «just
wage is the legitimate fruit
of work». «Riches fulfil their
function of service to man
when they are destined
to produce benefits for
others and for society». The
just distribution of wealth
(especially through wage)
answers to the will of just
God, who wants the happiness of every man without
distinction. Demanding a
just wage is to enter in the
dynamic of God’s justice.
Let us come back to Madagascar: many workers
are victims of abuse. There are employers who do not pay the
contributions to National Social Security Fund. Misinformed workers expect
to receive their pension at the end of
their working life. But however, they
only receive the reimbursement of the
sums deducted monthly from their
wage. Getting a just wage becomes a
struggle!

Taking the example of Madagascar,
workers have a minimum salary of
200,000 Ariary/month (€44). This is not
enough to support a family. Some jobs
are hard, undervalued: labourers, Dockers, rubbish collectors, laundresses…
and they are never registered in social
security. So, they have no access to medical care. This is the reason that leads
many of them to look for other sources
of funding, to accept any job or to flee
the country.

A just and decent wage. The Church’s
Social Doctrine also affirms that «The
economic well-being of a country is not
measured exclusively by the quantity
of goods it produces but also by taking
into account the manner in which they
are produced and the level of equity
in the distribution of income». A just
wage is not sufficient! It must be decent
in relation to other wages in the same
country, in relation to other countries,
in relation to the imposed conditions to
workers…

A just wage. Leo XIII: «Moral justice requires that employers pay a just wage
to workers». The wage fixing cannot
be left only to market forces. Free negotiation of salaries is not enough to
ensure the respect of social justice.
Church’s Social Doctrine says: «Remuneration is the most important means

A just wage is not enough! It must be
decent in relation to other wages in the
same country, in relation to other countries, in relation to conditions imposed
on workers… this calls in doubt all the
globalised neoliberal system that seeks to maximise profits, to ensure the
wages in the rich countries, exploiting
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workers of poor countries. Wanting a
decent wage is a question of dignity of
person and every human being in the
planet! It is to adhere to this God who
wants and respects our dignity!
In Madagascar, there are several trade
unions that have been fought for justice for years. But now they are being
crushed by the political force, money
and corruption. In the annual report
that United Nations publishes about
human development, we note sadly
that the 23 countries which at the
bottom of the ranking are all African.
This terrible offense against African
peoples is a general indicator of world
wealth is not being shared.
May god help us to continue the struggle for justice and dignity! n

Jean Louis Totozaf
National chaplain
of Madagascar
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