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Before Parliament
EPS-1995-Workers have been cheated
Employees Provident Fund Scheme is one of the largest social security schemes, formulated by the government of India in the early years of Independence. Another is the Employees State Insurance Scheme.

These schemes were products of the struggles of workers, even before Independence. The government India, also at that point of time, formulated such schemes to strengthen their claim of welfare state.

Pension used to be, and even now continues to be, one of the major demands of the workers. At that time, only the central and state government employees had a pension scheme, which was in existence during the British period.

When the demand for pension for workers got louder, the government brought forward a family pension scheme in 1971. It claimed that the families of those workers, who are EPF Subscribers and happen to die, will be benefitted. But, this scheme was an utter failure. CITU, on its part had campaigned exposing its weaknesses. This scheme was not beneficial to workers though there was an amount of Rs 11,000 crores in its corpus when it was given up.

By 1990s, demand for pension as a third benefit, in addition to EPF and gratuity, got strengthened. In 1993, the government initiated discussions for a pension scheme and finally formulated a pension scheme linked to EPF. CITU and several national federations opposed the scheme arguing that this pension scheme will neither be beneficial to the workers nor sustainable. CITU took up extensive campaign explaining its stand on the scheme and also organised one day country wide strike in protest. However a section of central trade unions supported the government the scheme. In 1995, the government EPS was adopted. 
The issue was also taken to Courts. After long delay, in the year 2003, the Supreme Court approved EPS 95. It opined that there were several beneficial clauses as claimed by government of India. It pointed to such provisions as commutation of pension (receiving lump sum amount, 100 times of 10% of pension), return of capital (getting 100 times of pension by surrendering 10 percent of pension in case of death), annual review of pension etc in support of its decision.
But as the government started cruising along the path of neo liberal policies, all the above three benefits were unilaterally withdrawn on 26.9.2008 by the government of India. This was done without even a namesake discussion in Central Board of Trustees (CBT) of EPFO.
By this time, in 2004, the government had withdrawn the pension scheme of government employees and imposed the contributory New Pension Scheme, now known as National Pension Scheme.
The Employees Pension Scheme, for which workers’ money is taken away, became a mockery with lakhs of workers getting less than Rs 100 per month as pension. The demand for increasing minimum pension became widespread. The UPA II government decided to increase minimum pension to Rs 1000, but failed to implement it. The present NDA government started implementing it in 2014, but with conditions. Even today large numbers of pensioners get less than 1000 a month as pension.
The commutation amount paid before 2008 has been paid back by many. But the reduction in their pension continues even after 180 months for the payment made for 100 months. Ten percent deduction made for return of capital has not been returned even after withdrawing the ROC scheme. In addition to this, the calculation of pensionable salary has been changed. While it was earlier the average of 12 months, it was increased to 36 months and now further to the average 60 months.
Along with these, the government of India is continuously making efforts to reduce or deny benefits to EPF subscribers. According to the present BJP led government, “workers are hostages” to schemes like EPF and ESI as it is compulsory for those to whom the scheme applies. This was explicitly mentioned by none other than the Finance Minister in the Parliament, in one of his budget speeches. So, this government wants to release the “hostages” from their bondage. 

And how? Look at some of the measures that this BJP led government has taken for this. 
It announced its intention to tax the EPF amounts. But it was compelled to withdraw this decision after massive protests.

It announced that workers cannot withdraw their EPF amount, their own money, till the age of superannuation. It had to withdraw this decision too, again because of strong opposition from the workers.
Now, the government, despite objection from all central trade unions, is investing 15 percent of annual accruals in the share market. It is being reported that the government wants to increase this.

The interest rates of EPF corpus have been continuously reduced. Now it is 8.55%. This, the reduction of interest rates to all the saving schemes, is aimed at driving the funds to the share market.
On the one hand, the benefits of workers are being attacked. On the other, the government of India pays the employers’ share of EPF, for the new recruits, in the name of increasing employment opportunities.

The government has now proposed reduction of employer’s share in EPF from 12% to 10% which would result in saving hundreds of crores of rupees to the employers. However, this had to be deferred due to strong opposition from the central trade unions.
Latest in the series is the attempt to reduce women workers PF contribution from 12% to 8% with a ridiculous claim that this will increase women employment!
EPF had given an option of EPF and EPS contributions beyond the wage ceilings i.e. for the full wages, if employee and employer had agreed. This was in existence till August 2014. But many who had contributed for full wages were not getting increased pension. The Supreme Court had given a judgment in favour of workers. But that is not being fully implemented by EPFO. EPFO claims that workers of exempted establishments (where EPF is run by a Trust under supervision of EPFO) are not eligible to claim this increased pension. The issue is now before various courts.
On the whole, the attack on the social security, an integral part of the neoliberal regime, is continuing. The draft Code on Social Security subsumes EPF ESI and various welfare funds into a National Social Security Scheme, in the name of universal coverage in social security schemes. But this Code on Social Security does not mention the details of what type of benefits would be available to the workers.
CITU has registered strong opposition to this. Other central trade unions have also opposed this. EPF pensioners organisations are already on struggle, demanding increased minimum pension, linkage of pension to cost of living index, restoration of unilaterally withdrawn benefits, return of the excess amount deducted for commutation, implementation of Supreme Court judgment on increased pension etc.
The Mazdoor-Kisan Sangharsh Rally on 5th September 2018 is to demand universal social security. It is to demand changes in the EPF and ESI that benefit the workers. It is to warn the BJP led government that diluting the existing social security Acts to dilute benefits will not be tolerated. It is to demand reversal of the neoliberal regime that seeks to rob the workers of their hard won rights to benefit the handful of corporates, domestic and foreign. 
Let us Unite! Fight! 

· No to governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%

