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Here are two headlines from a couple of months ago, on the same day: "Local Authorities the Biggest Users of Contract Workers" (Ha'aretz, English Edition); "Government Payroll Cuts Can Carry Hidden Costs - U.S. states are shifting to contract workers, who are paid much less" (The New York Times). 


Once again Israel and the U.S. are in the same waterlogged boat. The problem -- or shall I more accurately call it the dilemma -- is this. In order to afford the multiple services that the citizenry demand, the government has to cut costs. One of the main ways of doing so is to not hire permanent employees who cost a fortune in salary and eventual pension payments, but rather to "contract out" (hence "contract workers") for "temporary" employees, who in many cases aren't temporary at all. Such outsourcing, however, has a social cost -- these workers receive much lower pay and usually not many social benefits. Moreover, there's a serious problem of morale in the workplace: two people can be working side by side, with one earning a respectable living, the other making a pittance. And finally, there's the problem of expertise: if such outsourcing is extended to skilled jobs, then the service rendered tends to suffer greatly as well because of lower skilled workers and higher turnover rates.


True, in theory the government could raise taxes to pay for more permanent employees, but in Israel that's counter-productive (higher tax rates merely encourage more tax cheating), and in America today it's political suicide.


The result? Here's where the two countries differ somewhat. Social protest these past few months in the U.S. and in Israel has been directed at the banks and Wall Street (in Israel, the address is "the tycoons"), but only in Israel has it also been extended to the phenomenon of contract workers. Indeed, the issue has been taken one very significant step further: the Histadrut, Israel's giant labor federation has threatened to call a general strike -- and actually did so for 4 hours until the National Labor Court stepped in and demanded that the Finance Ministry negotiate with the Histadrut in good faith.


One of the most interesting aspects of this issue is that no one really knows how extensive the phenomenon really is. When the two sides sat down to negotiate, the Histadrut was flabbergasted to discover that in a country such as Israel that's top-heavy in economic, statistical data, there was almost none on this issue. Ditto for America -- perhaps slightly more understandable, given the fractured federal system of government. But this only exacerbates the problem, because in today's world, "out of (statistical) sight, out of mind".


Due to different socio-economic ideologies, the perception of the issue is also somewhat different between the two countries. As the Times notes, Americans view the issue through the lens of "economic efficiency" and "economy". Ha'aretz, and Israelis in general, perceive the issue more from a social perspective; indeed, the term "modern indentured servitude" and "quasi-slavery" is bandied about in the Israeli media. 


All this relates to American and Israeli citizens, respectively. However, both countries are also dealing with the economic and social problems engendered by a close-cousin: foreign workers who are also exploited, and who certainly don't have many of the same social benefits as the "natives" (let's not forget, almost everyone in Israel and in the U.S. today are themselves immigrants or descendants of immigrants). Here, though, one can clearly state that "we have met the enemy and it is us!" For in the vast majority of cases "native citizens" are not willing to do the dirty work that immigrants undertake, which is why they arrive at our shores in the first place. 


Israelis and Americans obviously want to have their cake and eat it too -- low taxes and lowered government expenses on the one hand, many government services and social benefits for all, on the other hand. Economy vs. Society. At present, it looks like Israel prefers the second whereas the U.S. prefers the first. Only time will tell which is the "correct" way to go, or to continue my initial metaphor -- whose boat will sink or stay seaworthy. 
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