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Abstract Bank unionism illustrates some of the diverse experiences of Malaysian unions in a
seemingly hostile legislative environment. The National Union of Bank Employees (NUBE) is a
powerful union that contrasts with in-house unions in several banks and which shows that it is not
impossible for Malaysian unions to organise and secure gains for members. Its experience
illustrates the importance for union prosperity of: workplace union activity; the capacity to protect
members from insecurity and arbitrary treatment; workplace reform strategies; internal
discourse; education and training; union culture; creative and strategic approaches to industrial
action; and the role of politics in industrial relations.

Introduction
While banking unions around the world are facing difficulties in recruiting and
retaining members, their Malaysian counterpart, the National Union of Bank
Employees (NUBE) enjoys density of over 90 per cent amongst eligible
employees. This is all the more remarkable because, to express it mildly, the
legal and institutional environment in Malaysia is not generally conducive to
strong unionism. Why does NUBE in Malaysia enjoy such high levels of union
density? What impact does the position of NUBE have on patterns of industrial
relations and workplace change in banking? How do in-house unions fare by
comparison with industry unions in banking? These questions are the focus of
our paper.

Our research was undertaken as part of a larger project on globalisation and
employment relations in Asia, a project which was conducted by several
researchers across a number of countries with funding from the International
Labour Organisation. Fieldwork for this study was undertaken in August 1998
and March 1999, in the aftermath of the financial crisis that hit much of Asia,
including Malaysia, in the second half of 1997. We conducted interviews with
officials from NUBE, Malayan Commercial Bankers Association (MCBA) and
HR managers and, where possible, union delegates in four banks. Background
interviews were also undertaken with national organisations, including the
Ministry of Human Resources (MHR), National Productivity Commission,
Malaysian Institute of Economic Research, Malaysian Trade Union Congress
(MTUC), and the Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF), as well as managers
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and union officials and delegates in three other industries for comparative
purposes.

We first examine the background of union regulation in Malaysia,
illustrating the difficult environment within which unions operate. We then
look at the main features of the banking industry including our four case study
firms, the structure and political connections of NUBE, its unusual approach to
recruitment which we term `̀ brinkmanship recruitment'', the pattern of
industry bargaining and pay setting, innovative methods of undertaking
industrial action, NUBE's complex relations with management and its role in
filtering and facilitating workplace change. We also consider two in-house
unions (IHUs) in banking.

Regulations of Malaysian unions
Contemporary Malaysian industrial relations are characterised by a high
degree of state involvement. The British colonial government set the precedent
for a pattern of direct state intervention in industrial relations and, in
particular, the activities of organised labour, which has persisted since
independence. The industrial relations policy serves as an adjunct to economic
policy ± to attract investment and provide modestly priced and disciplined
labour.

In 1995 the 504 unions had a total membership of 708,000, amounting to just
9 per cent of employees. Through the financial crisis unemployment rose from
2.6 per cent in 1997 to 4.9 per cent in 1998 as GDP fell by 7 per cent. In many
countries union density declines as unemployment rises (e.g. Bain and
Elsheikh, 1976; Western, 1993) but Malaysian membership fell by only 1 per
cent (and so density fell by one-tenth of a percentage point) in 1998.

Union size and structure is heavily regulated through laws administered by
the Director General of Trade Unions who has powers to deny an application
for union registration. The Minister can suspend unions (Sharma, 1996, p. 67).
Unions may not operate across industries, and industries are narrowly defined
to minimise union reach and size (Arudsothy and Littler, 1993). For example, in
the context of pressure from foreign investors, the Electrical Industry Workers
Union was excluded from covering electronics workers in the multinational
corporation (MNC)-dominated electronics industry. The administration of the
IR laws has restricted the development of large unions, especially with the
government's preference since the early 1980s for in-house unions (IHUs).
Between 1982 and 1992, membership of IHUs grew by 98 per cent, whereas
membership of other (industry) unions fell by 15 per cent. By 1992, 42 per cent
of union members were in enterprise unions (BILA, 1995, p. 11) and 55 per cent
of unions had less than 500 members each. There are currently two principal
trade union federations: the MTUC for private sector unions and CUEPACS for
the public sector.

Malaysia has not ratified ILO Convention 87 on freedom of association.
Historically, employer opposition to unionisation of workplaces has been
common and the state has been reluctant to challenge such opposition. Tactics
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used by employers have included indefinitely delaying union recognition
applications, victimising or promoting activists to remove them from the
shopfloor, and forming company-sponsored IHUs (Jomo and Todd, 1994).

Most Malaysian unions are involved in collective bargaining, although the
degree of coverage of workers by collective agreement varies from industry to
industry. Legislation regulates bargaining and restricts the union role in it. The
Industrial Relations Act prohibits the inclusion of items deemed managerial
prerogative ± hiring, firing, redundancy, promotion, transfer and the allocation
of duties ± in a union's proposal for a collective agreement. Other legislation
prohibits workers in pioneer industries from negotiating working conditions
more favourable than the minimum standards embodied in the Employment
Act. This minimises the incentive to form unions in companies with pioneer
status.

The union movement has had moments of militancy but since the late 1970s
strike action has fallen to virtual insignificance. In 1996, nine strikes involving
995 workers occurred, with average duration of just over two-and-a-half days
(MHR, 1997, p. 130). Many disputes are channelled through the MHR.
Legislation makes it very difficult to organise legal strikes. The potential
consequences of illegal strikes include detention without trial and union
deregistration. One of our respondents said it was `̀ easier to scale Mount
Everest than to go through a strike''. Not surprisingly, Malaysian unions
generally operate within the boundaries placed upon them, rarely challenging
the State's restrictions. Some have responded to the situation by using
unofficial action such as go-slows or increased medical leave and others use the
picket with some effect, particularly in the service sector. Workers make
individualistic responses to the suppression of legal industrial action. Many
simply resign when discontented. `̀ Mass hysteria'' and `̀ spirit possession'' has
been documented in workplaces (Smith, 1994, p. 45).

Banking
The commercial banking sector employed 63,400 people in 1995, having grown
from 47,800 in 1991 (NUBE, 1996). There are three distinct groups of banking
employees:

(1) clerical and related employees;

(2) officers; and

(3) executive employees.

There are ten unions in the banking industry in peninsular Malaysia: two
industry unions, and eight IHUs. (Separate unions exist in Sabah and Sarawak.)
In all peninsular banks, clerical and related employees are represented by the
National Union of Bank Employees, Peninsular Malaysia (NUBE). Officers are
often represented by the Association of Bank Officers, Peninsular Malaysia
(ABOM). ABOM only covers employees at the internal officer and officer II
grades. It was established in 1981 as a passive breakaway from NUBE after the
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Registrar of Trade Unions ruled that officers could not be covered by NUBE.
Five banks have IHUs. In three cases there are two IHUs within a bank,
representing officers of different levels. The remaining two have just one IHU
each. The five banks with IHUs are large, including the two major foreign
banks and the largest domestic bank. Some IHUs were established as
breakaways from ABOM because the relevant companies offered better terms
than were available through the ABOM collective agreement (CA). Other IHUs
were formed in previously non-union areas. Employers in peninsular Malaysia
are represented by the MCBA, which negotiates the industry-wide collective
agreement on behalf of the banks.

Our study involved case study research in four banks, which we have given
fictitious names. Western Bank Malaysia Bhd is the Malaysian arm of a large
MNC banking group with headquarters in London. Its principal area of activity
is in the Asia-Pacific region and it has operations throughout East Asia.
Western Malaysia is the third largest of the Western operations in the region,
behind Hong Kong and Singapore. It is long established in Malaysia with 2,100
employees and is one of three leading edge foreign banks there. Local Bank
(LB) is wholly owned by a government finance organisation. It has 76 branches
with 2,500 employees, claims to be ranked sixth in terms of market share, and
through its ownership has close links to the bumiputra community and the
government. LB deals mainly with the corporate sector. Conglomerate Bank
(CB) is part of a Malaysian-owned group comprising over 200 companies with
40,000 employees, of whom more than one-third are located outside of
Malaysia. It was acquired from another Malaysian conglomerate five years
ago. The group has activities within a diverse range of industries including
finance, hospitality, property, electronics and building materials. The group
sees itself as essentially a Malaysian-based organisation with global goals.
Bank East Asia (Mal) (EA) is a foreign bank with headquarters elsewhere
within the East Asian region. EA was established in Malaysia in the 1930s, is
100 per cent owned by the foreign parent and employees 1,900 people in
Malaysia.

The National Union of Bank Employees (NUBE): structures
NUBE is a large and, by Malaysian standards, wealthy union, with almost
30,000 members. It owns holiday accommodation for members. It is seen as the
most powerful banking union in Asia. Membership has risen from 12,600 in
1984 and 20,100 in 1990. It claims to represent about 95 per cent of eligible
employees. This figure is broadly consistent with our observations in the case
study banks. Its growth reflects employment growth in the banking industry
but also an increase in density since some strategic changes in 1984.

NUBE has a strong workplace delegate structure based around `̀ inter-
relations committees'' in each bank, with regular interactions between the
union office and the committees. This is one of the main elements in the
effectiveness of NUBE, and the improvement of workplace-office
communications was a key plank in the reform strategy. Branches were
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equipped with fax machines, computers and mobile phones. Organising
workshops and membership surveys are used to obtain member feedback.

As well, a comprehensive education and training policy was introduced,
with over 20 per cent of subscription income spent on education. The average
number of union courses rose from ten per year in the early 1980s to 80 per year
in the early 1990s, and about 2,000 members are trained per annum. Advanced
training for some is provided overseas (Gopala, 1996). Union workplace
delegates personally approach new employees after they have completed their
three months' probation. NUBE has workplace delegates in each bank branch
and the union committees address safety issues, unfair and/or illegal practices
and discipline issues. At EA, for example, the workplace delegates worked
closely with the union's Head Office and their acceptance of the latter's
leadership was reflected in their comment on the decision-making process
concerning the taking of industrial action: `̀ [We] will always do what NUBE
Head Office directs as NUBE will back us, otherwise you're on your own.'' In
turn, NUBE management takes the view that `̀ `participative management'
must not only be practised at employer/employee level but also in the trade
unions themselves'' (Gopala, 1996).

Politics
NUBE leadership has been somewhat iconoclastic within the union movement.
The long serving former Honorary General Secretary, K. Sanmugan, was a
charismatic leader with effective political connections. On one occasion, NUBE
won an industrial dispute when the Minister of Human Resources met and
shook hands with picketers. The Report to the 18th triennial NUBE delegates'
conference expresses NUBE's `̀ appreciation and deep gratitude'' to, inter alia,
the banks, MCBA, the MHR, the Director-General of Trade Unions, the police
authorities `̀ for their assistance and understanding'', their own legal advisers,
and the mass media `̀ for their communicative contributions'' (NUBE, 1996).
Sanmugan was eventually sacked in December 1998 as General Secretary
following a RM 23 million loss in sharemarket deals (Ng Boon Hoi, 2000). The
role was taken by former Assistant General Secretary G. Gopala Krishnan,
whose style is probably less reliant on political connections.

While NUBE may enjoy good relations with other unions in the banking
industry, it is more controversial within the wider union movement. A decade
ago, NUBE led the establishment of a breakaway union federation, the
Malaysian Labour Organisation (MLO). Had the Government opposed the
formation of the MLO, it could not have occurred. Instead, MLO was given
equal status to the much larger MTUC on several Government committees.
Allegations were made that the MLO was supported by the Government,
allegations NUBE and Government both consistently deny. NUBE's political
action, whilst furthering the cause of its members, has not always been
perceived by other unions as being in the interest of the wider union movement.
One leader from another union criticised NUBE for allegedly supporting the
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controversial Internal Security Act, which has been used to threaten other
union leaders.

Nonetheless, in May 1996 the MLO was disbanded and its member unions,
including NUBE, reaffiliated with the MTUC. According to NUBE, the
managerial problems with MTUC that led to the breakaway of MLO have been
addressed. Some other unions remain distrustful of NUBE. But the Government
now faces again a unified private sector peak union organisation.

Brinkmanship recruitment
One of the factors helping to perpetuate high density is the policy of NUBE to
new membership: if employees do not join the union within six months after
entering the industry, NUBE will not accept their membership at a later date.
Thus non-joiners take a gamble that they will never need the services of the
union in grievance resolution. Given the power of the union and its
effectiveness in resolving disputes, the vast majority choose to join straight
away. Government-induced mergers of some banks and financial institutions
has led to a flood of membership applications from employees of former non-
bank institutions. NUBE did not rush to accept these members, and was
considering whether it would be fair to existing members to accept new recruits
during the economic downturn. The workplace delegates at EA explained this
in terms of the union needing `̀ quality not quantity members'' and commenting
that new members would expect the union to expend its resources to protect
them when they made very little contribution to the union.

Culture
The union devotes considerable resources to activities that might not seem
`̀ traditional'' but which it considers are central to establishing a strong bond
amongst union members. These have included such things as a cyclethon in
Penang, a charity luncheon and games in Klang, a treasure hunt in Kedah (each
of these events attracted over 800 participants), a `̀ funjog'' in Kuala Lumpur
and, in other locations, dinners, dances and trekking. Justifying this, Gopala
(1996) quotes Deal and Kennedy's observation: `̀ without expressive events, any
culture will die. In the absence of ceremonies or ritual, important values have
no impact.'' Such events are especially important when there are no disputes,
and in the context of a decline in local community bonds and falling social
interaction amongst workers in the face of increasing work demands and
competition from television, video `̀ and other electronic machines [which] make
workers confined to their homes''. These special services, which seem not to be
a mainstream union activity but which emphasise collective identity, are very
different to those (e.g. discount cards) offered by many unions in developed
nations.

Such cultural mechanisms are also important to pre-empt ethnic divisions
that may otherwise arise within the workforce. In Malaysia, as elsewhere,
ethnic Chinese are disproportionately represented in banking; but Government
policies mandate the employment of a certain proportion of bumiputra (mainly
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ethnic Malays); and union leaders are disproportionately Indian. Banks differ in
the ethnic compositions of their workforces, according to their ownership and
customer base, but cultural reinforcements and the emphasis on solidarity and
consistency (e.g. through industry bargaining, discussed next) minimise the
potential for internal union damage due to ethnic division.

Industry bargaining and pay
The terms and conditions of clerical and related and many officer grade
employees are determined by industry-wide CAs. The agreements are adhered
to and banks do not seek to vary greatly from the provisions of the agreements,
though the agreements do enable some firm-level negotiation or determination
of certain issues. MCBA negotiates separately with ABOM and NUBE, though
the agreements typically cover the same period. Prior to and during
negotiations NUBE consults with its members through a series of workplace
meetings at which NUBE delegate receives worker feedback on the draft log of
claims.

Industry bargaining has suited both unions and employers. For the union, it
has ensured that employees doing like work receive like pay and core benefits,
even though there may be differences at the margin from bank to bank. For the
weaker banks, it prevents the use of `̀ whipsaw bargaining'' to force gains
conceded by more `̀ generous'' banks onto others. For the banks with high
capacity to pay, it prevents the union from extracting above-normal wages.
There seems to be little pressure from banks to move to enterprise negotiations,
especially for clerical and related employees. (Recall that some banks negotiate
on an enterprise basis with IHUs representing officers.) While Western may
find it easier to manage ER if it were able to negotiate alone with NUBE, rather
than as part of the industry-wide CA, a foreign bank disrupting the solidarity
of the local banks by breaking away would damage its reputation with other
banks and, one might speculate, with Bank Negara (the central bank). So
Western's strategy is to try to persuade local banks in the MCBA to go along
with it on some issues, and to negotiate bilateral deals with NUBE on others.
These bilateral deals provide NUBE members at Western with `̀ allowances''
representing 15 to 20 per cent of base salary.

The industry unions' recent collective agreements cover the period 1 January
1997 to 31 December 1999. NUBE agreement provides for wage increases of 14-
15 per cent, while ABOM's provides for 9 per cent increases. In both cases the
agreements were finalised substantially after the starting date, with benefits
backdated to 1 January 1997. The agreements were negotiated after the start of
the financial crisis. The better outcome for NUBE's members reflected NUBE's
stronger bargaining power but also the greater speed with which it reached
agreement with MCBA in the context of a rapidly deteriorating economic
environment. The previous agreements, covering the period 1994-1996,
provided for increases of 23 per cent to NUBE members but 14 per cent for
ABOM members.
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NUBE's and other agreements provide for high base salaries and a number
of benefits that indicate a significant degree of employer-provided welfare and
leave entitlements. These include: access to housing loans, vehicle loans and
sundry loans; medical benefits; uniforms, including four suits of uniforms
annually, two pairs of shoes per year, two turbans (for Sikhs) or songkoks (for
Muslims) per year, free laundry, and leather jackets and helmets for employees
required to ride motor cycles; transport and travel subsistence allowances; 60
days' paid maternity leave; child care subsidies of RM600 per annum (1 RM =
approx $A0.45) for female employees with young children; 14-26 days' annual
leave; 30-60 days' paid sick leave per year; ten days' marriage leave and ten
days' compassionate leave each year; 24-hour accident insurance; and
retirement benefits based on an employer contribution equivalent to 16 per cent
of salary. By Malaysian standards these conditions are well above average.

Pay scales of bank employees have substantial overlap. This reflects the
pervasive influence of the seniority-based increment system, as well as the
compression of relativities between clerical and officer grades achieved by
NUBE. The increment scale in most classifications has 21 annual steps (that is,
you can work in the same job for 20 years and get a pay rise each year). Thus a
non-clerical employee (e.g. a messenger or office boy) with 12 years of service
will be on a higher base pay than a general clerical employee on the first
increment. Similar overlaps occur between clerical and higher-classified
employees. This reflects the strength of the notion of seniority-related
increments and relativity compression through faster pay growth in NUBE
than ABOM agreements. When an employee is promoted, they are entitled to
be put on a step in the new grade worth at least 10 per cent more than their
previous salary.

Partly as a consequence of the emphasis this gives to seniority over
performance, banks, like many other Malaysian firms, pay staff bonuses.
However, the flexibility these provide is limited by employee expectations of
regularity in pay. Hence NUBE and ABOM agreements both provide for a
minimum bonus equivalent to two months' salary. In 1998, in the midst of the
financial crisis, many non-union employees in the executive ranges received no
bonus. Yet all NUBE and ABOM classifications received a two month bonus,
because it had been guaranteed in the collective agreement. While for many
this was less than that which had been paid in previous years, union
representation still provided substantial protection for members' pay and
conditions during the downturn.

Conflict
Bank employees are prohibited from engaging in strikes because they are said
to be working in an essential service. Accordingly, bank unions resort to other
tactics. Pickets are common, though picketers' signs cannot be held up with
sticks as sticks could be used to intimidate. Another tactic is for employees to
wear black armbands. They can then tell inquisitive customers about their
claim. Buttons with slogans ± such as the provocative `̀ we protest injustice'' ±
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are also common. During one prominent dispute in 1988, members wore torn
clothing to work to emphasise the poverty of their wages. Other tactics include
unofficially working to rule and the taking of excessive medical leave (both
were previously used at EA). These industrial tactics, whose direct impact is
merely to embarrass, are nonetheless effective because of employer pride and
fear of customer loss. The union claims to have a response time of 15 minutes
from the time instructions are given to when an action is in place: `̀ unlike in the
early 70s where some members do not take part in the action, now we find
members too eager and feel disappointed when the issue is resolved too
quickly'' (Gopala, 1996, p. 18).

The current industry CAs were negotiated without any industrial action.
There was action associated with the previous NUBE agreement. There has
been no industrial action at Western involving clerical and related employees
for the past three years. There have been sporadic disputes with the IHUs,
mainly over salary increases and PRP. Industrial tactics used by the unions
included the wearing of badges and, earlier, armbands and black ties. Instead
of gradually filing in to work, employees would congregate en masse outside
the bank until 9 a.m. Western's clerical and related employees have only been
involved in sympathy action in support of NUBE members at other banks, and
this has mainly involved attending pickets at those banks, or wearing
supportive badges.

NUBE's strength, despite the many restrictions placed upon its ability to
take industrial action, was illustrated in an industrial dispute at LB in 1995.
The dispute was ignited by the dismissal of an employee but grew when
management sought to reclassify the tellers as bank officers. Whilst this
promised increased responsibilities and remuneration for the tellers it also
made them ineligible to remain as members of NUBE. LB union members were
joined by those from other banks and picketed LB outside of work hours.
Eventually management agreed to reclassify them as `̀ senior clerks'', enabling
them to remain in the union.

Cooperation and organisational change
A key to NUBE's position is its role in organisational change: it is powerful
enough to demand it be consulted on any major change, is seen by its members
as protecting their interests, but is seen by the MCBA and HR managers as
being a `̀ responsible'' union with which they all have a fundamentally
cooperative relationship which may smooth change. A representative of MCBA
made an analogy with a marriage ± though there may be `̀ skirmishes'' between
the partners, `̀ deep down'' there is a good relationship.

At LB, the HR Manager described himself as being on friendly terms with
NUBE Secretary-General. Management viewed the union organisation as being
useful in gaining workforce compliance with management initiatives; once
management has persuaded the union leaders of the merits of the proposed
changes the members will accept their leaders' advice. On the other hand, it
was felt that the union delegates were a costly burden to the bank as much of
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their time was spent on union business and `̀ politicking'' rather than in their
role as bank employees. The union was perceived by the HR Manager as `̀ very
strong'' but cooperative with the bank, an example of the latter being its
acceptance of justified terminations. It was also suggested that the union
officials were more advanced in their thinking than the members; for instance,
their positive response to the introduction of information technology provided
more opportunities for members to advance.

HR management at CB did not regard NUBE presence as a problem; nor did
they regard it as particularly useful. They tended to approach it with a `̀ give
them what they want'' attitude (e.g. regarding notice boards, donations) so the
union would then not cause CB any problems.

There was a good relationship between EA's management and both unions'
officials and workplace delegates. The HR Manager described the former
NUBE Secretary-General as a `̀ friend of mine''. EA's management viewed EA's
foreign bank status as potentially exposing them more to targeting by the
union or alternatively being open to complaints to UMNO (the major governing
political party) or the Government. Given this concern, they were particularly
anxious to ensure a cooperative relationship with the unions.

Redundancies have been occurring in banking, but under a framework
demanded by the unions. Workforce reductions have been achieved through
voluntary separation schemes (VSS). There have been no forced retrenchments.
Even when a bank's subsidiary finance company closed, retrenchments were
avoided through the absorption of employees back into the bank. For banks,
VSS has some advantages over compulsory retrenchments: it avoids the `̀ last
in, first off'' principle for compulsory retrenchments that leads to loss of
younger workers; and more importantly, enables them to maintain cordial
relations with the unions.

The unions act as a constraint on the application of consistent policies
through MNCs. To illustrate: Western experienced a global downsizing
program earlier in the 1990s, aimed at reducing labour costs and removing poor
performers. Each country was given a downsizing target which was, in
Western Malaysia's case, 800 jobs (nearly 30 per cent) over three years. In
Singapore and Hong Kong this program was undertaken unilaterally by
management, but in Malaysia Western had to contend with NUBE and a
regulatory framework that was more protective of employees. The company
entered into early discussions with NUBE and assured it there would be no
compulsory retrenchments or retirements. A VSS was put in place. The bank
prepared employees by discussing its intentions in a number of forums, up to a
year before redundancies commenced. Employees who were considered to be
poor performers were encouraged to leave, though as a consequence the union
alleged there were threats and arm twisting.

At times NUBE plays a significant role in facilitating change in work
organisation. Western, along with the other foreign banks, tends to be at the
leading edge of new techniques. An example is what Western refers to as
empowerment: the level of transaction authorisation attached to employees at
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particular levels. Western clerical employees now have authorisation limits of
RM 5,000, which are equivalent to those applying to officers' grade II in local
banks. NUBE now seeks greater `̀ empowerment'' along these lines from other
banks. Another major change in work organisation has been a weakening of
the boundaries between `̀ front office'' and `̀ back office'' employees. This was
one of the key elements in Western's `̀ Focus 2000'' re-engineering project and
was an activity in which Western was an industry pioneer. It was a source of
angst amongst clerical employees, and therefore within NUBE. However,
following negotiations NUBE leadership was supportive and smoothed the
way for the introduction of change. Indeed, NUBE put subsequent pressure on
other banks to follow the Western example, leading other banks to complain
about Western's relationship with NUBE.

On other issues, NUBE digs in. Banks negotiate with unions if they wish to
alter opening hours, as normal hours of work are set down in the collective
agreements. NUBE CA provides for part-time employment, but it is restricted
to cashiers and tellers, and the permissible hours are restricted to 15-27 hours
per week (between 10a.m. and 3p.m. Monday to Friday and 9.30-11.30a.m.
Saturday). Notably, the hourly cost of part-time employees is 41 to 52 per cent
above the hourly cost of full-time employees. Indeed, the monthly cost of a part-
timer working the maximum hours per week (27) is just RM10 (1.2 per cent)
below the monthly cost of a full-time employee working the prescribed 39 hours
per week. There is, therefore, little incentive for employers to make substantial
use of part-time employees in the clerical and related grades. Moreover, the
supply of part-time labour to the banks is quite low anyway, particularly in
Kuala Lumpur where most of the demand would exist. Hence Western, which
instigated the part-time employment clause in the CA, has just two part-time
employees, down from six a couple of years earlier. Any form of employment
other than permanent full-time has to be discussed with the unions.

Performance-related pay (PRP) has been an ongoing source of tension
between Malaysian employers and unions, including in banking. During
negotiation for the last two NUBE CAs efforts were made to introduce PRP.
Western management in particular would like to introduce it for clerical
workers and reduce the importance of the incremental scale. PRP is already
formally in place for its officers and managers and is informally in place for
clerical employees. At Western's insistence, the current NUBE agreement
provided a mechanism by which banks could, by agreement, introduce more
flexible pay systems. No banks have attempted to negotiate such agreements.
Western takes the view that NUBE is less of a barrier to change in this area
than the local banks, whose HR functions are not sufficiently developed to
undertake job evaluation associated with PRP. While Western expects initial
opposition from NUBE members, the union is seen as capable of turning its
members' perceptions around. Western sees NUBE leadership as open to ideas
and a critical player in the change process.
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Two in-house unions at Western bank
While Malaysian IHUs are promoted in no small part because it is believed they
will cause fewer difficulties for the employer, they are not homogeneous. At one
end of the spectrum, are truly `̀ tamecat'' organisations which have been
established at the behest of management, either as a means of keeping out an
industry union or as a means by which management can communicate its ideas
to employees. At the other end are genuinely independent organisations which
are established at employees' initiative and which run their own agenda, but
which are still hampered by a lack of resources.

Western Bank has two in-house unions (IHUs) for employees above the
clerical range. The Western Bank Officer's Association (WOA) covers
employees in the officer grades, with monthly incomes from RM 1,835 to RM
4,625. Its coverage is similar to that of ABOM, though with substantially
higher pay rates. The Western Bank Managers' Association (WMA) covers
managers with monthly incomes up to a very healthy RM 16,200.

The IHUs at Western Bank both appear to be nearer the independent end of
our union spectrum, but with substantial differences in their resources, activity
and orientation. Both were set up by employees in response to concerns about
employees' situations. The WOA was established in 1987. In the previous year
the bank paid a bonus to managers and (as required in the CA) to clerical and
related employees, but one was not paid to officers. The officers `̀ realised we
were the odd guys''. Changes in the bank also created uncertainty in officers'
minds about their job security, heightened by the allegedly arbitrary effects of
changes to the performance-based pay system for managers. These employees
had previously not been members of ABOM because of the superior benefits
available in Western than in the ABOM CA. This pay superiority has been
maintained and increased with the four CAs negotiated by the WOA, while
Western maintains parity with benefits paid by other banks.

The WOA sees itself as having a `̀ policeman'' role to ensure that policies are
implemented on an objective basis, and to ensure equity and justice while the
bank seeks to maximise profit. When the downsizing exercise was undertaken
it insisted on no harassment of people to leave. The WOA is an active union at
the workplace, with the president spending several hours after work each day
meeting members and working on union affairs. Workplace delegates provide
the link between members and the union executive, which meets monthly.
Mass meetings are held when necessary ± for example, to obtain a mandate on
a CA.

The WOA has 360 members which it considers represents 95 per cent
density amongst eligible employees. This is over double the level of 160 two
years earlier, prior to a major recruitment drive. The recruitment drive focused
on a direct mail campaign, the theme of which, not unlike the brinkmanship
recruitment strategy of NUBE, was that if you were not already a member of
the WOA then the union would not represent you if you got into trouble. (The
only way to get around this was to pay full fees backdated to when you became
eligible to belong.) Within the first two months 80 new members, many of
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whom were unaware of the WOA's existence, had joined. There is, of course,
substantial turnover of the WOA's membership, as people move into and out of
the officer grades and Western Bank. Overall, about half of new joiners to the
union are former NUBE members who have been promoted, and who are easy
to recruit. The other half, lateral recruits, require more effort.

The establishment of the WOA reinforced insecurities felt by more senior,
managerial employees and by example suggested that the establishment of a
managers' IHU would protect their position. The WMA was formed within two
years of the creation of the WOA. Managerial staff were dissatisfied with the
job evaluation system and concerned by talk of downsizing. The
implementation of a new salary structure led to a number of more junior
employees taking senior positions, generating resentment and insecurity
amongst managers. Concerns of managerial employees were heightened by
what was seen as a cavalier attitude by senior management. Due to fear of
victimisation, the establishment of the WMA was undertaken in `̀ cloak and
dagger'' style with `̀ secret meetings'' and careful planning. On a certain day,
employees would wear armbands; on another, t-shirts. The WMA was
registered in 1989 and is accepted as legitimate by the bank. It appears to have
a good relationship with the bank. Fundamentally it supports the business
strategy of the bank ± `̀ we understand the issues because we are
management. . .we are conscious of what the bank can pay and provide''.

The WMA is not an especially active union. Its senior officers spend a few
hours each month on union matters. Still, its executive meets once a month; it
also meets with Western about that often. Its main impact has probably been to
protect managers, in particular by ensuring they were not forced to take
redundancies against their will. The WMA does not believe it needs to be
particularly strong because it sees the legislative environment as establishing
rights for employees regardless of whether they are in a strong or weak union.

How do these IHUs in banking compare with those elsewhere? We
encountered three IHUs in our research in other industries. None appeared as
active as the WOA. One, in a hotel, was established at management's initiative
to pre-empt industry unionism and was the main communication vehicle from
management to the workforce. Union-management meetings have focused on
topics like staff meals and how to increase the hotel's business. The union has
minimal dealings with other unionists outside the hotel; the location of its office
within the hotel helps to confine its focus to the workplace and no training is
provided for delegates or members. In two other IHUs, in the strategically
located vehicle industry, management's role in the establishment of the IHU is
unclear, but in both cases there was initially an industry union presence;
neither IHU appeared to challenge managerial prerogative or had current links
with the relevant industry union. While the WMA, too, is relatively docile, the
WOA appears to be genuinely independent and illustrates some of the diversity
in IHU practice in Malaysia. Both banking IHUs may also benefit from the
skilled/professional base of their membership. It appears there is scope for
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increasing the independence and militancy of IHUs if the industry unions can
form coalitions with them, as discussed below.

The two Western IHUs work together on matters of common concern.
However, there is little contact between the WMA and either NUBE or IHUs in
other banks. NUBE, ABOM and all but one of the banking IHUs (the WMA) are
coming together in the Federation of Bank and Financial Institution
Employees. It was due to hold its first formal meeting in June 1999. The
Federation will have delegates from each union according to a formula which
gives greater representation to larger unions. It will cover 56,000 employees
(over 80 per cent of the industry's employees) of whom approximately half will
be members of NUBE.

Conclusion
NUBE derives its strength from many factors. First, it has effective workplace
structures and linkages. Second, it has a strong track record in protecting
members in grievance and dismissal cases and in protecting them against
compulsory retrenchment. Third, it reinforces this strength through
brinkmanship recruitment which enables it to maintain the high density it has
achieved. Brinkmanship recruitment is a risky strategy for most unions unless
they already have high density. Once that is achieved, it is the remaining
employees who engage in a high risk strategy if they choose not to join. Fourth,
NUBE reinforces workplace structures, and maintains consistency of service
quality, through extensive training and education. Fifth, NUBE creates and
reinforces a culture of belonging through various social activities. Sixth,
despite legislative limitations, NUBE is able when necessary to organise quick
and effective non-strike industrial action that carries the ability to embarrass
the banks and potentially threaten them financially. Seventh, it has deployed a
political strategy that makes good use of political connections. Eighth, it has
been able to manage workplace change in a broadly cooperative relationship
with the banks while protecting the interests of its members ± often by shaping,
rather than just reacting to, its members' wishes. Its strong workplace
structures and record of success give it the credibility with members that
enables it to persuade them to accept changes they otherwise might not. This
ability along with its capacity to mobilise members against unwanted change
in turn gives it credibility and considerable negotiating power with the banks.

NUBE is not without challenges ± increasing participation amongst its
female members being one of the largest (Gopala, 1996) ± but it is still, by many
standards, a highly successful union. It is not universally strong, but could in
no way be seen as a lackey of the banks. It represents (along with labour
regulations) the main barrier to banks' exercise of quantitative flexibility ± but
the banks show every ability to adapt to those constraints and little desire to
attempt to break the power of the union. Ironically, while resisting numerical
flexibility, NUBE was helping to transmit global functional flexibility
pressures through the industry.
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We have described the `̀ how'' of NUBE's strength, but `̀ why'' has it
prospered where others have not? The explanations are both internal and
external. On the former, the strategic approach adopted by the union leadership
has clearly been critical. On the latter, the political environment has given it
advantages that other unions do not have (though not sufficient to explain such
high density). Nonetheless, it is an independent union ± in a country where
relationships of patronage and favour are very important, its links with the
government are significant but still weaker than those between, say, almost
any Australian trade union and Australian Labor Party governments. The
economic, technical and regulatory environment for the industry has helped:
competitive forces have been kept in check, enabling industry-wide bargaining
to be sustained, and MNCs receive no encouragement from a stridently
nationalistic government to take the union on. The union appears to have
sufficient ability to regulate technological change in the industry to prevent
this causing fundamental dislocation of the union's role in the foreseeable
future. How well it would withstand a concerted attack from government is
harder to judge but less likely to be tested.

NUBE is not a typical Malaysian union. All the other industry unions and
IHUs in other industries we studied were struggling more than NUBE. The
Malaysian political system has differential impacts on unions and NUBE has
adapted better (some other unions would say, too well) to the political
environment. Still, while Malaysian unions operate in a generally hostile
legislative environment, the banking experience indicates it is not impossible
for them to organise and secure gains for their members. And even when,
nationally, union density is only 9 per cent, unions can still matter a great deal.

Our study also illustrated the diversity of in-house unions as well as the
constraints on them. Some IHUs (especially one in Western) appear genuinely
independent, having been established at employees' initiative. Others are better
conceived of as the creations and lackeys of management. Many sit somewhere
in between. But the effectiveness of all is limited by their small resource base
and they can only hope to achieve truly effective representation if they can
form alliances with other IHUs and, more crucially, relevant industry unions.

Finally, what are the lessons for unions from other countries? NUBE does
not represent a model that can be directly emulated by all unions in repressive
environments. Nonetheless, its experience tells us again of the importance of
workplace activity, about which we have been made aware elsewhere (Peetz,
1998). It also tells us some other critical things for unions: to be able to extend
beyond the workplace; to be able to protect their members from insecurity and
arbitrary treatment; to be able to manage workplace change strategies that
satisfy members' interests while addressing (but not acquiescing to)
management's reform agenda; to be able to engage in a real discourse with its
members; to be able to create a culture of belonging amongst the membership;
to devote resources to education and training; to be able to think creatively and
strategically about options for industrial action in hostile environments and
respond quickly to circumstances; and to be able to effectively mix politics and
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industrial relations. If all unions were able to do these things in their own way
there might be no crisis of membership.
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