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Precarious workers without a voice 
On 12 and 13 June, an 
important vote on the 
directive on the 
rights of platform 
workers will be taken 
at EU level. This will 
be held du ring an 
Employment, Social 
Policy, Health, and 
Consumer Affairs 
Council meeting, 
featuring respective 
Ministers from the EU 
Member States. 

I n thi s regard , the Brussels 
Times (9 May) reported 
that for platform workers 
- such as those associated 
with riding and driving 

services , the approval of this di­
rective can dete rmin e the re­
spective statu s of such worke rs 
(self-employer or employed) , 
their re lati onship with plat­
forms and th e trans pare ncy of 
their algorithms. 

Such workers, sometim es re­
ferred to as 'digital slaves ', are 
basically at the mercy of digital 
ord ers and end up workin g very 
long hours at ve ry low wages, 
with a lack of rights such as s ick 
leave, and without a collective 
entity which represents them. 
Des pite the hustle and bustle of 
this work, such worke rs are iso­
lated in a brave new world of 
cutthroat competition and lack 
of collective ac tion. 

Let us hope that Malta's gov­
e rnment supports the proposals 
being made in this Directive. Un­
fortunately, these are not work­
ers represented by trade unions, 
mean ing that they have less (if 
any a t all ) ba rga inin g power 
with the State. 

The voi ces who speak up for 
the r ights of such workers in­
clude the Church, some NGOs af­
fili ated with it and som e other 
NGO s on the le ft-wing of the po· 
litical spectrum. 

On workers day, for exampl e, 
the Archbishop s tated that even 

though "fore ign workers make 
up ove r a qu arter of our total 
labour for ce", "pract ically a ll 
serv ices and key economic sec­
tors would coll apse without 
th eir presenc e among us, fee l­
ing welco med and th anked is 
not what many experience on a 
da ily basis." 

On a s imilar note, the Jus tice 
and Peace Commi ss ion referred 
to th e "more tha n 40 ,000 non ­
EU citizens currently working in 
Malta - 77% of whom were 
earning under €20,000 a year in 
2021 ", addin g tha t they "de­
serve to be treated with respect 
and di gnity, and not forced to 
work in an exploitative labour, 
as marked und er condition s 
often akin to modern -day slav­
ery:' 

The Commiss ion expressed its 
con cern that des pite payin g Na­
ti onal Insurance contributions, 
they do not receive a pension . In 
its words, "Without any realis tic 
poss ibility of making Malta 
the ir home, non-EU workers do 
not benefit tota lly from the fis­
cal social contract in which peo­
ple pay tax and, in turn , receive 
public goods and servic es, in ­
cluding a pension. Specifically, 
in th e abse nce of bil ateral or 

EU-wide agreements with their 
countri es of origin, th ese work­
ers, once th ey re turn to th eir 
country of origin , can never ex­
pect any pension bene fit in re­
turn for th e National Insurance 
contributions th ey would have 
paid ove r the years . Mo reover, 
despite contributing with their 
effort and money to the co m­
mon good and the social and 
economic development of th e 
country, th ey are often treated 
as a subservi ent underclass 
who never really belon g:' 

Th e Peace and Ju sti ce Com­
mi ssion also referred to figures 
tabl ed in Pa rli ament , which 
show th at Nati ona l Insurance 
contributions by foreign work­
ers had in creased by 570% 
from 201 2 till 2021 , so as to 
reac h ove r € 1 billi on in to ta l. 
During the same tim e- period , 
these workers a lso pa id over 
€ 1.3 billion in income tax, with 
the yea rly total in creas ing from 
nea rly € 48 million in 201 2 to 
€250 million in 2021. 

On Workers' Day, i minijietna -
Voice of the Left also referred to 
the 'precari ousness and low 
wages', whi ch a re mostly fa ced 
by 'low ski ll ed workers, irregu­
lar immi grants and foreign na-

tion als (TCN)', and put forward 
a number of policy proposals in 
this rega rd . 

Echoing the pos ition of Malta's 
la rgest trade union s and a man­
ifes to proposal by Labour in the 
last general electi on, i mini­
j ietna ca ll ed for a ma nd atory 
trade union memb ership for 
low-in come worker s. Indeed , 
both the GWU and UMM a re a r­
guing that trade union member­
ship is the best bet for such 
worke rs. On the other hand, the 
Youn g Chris tian Workers 
(ighai ag h /taddiema Nsara · 
ZMN) was recently quoted by 
Newsbook (May 15) as refer­
ring to thi s as a 'violation of 
human dignity and democracy', 
even if 'unioni sation is an e m­
powering and liberating act, af­
firmin g th e dignity of a ll wo rk 
and worke rs'. Zl=IN also criti ­
cised t rade uni ons ' that have 
not uttered but a wh ispe r on 
the death of Jean Paul Sofia, or 
hundreds of oth er workers wh o 
have los t life or limb on con ­
struction sites, protect workers 
from preca rity'. 

Despite its different point of 
de parture, namely worke rs' 
ri ghts, ZM N's pos ition talli es 
with th at of th e busin ess lob-

bies, as well as legal experts, 
who believe th at this is a breach 
of hum an ri ghts. Though 1 tend 
to favour manda tory trade 
union membership, I do see the 
pe rils re fe rred to by :i:MN, pa r­
ti cularly if union s beco me too 
ins titution alised within s tate 
s tructures. On the othe r hand, it 
is quite cl ear that unioni se d 
worke rs have a mu ch s tronger 
voice in poli cymaking. 

In the mea ntim e, las t 14 No­
vember, Th e Malta Independent 
had qu oted Pa rliamentary Sec­
reta ry for Socia l Dialogue, Andy 
Ellul, who s tat ed that durin g 
this yea r the gove rnme nt will 
laun ch a s tudy as regardin g 
Wage Regula tion Orders and re­
la te d legal anomalies conce rn ­
ing e mployment. We can even 
go back to th e 201 3 genera l 
election campaign, w hen 
Labour had frequ ently referred 
to precari ous work. Incid en­
tally, such work seems to have 
increased in the past decade. 

Preca rious work is not only the 
order of the day for pla tform 
workers, but also for many 
workers with fa ncy titles in 
high-skilled jobs in other sec­
tors. Aga in, they are deprived of 
a voice to represent th em. 
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