
Submission for the 72
nd

 session of the OECD Steel Committee 

 

1. The International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) and Trade Union Advisory 

Committee (TUAC) welcome the opportunity to make this submission to the 72
nd

 

Session of the OECD Steel Committee. The IMF represents the collective interests of 

25 million metalworkers from more than 200 unions in over 100 countries. Our aim is 

to develop a sustainable steel industry that has long term employment policies. 

   

2. Industrial change is happening and all stakeholders must be prepared for it. Building 

knowledge and understanding about these changes will be vital to the outcome. 

Translating that knowledge and understanding into creating a global consensus will be 

an important outcome and shape the direction of our future industry. Shaping and 

development of industrial policy at national and global level will be the foundation of 

a sustainable industry. 

 

3. Building economic and industrial links between all sectors and worker participation is 

critical. That is why the new IndustriALL Global Union will be founded on 19
th

 June 

2012. The new organization brings together affiliates of the former global union 

federations: International Metalworkers’ Federation, International Federation of 

Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions and International Textiles 

Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation. IndustriALL Global Union will represent 

50 million workers in 140 countries in the mining, energy and manufacturing sectors. 

 

4. We must ensure that workers in the steel sector in all countries understand and benefit 

from the transition to a sustainable industry and are active supporters of this change. 

This goal is a vital part of the policy debate that must take place in every major 

economy in the world today. If unions and employers can work together they can play 

a critical role in providing understanding of the policy solutions available to achieve 

this objective. 

 

5. Trade unions play an important role in many successful companies in fact in the recent 

Fortune World’s most admired metal companies 9 out 10 are organized. According to 

CNN Money the most admired list is the definitive report card on corporate 

reputations. The survey looked at nine criteria from investment value to sustainability. 

 

6. Identifying sectoral concerns and ensuring a level playing field will also provide a solid 

foundation. It is important to ensure that competition is not distorted during these 

challenging times. If the steel industry is to be sustainable meaningful attention must 

urgently be provided to ensure that workers in the industry enjoy all fundamental 

rights. Compliance with OECD’s own guidelines for Multinational’s is a useful 

reference point and the ILO instruments serve as parallel and complimentary 

mechanisms in ensuring fundamental labor standards deliver gains for both employers 

and workers. 

 

7. Respect for workers rights is not only a social issue it is an economic one as well. 

Indeed if workers do not enjoy basic rights to freedom of association, or to engage in 

collective bargaining, the “free” labor market will be severely distorted. This 

distortion results in unsafe work practices and leads to a race to the bottom as 

countries and companies compete to lower standards. 

 



8. A fundamental challenge to the steel industry is the creation of a sustainable economic 

model, and also to ensure that state-Owned Enterprises in the steel sector operate 

based solely on commercial considerations. The challenge is to overcome three 

interrelated crisis-economic recession, climate change and access to raw materials. An 

integrated solution to these problems is the lynchpin to the next significant step 

forward for the industry. 

 

9. In his last statement the Chairmen of the OECD Steel Committee highlighted the 

importance of raw materials to the steelmaking industry. Stating that developments in 

steelmaking raw materials are receiving increasing attention by governments and 

industry alike. 

  

10. About 70% of the iron ore trade in the world is accounted for by 3 companies- 

BHP Billiton, Vale and Rio Tinto. Iron ore is a principal raw material for steel and an 

integral part of the steel supply chain. It is true that the steel industrial cannot consider 

itself sustainable or socially responsible unless it also accepts responsibility for its 

supply chain. The track record for these major suppliers is not good Vale was voted as 

the 2012 Public eye choice award for world’s worst company. Rio Tinto also has a 

poor reputation as a bad corporate citizen and is currently conducting an illegal lock 

out of workers in Alma, Quebec. Rio Tinto’s reputation is so bad that local 

community groups and unions are working together to prevent its 12bn investment in 

India and are also conducting an Off the podium campaign at this year’s 2012 

Olympic games. Rio Tinto has been the subject of allegations and reports about 

human and labor rights abuses, and about environmental devastation around the 

world, including in Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, China and elsewhere. 

 

11. The limited choice of suppliers however means that not only does the steel 

industry struggle on supply and pricing, but it has a limited ability to ensure that its 

suppliers such as Rio Tinto are social responsible. The OECD Guidelines for 

multinational enterprises states “Where enterprises have a large numbers of suppliers, 

they are encouraged to identify general areas where the risk of adverse impacts is 

most significant and, based on this risk assessment, prioritse suppliers for due 

diligence (page 22, para 2). In short the industry should be able to say to Rio Tinto 

improve or we will walk away. The guidelines also say “In the context of its supply 

chain, if the enterprise identifies a risk of causing an adverse impact, then it should 

take the necessary steps to cease or prevent that impact (page 22, para 4)”. Unless 

government’s act to break up the mining monopoly or adopt policy solutions that 

force companies like Rio Tinto to become good corporate citizens the steel industry 

will remain tarnished and unable to act due to the lack of options.  

 

12. Another major challenge for the industry is ensuring that a skills gap does not 

develop. A shortage of skilled employees will hamper growth and limit the 

opportunity for changes in highly technical operational processes. It is important that 

companies do not become complacent about training their existing workforce. It is 

vital for workers to continue their training and development while in work and it is 

the employer’s responsibility to ensure that the workforce has this opportunity. Skills 

gaps can become a serious issue and can seriously affect productivity. Ensuring strong 

workforce skills is a matter of shared responsibility between government, employers, 

unions and individuals. Unions can play a pivotal role in encouraging workers and 



employers to participate fully in workforce development. Training and developing the 

next generation of Steelworkers is vital even during times of economic crisis. 

 

13. The IMF believes that achieving adequate investment in education, training and 

continuous skill developments are shared goals and areas in which unions can 

constructively work with employers. To support this Governments and policy makers 

must accelerate incentives for manufacturing industries with a focus on research and 

development, infrastructure and skills. Manufacturing industries such as steel are 

highly effective in boosting the prosperity of many economies. 

 

 


