May Day 2008 in Chile

By Luciano Sanchez

I was born in Chile and graduated from high school at the time of the brutal military coup that took over in 1973 after assassinating socialist president Salvador Allende. Now I was back and marching in a May Day demonstration that was peaceful and friendly. Union members, students, men, women and youth marched through the main street of the capital city of Santiago. 

The end of democracy had a profound impact on me. I experienced the hardships and difficulties imposed on students, teachers and workers. This hard and terrible situation motivated me to work for the human rights movement in my town.

Later I studied accounting and went to work for the local electricity supply company where I became a union activist. I gained confidence and better understanding of the workers struggle for a better life.

The repressive military police, having discovered my work as a trade unionist, arrested me twice and destroyed my photographic equipment. I persisted in my work. Then, in 1989, I decided to immigrate to Canada.

The marchers – about 200,000 of them – held high the colourful banners of various organizations. They demanded that the Chilean government create jobs and increase salaries. They chanted “NO to privatization, NO to corruption and NO to neo-liberalism”.

As I spoke with the marchers, I found a Chile that has become a country with no equality. A worker that earns $400 a month has difficulty sending one son or daughter to university. If there are two or three children in the family, it becomes impossible even if they are smart or talented.

Several waves of privatization conducted by the Chilean government have caused great damage to the people. Some say it is the biggest robbery in Chile’s history.

The first wave in the early years of the Pinochet dictatorship saw the repayment to the private sector for companies that were nationalized during Salvador Allende’s presidency. This included the auction of 30 per cent of the land expropriated during the agrarian reform period, mainly in the forestry area. 

The second wave occurred during the 1980s when large state enterprises were privatized: electricity, telephone, steel, etc. These big companies were the most valuable, yet their transfer to the private sector was valued at far below their real value. This meant massive revenue losses to the public purse. 

The third wave started in the 1990s and continues today. The bulk of the health care sector has been privatized.  Roads and highways are privatized. The mining industry was perhaps hardest hit. 

The law left by the military dictatorship permitted the giveaway of Chile’s mineral resources. The government did not abolish this law. Instead, they made it worse. The transnational or private companies pay little or no royalties for extracting the minerals.

During my last few days in Chile, I saw the nuclear aircraft carrier, “George Washington”. It was loaded with nuclear torpedoes, Tomahawk missiles and high-depth nuclear bombs, as well as aircraft carrying nuclear bombs. 

The carrier carries out military exercises off the Chilean coast and other South American countries, serving as a threat to the peoples of Latin America. But what I also saw was the rise of a democratic, pacifist conscience through the peace movements in the region.

Those people told me that they believe in the right to honest work and a just salary. They believe in the right to a dignified lifestyle, health and education for their children. Above all, they believe that another world is possible, that another Latin America is possible and that another Chile is possible.
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Luciano Sanchez is a member of the Hospital Employees’ Union, CUPE’s British Colombia health care division. Soon after the May Day parade ended, police pelted the crowd with tear gas.
