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Call-Out: Transnational Social Strike Platform Meeting //
Thilisi, Georgia 28th — 30th June

Georgia is connected to the European Union by an Association Agreement that is being
implemented since 2016. Almost unnoticed in the West, the agreement entails a plan of
reforms of economy, society and public policies that is shaking the Georgian political
landscape. As other countries today and in the past, Georgia is meant to match
European “democratic standards”, strengthening the market economy, creating a
business-friendly environment, changing its visa policy and tightening border patrol.
After a war and almost two decades of savage neoliberal reforms, that have deserted
labor and social rights, now the EU intervenes with the aim of promoting stability in
favor of business expansion.

We think what happens today in Georgia is telling of the transnational and global
dimension of contemporary politics. Georgia is through and through integrated in a
transnational scenario. More than half a million Georgian women work in Europe, mostly
in the private care sector, covering the lack of basic welfare benefits and sending home
remittances that are a crucial part of the national economy. Major infrastructural plans
linked to the Belt and Road initiative and European TEN-T network are portraying the
country as a crucial transit zone between Asia and Europe, and a country-wide tax-free
economic zone is created to attract foreign investments; financial institutions control the
lives of hundreds of thousand Georgians who got indebted in order to be able to satisfy
their most basic needs, while EU backed financial institutions have been key to the
European intervention in the country. Currently Georgia is the first recipient of European
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) funds, these, alongside investments
from the European Investment Bank have contributed to fuelling a spree of investment
in infrastructural projects, resting on a legislation that places investors at the highest
point of the chain, protecting their perceived rights against the most basic workers rights
and placing the state as a guarantor for profit. Even if the industrial conversion of
Georgia seems still not in sight, the reproduction of Georgian society is in multiple ways
connected with transnational dynamics that make any attack to the prospect of a EU
integration on the basis of a national closure politically useless.

Georgia is not in the EU, but the Association Agreement with the EU is producing real
effects: references to the agreement are systematically used by the government, the
NGOs taking care of the alleged “democratic transition” and the major trade unions to
channel labor and social struggles into a more controlled and benign form. In this way,
the Agreement is suspending the political time and erasing the present in sight of a
supposedly better future. It goes without saying that this future is being built completely
above the heads of those who are going to be affected. The right to strike is under attack
in Georgia as everywhere, but here the EU Association Agreement plays a specific role:
the strike is pictured as a barbaric weapon, not fitting the civilized dialogue between the
social partners, while the central European model of co-management between unions
and enterprises is presented as the key to the Georgian dream. The very negotiation
model that has tried to rule out the possibility to strike in the EU member states is one
of the pillars of the EU enlargement towards East.
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The Agreement with the EU assumes that reforms will be accepted silently by Georgian
workers, women and men, because the market democracy and the prospect of
becoming a reservoir of migrant and cheap labor is the best they can expect. The plan
of infrastructural investment in the region echoes the infrastructural hype that lies
behind great projects all across the globe, making Central Asia a junction for future
developments that will affect the East as well the West, and looms as a blackmail and a
warning: the environment is business friendly only if there is social peace, only if those
who populate it do not talk to each other, do not advance common claims. This shows
at the highest magnitude how the logistics of exploitation builds its own environment
upon the fragmentation of workers’ collective power. The question is therefore how to
build workers’ power in this situation, and the similar situations that constellate the
transnational space, without letting the legalistic perspective of the agreement between
governments own the monopoly on the present and mortgage the future.

This question does not simply concern Georgia as such: we believe that this poses us
new problems when addressing the central issue of how to organize transnationally.
This shows how a new EU ‘business acquis’, while imposes neoliberal reforms in the
West is extending its transnational grip across the East and the Balkan region. While
shaken by deep political crisis - see the Brexit negotiation or the French insurrection -,
the EU is continuing its structural integration and enlargement process. This process
goes hand in hand with the erosion of rights and of welfare benefits and the general
precarization of labor that is by now a reality in every member State. In order to forge a
transnational strategy, without chasing nation-based illusions, we need to gain a
political understanding of this process and how it affects our capacity to strike and
struggle, in order to turn the transnational dimension into a source of force instead of
weakness. It is for these reasons that, after holding the first meeting in Poznan to foster
the participation from the Eastern countries of Europe and meetings in several
European capitals, we decided to hold a meeting in Georgia to enlarge the scope of the
TSS to the outsides/insides of the EU.

Moreover, in Tbilisi we will discuss the political use of the strike in the context of
Georgia as a means to take back the initiative in workplaces and society and bridge the
borders between sectors and countries. In this we rely on ongoing movements that
have a strong transnational character: the feminist strike, that has set in motion
mobilizations in dozens of countries all over the world starting from the fact that the
sexual division of labor and male violence against women are not national, but global
facts. Migrants are daily living a transnational reality by crossing the borders and posted
and care workers are daily using their mobility to take advantage of wage differentials.
Nurses in Bulgaria recently went on strike in more than 30 cities declaring that if the
government does not grant better working conditions, they will leave the country.
Industrial workers in the foreign factories located in Eastern European countries,
transport workers and social workers are striking and fighting against the policies that
populist governments are enforcing for the sake of foreign investments, as the protests
in Hungary against the slave law show. New experiments of transnational coordination
between Amazon warehouses in several European countries are taking place that could
build a model for organizing against multinational companies. Starting from this mobile
situation, and placing our discussion in a country where pressures from the West merge
with pressures from the East to impose a new logistics of exploitation, we want to
discuss what tools and strategy are needed to produce and give a common direction to
our transnational communication.
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Program

Friday 28th of June

5pm-5.30pm: Welcome from Solidarity Network and introduction of TSS
6pm-8pm: Roundtable
Georgia, Europe and the Transnational Dimension: Struggling in a Changing Scenario

In this opening roundtable we want to discuss the transnational dimension as the
changing scenario in which we are struggling today beyond easy alternatives between
nationalism and global neoliberalism and beyond geopolitical readings. The Association
Agreement with the EU setting the rules for Georgian ‘development’, the neoliberal
reforms precarizing labor and privatizing welfare benefits to meet transnational
standards of efficiency, the attempts to cripple the right to strike and discipline repulsive
workers to build a ‘business friendly’ environment, the integration in transnational
circuits of capital and the state’s entanglement with foreign investors, massive migration
of women to Western European countries. Georgia is by now through and through
integrated in a transnational scenario and invested by processes that have trends in
common with what is happening in other European and non European countries. These
transformations influence the capacity to strike and organize and we need to find
collective ways to cope with them and look for connections between struggles
addressing different, but interconnected aspects of the changing scenario we live in.
Interventions by Solidarity Network, Ertoba 2013 - metro workers’ unions, social workers’
union, Chiatura miners on strike protagonists of the protests in Pankisi Valley against
hydropower plants, workers’ Initiative union (Poland), and more.

Saturday 29th of June

*Morning session*
10.30am Welcome with coffee
11am-1pm: Workshop #1

Rethinking the strike: experiments, conflicts and organizing in Georgia, Europe and
beyond

The transformations of labor and society, and of their relationship, affect our capacity to
fight and require to think anew forms of organization and unions’ practices. Starting
from the different struggles that are erupting in Georgia, in this session we want to
stress the possible connections with the multiple struggles and strikes that have
happened over the last few years in Europe.
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We are interested in discussing what it means to organize a political and social strike and
what it means to politicize the strike today, so to make it a way to struggle against the
more general conditions that determine the position of workers in society. During this
session we want to discuss about how to enhance connections between struggles to face
the common challenges that we share in spite of national and sectoral differences.

1pm-2.30pm: Lunch break

*Afternoon session*
2.30pm-4.30pm: Workshop #2
Global Women'’s Strike

The last three years have seen the rise of a global movement under the banner of the
strike hitting both production and social reproduction. In dozens of countries around the
world women are protesting against male violence, catalyzing a general opposition
against neoliberalism, patriarchy and racism.

Together with millions women in the world, Georgian women have taken to the streets
on the 8th of march this year refusing sexual violence and oppression, but also
exploitation and precarization of women - resulting, for instance, in a total deregulation
of surrogacy, the dismantlement of welfare and the tightening of sexual division of
labour. In this way feminist strike is connecting Georgia with a transnational movement
bringing together all those who are rising up against the violence of patriarchal and racist
neoliberalism.

How to foster and enlarge the transnational movement of the feminist strike? What are
its perspectives? How to connect and boost different experiences of struggle along
transnational chains of care? How to strike against production and social reproduction?
What does the women's strike say about possible ways to connect the struggle against
exploitation with wider social issues?

5pm-7pm: Final Plenary

Building a transnational strategy against exploitation and impoverishment

Starting from the reflections of the previous sessions in this plenary we would like to
continue the discussion on how to foster and increase our transnational communication
and how to turn the transnational from a crucial dimension of our exploitation to a
strategic element of struggle and opposition.

Sunday 30th of June

11am-3pm: TSS Platform Coordination Meeting
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Georgia, Europe and the Transnational
Dimension.
Struggling in a Changing Scenario

The TSS meeting in Thilisi, Georgia on 28™"-30%" June 2019 is the first assembly of the
platform outside the borders of the EU. We are heading to Thilisi while the city is shaken
by an uprising, pointing directly to the Parliament. The reasons that sparked this wave of
protests relate to an unsatisfaction with the government that takes the shape of
offended national pride, while opposition parties feed on the anti-Russian sentiments
present in the country. As TSS, beyond national pride and geopolitical
interpretations, we see the necessity of assessing the current situation within a
transnational framework, and we affirm that geopolitics and nationalist
sentiments are increasingly used to cover the real nature of social conflict, in
Georgia as elsewhere. In front of global capitalism, there is no other way for radical
change than to recognize the transnational dimension we live in, beyond easy
alternatives, and to build an autonomous perspective that finds enemies and allies for
the interest of workers, men and women, citizens or migrants, and not of national

JEE B TR representatives. In
fact, what is clear is
that this
instrumentalization
unites the
supposed enemies:
both neoliberals
pro-West
reformers and
nationalist
conservatives, both
foreign interests
and local
supporters, aim at

preventing workers' d|scontent from turning into a transnational fight against
exploitation, precarity and impoverishment. With this meeting, we address the need to
frame the transnational dimension differently, also in order to cope with the issues that
are hidden behind the protest in Thilisi, and help building an autonomous political
perspective.

We insisted since the beginning on the need to overcome the usual political maps
of social and labor movements in order to grasp the transnational dimension we
live in and within which we need to fight. This has brought us to pay particular
attention to Eastern developments - since Eastern European countries have been a
place of experimentation of neoliberal policies, industrial restructuring and precarization
of labor for the past thirty years. The inclusion of these countries in European and global
production chains, their integration in the EU and the mobility of labor have made this
part of Europe crucial for any political project that aims at changing the present state of
things. The same aim has taken us to the Balkans, following migrants’ movements after
2015 refugees’ ‘crisis’. Beyond the alternative between neoliberal or ‘social’ Europeanism,
on the one hand, and nationalist anti-Europeanism, on the other, the TSS project sees
Europe not as its exclusive horizon, but as the first transnational space of struggle.
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By heading to Georgia, the TSS adds other elements to the transnational collective
force we need in order to confront the effects of logistical integration on labor and
society and to cope with the ways in which they impact on the possibility to strike
and organize.

After the crisis of 2008, the policies of privatization, precarization and welfare cuts that
affected the East during the transition
period spread to all European countries
with heavy consequences on the
capacity to struggle for better
conditions. While considering the
differences, we have discussed the
common trends that link together
Italy’s Jobs act, France’s Loi travail and
Macron's ordonnances, the law against
the strike in Sweden, Hartz IV in
Germany, and the several attacks to

- = iy grass root unions.
A e [l o We have detected how welfare cuts are

a reality in every European country and pose new questions on how to formulate our
demands and address the State. We have denounced how anti-immigration political
forces and institutional racism contribute in the structural exploitation of migrant labor,
and how the anti-immigrant and nationalist discourse works to further precarize and
keep labor under the yoke of employers and policy makers. In turn, increased mobility is
one of the main forces used by workers to strike with their feet, change their condition
and seek better salaries. We have taken part in women'’s uprisings that in the last years
radically contested the patriarchal pillars of production and social reproduction.

These changes went together with a fundamental shift in the way institutions and states
work, with the increasing centrality of governments versus parliaments and the rise of
nationalism. Also in this regard, what happened in the Eastern states of the enlarged EU
was the sign of a general transformation. This does not imply that the EU is now a
homogeneous space: on the contrary, EU logistical integration works by exploiting
differences in economic and social conditions between countries. Now this
exploitation is stretching beyond its institutional borders, to a farther East that helps
balancing the political instability of Eastern Europe and provides new expectations on
profits and cheap labor. In this direction, the transformations affecting Georgia as a post-
soviet country and a crucial passageway between Europe and Asia, and the struggles

erupting there pose us new questions
and new challenges.

Since 2006 Georgia is connected with
the EU through an Association
Agreement that is telling of the way in
which the ongoing European logistic
integration is taking place and reveals
the deep transformation of the EU as a
political  project. The Agreement
contains a set of rules Georgia needs to
adopt in order to have a privileged
economic relationship with the EU.
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This Agreement is presented as the true promise of a better democratic future and
the EU as a realm of rights and well-being ensuring a civilized and continuous
progress, an alternative to the savagery of both the socialist past and the violent
deregulation of the 1990s and early 2000s. Besides, Georgia is presented as an ideal
gateway country between large markets, a potential reservoir of cheap labor and a
perfect site for tourism industry. Consequently, all the efforts need to be concentrated
on being ready for this uncertain prospect of integration, all the sacrifices are legitimized
therefore. As a consequence, the Association Agreement is in reality used as a tool to
discipline and calm down attempts to raise a voice on the conditions of integration and
‘development’, also in sectors that are not materially included into transnational circuits.
The Agreement goes hand in hand with the attack to the right to strike and the
political project to discipline repulsive workers. And this applies to all sectors,
including public sector workers, transportation workers and service sector. As we saw
elsewhere, and as the metro workers on strike in Thilisi last year showed, the problem is
how to practice the strike in changing conditions and overcome the legal constraints
through which it is limited and made ineffective.

In Georgia the reality is far from the picture imagined by the EU and the Georgian
state: the discontent against the project of turning the country into a ‘service-provider’
with no say and no power is indeed mounting in different forms. Different struggles are
erupting despite the rhetoric on development and the attacks on living and labor
conditions: from miners’ strikes to the protests against hydroelectric power plants
devastating the country, from metro workers’, nurses’ and social service sector’s strikes
to the women’s demonstration of March 8. Each of these struggles is addressing
different connected sides of the neoliberal attack that aims at turning Georgian workers,
women and men, into exploitable and poor workforce at the mercy of investors, because
this is the best they can get. But while this takes the shape of the submission to
decisions taken elsewhere, Georgia, the Georgian state and Georgian capital are
increasingly interwoven with global capitalism. Behind the struggle to secure
influence, profits and

leverage within the

country, at stake there is

the way in which

Georgian labor and

Georgian society are

integrated in this global

reality.

While the ongoing

transformations are

global, the forms of

struggle and organizing

remain largely sectorial,

local or national.

Fragmentation and

differences block most

attempts to politicize

labor and social

struggles beyond single issues. The question for us is thus how to practice this field
of tension where, on the one side, there are struggles addressing different but
related aspects of the ongoing transformation and, on the other, there is a fully-
fledged integration of Georgia within the world market and transnational circuits
of capital, investments and power.
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We think that this question is crucial both for the struggles within Georgia and for
transnational struggles.

We also need to assess what the state can do in the present condition and what the state
has done in order to contribute to this situation. The website ‘Invest in Georgia’ assures
foreign investors willing to start a business in Georgia that «the average monthly salary
amounts to 430%», including blue and white collars, and that «the country has quite a
flexible Labor Code». As a matter of fact, «Georgia has one of the most liberal labor
environments not only in the region, but globally». In the last decades, Georgian
governments have insistently claimed to be transforming the country into a
‘business-friendly environment’ while operating to dismantle any labor right and,
most importantly, any possible collective and autonomous power on the side of workers.
While the post-soviet reality may suggest a withdrawal of the state from its responsibilities
and a sell off of its capacities, the Georgian state is acting as a neoliberal state actively
promoting the integration of Georgian labor and society within the world market.

.
0 0%,

A e
» .'. e

=3

This emerges clearly by looking at last month’s_miners’ strike in Chiatura, a big manganese
extraction site. The miners have been asking for improved labor conditions and safety
measures, involving the whole city in a social strike stopping any activity, from shops to
schools and workplaces. In the struggle it was clear that workers are put under pressure by
different agents: by the government, that considers the extraction site as a national
resource to exploit in bargaining with foreign capital and in legitimizing its internal action;
by foreign investors, who need to safeguard their investments; by speculators in raw
materials markets; by the financial capital. While the government had taken control of the
American-Ukrainian company managing the mine, it did nothing so far to improve the
working conditions and to reduce the workload. The strike in Chiatura, where in the end
the miners had their demands met, shows that the promises of development may
take unexpected twists: workers and community revolted against working conditions and
the environmental consequences of an economic activity that is at the same time a
‘strategic’ sector for Georgia and a testing ground for the type of its logistic integration in
the world market.



https://www.transnational-strike.info/2019/05/30/the-miners-strike-renewed-class-struggle-in-chiatura/
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Moreover, the Pankisi Valley has recently seen numerous protests against a hydropower
plant meant to achieve energy autonomy. After the protests erupted, the government,
while assuring a violent police repression through a criminal special operation, promised
that it would better inform the population about the benefits of the plant and the
employment possibilities it will originate. The local population knows, however, that
while the construction of the plant might cause the hiring of around 80 people, after its
completion only a handful will be hired for maintenance, while there will be irreversible
environmental damages provoked by the overexploitation of soil and water. The same
goes for the huge construction projects that are connected to the One Belt One Road
initiative. Railways, highways and related infrastructures are being built throughout the
country. Expropriations of land and damaging of natural resources are the normal
backlash of these projects, while people are hired only provisionally for the actual

construction, and then dismissed when it ends. This shows the need to connect the

fight against exploitation and environmental degradation as different faces of the
struggle against the construction of a ‘business friendly environment’. To practice the
transnational dimension as a battlefield thus means to look for and create autonomous
connections between struggles, even when these seem at odds: across different labor
sectors and countries, that are supposedly divided by different working conditions,
including the sexual division of labour, and wage levels; between those who remain in
the country and those who migrate abroad; between productive and reproductive
labour.
This means to recognize that the transnational dimension is already shaping working-
class composition and the conditions under which labor is reproduced. As a matter of
fact, the Georgian ‘labor asset’ is not limited to the jobs that are carried out within the
country, but also abroad, due to the increasing labor mobility. In turn Georgian migration
policies are fostering the employment of migrant workforce, so that, as the website
‘Invest in Georgia’ declares, «<no working permits are required and citizens of 94
countries can stay in Georgia without visa for 1 whole year».
: A N This allowed, for instance,
several Chinese companies
building infrastructures in
Georgia to directly employ
Chinese workers. This is
another aspect of
transnational logistical
integration: trading cheap
workforce thanks to wage
differentials often at the
expense of those who are
worse-off by
unemployment, poverty
and lack of social security,
while at the same time

fragmenting the labour market, differentiating working conditions and letting the
employers have a free hand. The question is how to pursue a collective force behind
differences and build political connections against national and contractual divisions.
This interconnection does not limit itself to the field of labor but extends to social
reproduction. Even more than construction or factory workers employed abroad,
the principal asset Georgia seems to be offering on the world market are women.
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More than half million women work in Europe as care or domestic workers. The
remittances they send are a consistent part of the GDP, and often cover basic family
needs. The care work done by women strengthens the sexual division of labor and
connects Georgia to Western European countries. While women are employed, either as
migrant wage workers or as unpaid reproductive labor, to fill the gaps of welfare,
confirming that reproduction is a women’s burden, the privatization of welfare, in
Georgia amounting to up to 90%, has made the service sector boom as a place of
precarious and poorly paid work, specifically performed by women. It is not by chance
then that the service sector has been in turn a place of struggle of nurses and social
workers, protesting both against labor conditions and the related lack of services.
Besides working in harsher conditions, the lack of welfare increases the load of
reproductive labor and women need to be disciplined enough to endure this
increased exploitation, at work and at home. Additionally, thanks to the almost
complete deregulation of the surrogacy business and its competltlve prices compared to

other locations, Georgian
women are among the first
providers of wombs for the
international market. This is yet FS 8
another clear example of how
the Georgian state is turning
the country into a ‘business-
friendly environment’, while
being apparently ‘inexistent’
and weak. As the March 8"
demonstrations show, a new
global movement is contesting
the interlacement between
labor exploitation and the
position women are forced to

hold within society and along transnational reproductive chains. This shows another
element of a transnational dimension where the very social reproduction is organized
transnationally and requires a transnational response.

In search for common terrains of struggle that can politically connect dispersed forces,
we recognize in the strike not simply a practice to be deployed within the workplaces, but
a collective project connecting different forms of refusal of the neoliberal command. The
transnational logistical integration is crisscrossed by conflicts, whose connection
can be found when we grasp in all its width the entanglement between labor conditions
and the overall conditions of reproduction of society, when we are able to find threads
linking the conflicts investing institutional agreements, migration policies,
deregulation of the reproductive market, sexual division of labor, mobility,
extractive and infrastructural projects, in Georgia and elsewhere. It is only within the
transnational dimension that we can develop a collective autonomous power that refuses
to be a pawn in the hands of the rulers of the day.
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About the TSS Platform

The Transnational Social Strike (TSS) Platform aims at involving different kinds of
workers - women and men, those employed in factories, those who experience the
normality of precarity, locals and migrants - in a political process against subordination
and exploitation. It is open to workers, groups and unions across Europe and beyond
that share a common goal.

What do we mean by transnational social strike and why to start a process towards this
goal?

We experience every day that things in the workplaces and in society have changed.
Organization of labor struggles is weakened by the divisions between those who work
in the same hub, factory, school, call center etc. Solidarity is challenged by the
differences of contracts, time of employment, political conditions such as residence
permits or welfare rights. Labour disputing is more and more difficult and it is often
not enough to stop the increasing precarization. National divisions imposed on labor
obstruct the capacity to fight back against the transnational dimension of production
and exploitation. As a result, a little conquest by one can sometimes be a loss for many
others: be they workers in other countries with lower wages and income or temp
workers in the same factory, young interns or migrants and refugees forced to work for
free to get their visa.

The TSS process is born from the assumption that there is no technical way out to this
situation: only a political movement can overturn the state of affairs according to which
we are just numbers and shares in the balance sheets of the European technocrats and
capitalists. The strike is for us the name of a power that aims at damaging the pillars on
which this unequal and unjust society is grounded. Building the conditions to exercise
this power is what we need in order to overthrow the current state of subordination to
employers and politicians.

Therefore, today the strike needs to be transnational and social.

Transnational because capital works and thinks transnationally, creating divisions
among countries, wages and working conditions to weaken us and make profits. Only
by facing and overturning these divisions we can aspire at increasing our power and
make ourselves heard. In this, we refuse to be labeled either as anti-EU or pro-EU: we
deem insufficient to organize at the national level, as the transnational dimension is
our battlefield and Europe is for us a common space of organization where to find
allies and enemies.

Social because the power of the strike cannot be restricted to some categories of
workers, trade unions or groups of supporters. The strike is a weapon that everyone
has to be able to hold and use throughout society: even those who are constantly
changing jobs, the migrants who risk their residence permit, the students and the
unemployed. The strike can become for them a chance to be in the frontline, to
organize and to overthrow the political conditions of exploitation. There must be no
exclusion from the strike movement: this is the basis of our understanding of solidarity
and social strike.

The TSS Platform is a political infrastructure to confront these challenges. It is a
reservoir of experiences and tactics to politicize labor struggles, to connect social and
labour struggles, and make their claims heard well beyond each group’s and union’s
capacity. It is a space of organization, communication and encounter where different
figures of labour can think together about how to develop a common discourse, how to
support common European claims capable of being instruments of emancipation and
how to build the conditions of possibility of the transnational social strike.
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