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In this forum, we would like to address that how work has been intensified in the transition era of economic crisis in the automobile factories in Korea. 
1. Changes in management policy from 1992 to 1999: what is the manager’s interests?

The employers and managers in the car factory imported NAC I (New Autonomous Concept) management techniques in 1992 from the Japanese management system, so-called “Lean Production”. The basic objectives of NAC I are to extend Fordist mass production techniques through the introduction of “just in time”, “model mixing” and “quality control”, as well as co-operative labour-employer relationships. Work has been intensified for a number of reasons for the managers. Firstly, managers sought to increase productivity in competition against other multinational car factories. Secondly, managers wanted to re-establish control of the workplace, which they felt was controlled by the labour unions since a worker-employer struggle in 1987. Thus, the implementation of NAC I was focused on reducing costs and increasing productivity. The main approach to increasing productivity from 1992 to 1996, was the speeding up of work rates and the intensification of the labour process. In 1996, the factory announced the introduction of NAC II and started to establish a new labour-employer culture, urging more productivity and better quality. The drive to increase the pace of work and to reduce the number of workers continued until the Korean economic crisis of November, 1997. From January 1998, employers announced the introduction of NPS-G1 (NAC Paradigm Shift-Global No.1) and began to stress the need for increased productivity, higher quality and more cost reductions (see Appendix).

2. A brief history of the labour union in the car factory

The labour union in this car factory is democratically organised, with leaders elected by workers, rather than nominated by employers, since 1987. This is the result of general progress in the labour struggle since 1987. Since this time, the labour union has been a centre for workers’ struggles, especially against the lowering of income and welfare and over several political issues. The workers in this car factory have struggled several times against increases in work intensity. These struggles have usually started from shopfloor workers or workers’ representatives rather than labour union leaders. Since the economic crisis in 1998, the labour union has made an agreement with the employers to co-operate in the reduction of workers, welfare benefits, for example, bonuses, educational expenses for workers’ children, medical treatment and other such benefits. However, despite this agreement, workers continue to struggle against increases in work intensity.           

3. The mechanism of intensified work 

During the labour process, work intensifiesd through changes in the “use of labour power” and through “technological innovations”. In the process of using labour power, work intensifies by regularly increasing work speed, workpace and by reducing the relative number of workers. The fundamental mechanism for increasing work intensity is speeding-up based on the regular measuring of working time. Managers measure working time regularly with stopwatches and consequently reduce the number of workers. For managers, this is another way of increasing productivity. However, for the workers, it increases their work intensity. In particular, workers realise that managers deliberately use the workers¡¯ skills to speed-up and remove workers’ rest time. One worker’s representative notes that workers have just started to realise that this is an attack on their time and skill. He thought they would not allow this time to be taken away. 

Technological innovations - automation, simplification of labour processes, combined production of cars - also result in increasing work pace and a massive reduction of workers. Technological innovations without considering workers’ health has brought about increasing work intensity because of bad posture and physical demanding labour. That is, technological innovation also results in intensification of the labour process. 

Another strategy developed by management to increase work intensity is tightened control over workers in the workplace. In particular, through introducing new technology, quality is controlled in the name of “workers’ real name” on the product. In addition to this, since the economic crisis, while tightening disciplinary rules, managers have been trying to make “brothership” connections to workers in order to try to alienate them from the union. 

Figure 1. The changing of work intensity in the work process 
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These mechanisms have changed over time. At the beginning of the attempt to introduce the Japanese model, between 1992 and 1995, speed-up was the main driving force of increased work intensity in all departments. After speeding-up to 60 JPH, which seems to be some sort of physical limit, employers have sought to improve productivity through employing fewer workers. There has been a massive reduction in the number of workers since 1997 due to technical advances followed by economic crisis (Figure 1). 
Another big situation is increasing irregular workers and unemployed people. This contribute the widening gap of inequalities in Health as well. 

Figure 1. Changes in work intensity by time during the economic crisis 

	Main event
	90
	91
	92
	93
	94
	95
	96
	97
	98*
	99

	Massive increasing work pace
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Reducing the number of workers
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Automation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Simplification of work process
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	The combination of heavy car and light car in the same line
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Quality control
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	98* : 1998 has been started economic crisis. 


This is a latter-day version of Taylorism and Fordism as introduced in the “old capitalist mode of production” at the end of 19th century and in the early years of the 20th century. Therefore, in Korea, the introduction of the NAC I/II, Japanese model, has been little more than the introduction of intensified old traditional methods of capitalist management in the workplace, modified according to the situation in Korea.

4. Effects of intensified work on workers

Intensified work increases the physical demands placed on workers. As evidence of this, many workers feel that they cannot catch-up with the workpace set on the assembly line. Due to increased work density during unit time, workers find themselves becoming exhausted. Another effect of closing-up rest time is the growth of a feeling of alienation between workers. 
5. Conflict: power relationships between employers and workers on intensified work
Work has been thoroughly intensified, based on the employers’ intention to increase productivity or, in other words, profits. We find that there is a strong tendency towards conflict between employers and workers over the question of intensification of work. An outstanding point is that the degree of work intensity depends on the power relationship between employers and workers. This power relationship has changed over time, especially depending on the economic situation. At the beginning of the 1990s, workers were able to bring the assembly line to a standstill, such was their organised power. However, the struggle seemed to move into the boardroom and turn into meetings between workers’ representatives and managers. There may be two reasons for this: one is that workers’ power was weakened. Their representatives led the struggle at that time, and some of them went to jail until 1994. In this car factory, when employers introduced the Japanese NAC I/II system and increased work intensity in 1992, workers’ power had already weakened after being defeated in the struggles of earlier in the 1990s. Another is that a “culture of negotiation” has been introduced in the relationship between labour unions (on behalf of shopfloor workers) and employers, since democratic labour unions were established. 

When conflict becomes systematised and regulated, there may be a softening effect. On the shopfloor, some workers feel that negotiation does not work and that conflict cannot be solved by negotiation. However, ordinary workers feel that this kind of negotiation without struggle does not seem to represent their opinion, nor does it help to establish solidarity. On the other hand, the economic crisis seems to weaken the workers’ power and that of the union. In another sense, it seems to deepen the conflict between workers and employers: even though ordinary workers feel that their power has lessened with the onset of economic crisis, they are still impelled to fight against attacks on working conditions. 

6. Let’s make an international network against intensified work and alinated labour.

We have participated workers’ s struggle against intensified work in several factories, Daewoo ship-building factories, Kia car factories as well as several metal processing factories. In Daewoo ship-building factories, the workers in the labour union who had fought against work intensity has to been jailed during 2000-2002. However, due to their sacriface, in the several factories such as Dowon factory, the workers have won their control over the work process in the end of 2002. The numbers of workers has been recruited and the working hours has been reduced due to workers’ power in this factory.

The workers are still fighting against intensified work. We think that the only solution to against intensified work is to make a workers’ solidarity. Only workers’ power can get rid of the intensified work. We are working with workers to supporting them to make a workers’ solidarity and to abolish intensified work. We have strongly felt that the international network is needed for workers’ struggle against intensified work as well as alienated labour around the world in the ear of globalisation of capitalism. Lets’ make a international network for emansification of labour!! 




