
General Strike in Bolivia 

On March 4 1985, about 50,000 people demonstrated in La Paz, 
including more than 10,000 miners who arr ived in the c i t y by 
truck that morning. They had come for a d i r ec t confrontation 
with the People 's Democratic Union (UDP) government, which 
they had helped to power by overthrowing the mi l i ta ry d i c t a t ­
orship in 1982. The miners, the backbone of the Bolivian Lab­
our Confederation (COB) were joined by massive contingents of 
La Paz workers and in pa r t i cu l a r by contingents of the house­
wives committees. These committees were t o play a v i t a l r o l e 
in the 16 day general s t r i k e , organising popular canteens and 
dis t r ibut ing 20,000 meals per day. Students and white co l l a r 
workers a lso collected funds for the s t r i k e r s . 

The general s t r i k e was ca l led t o demand wage increases of up 
to 500% and cos t -of - l iv ing adjustments t o meet the hyper­
inflat ion tha t i s rocking the Bolivian economy. For the pas t 
four years Bolivia has been in the midst of an economic c r i s i s , 
during which the country 's t o t a l production has dropped by a 
third, and in f la t ion i s current ly running a t 2000%. The c r i s i s 
was sparked by declining pr ices and demand for Bo l iv ia ' s raw 
material exports and r i s i ng pr ices for the manufactured goods 
and food which the country needs t o import. Bolivian govern­
ments have t r i e d t o bridge t h i s gap through borrowing from 
foreign banks. Now the foreign debt has r isen far beyond the 
country's capacity to repay, leaving Bolivia a t the mercy of 
the Internat ional Monetary Fund and foreign banks. 

For the workers the consequences have been fa l l ing l iving 
standards, unemployment and hunger. A recent United Nations 
survey showed 80% of the people t o be l iving in poverty. 
Bol ivia 's ru l ing c l a s s has attempted t o solve the economic 
c r i s i s by forcing down the wages and l iving standards of the 
working c lass and small farmers. Before 1982 massive t rade 
union res is tance prevented the mi l i tary from implementing 
such a programme. This convinced the mil i tary t o turn power 
over to the UDP coa l i t ion , which i n i t i a l l y even included the 
^ ^ n u n i s t s . Attempts by the UDP government to impose i t s own 
auster i ty programme on workers were met by general s t r i k e s , 
five since 1982! Signif icant gains were made: the government 
Save majority representat ion t o workers' delegates in the man-
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agement of the state-owned mining company. Similar gains were 
made by the United Confederation of Working Farmers. Unable 
to control the workers' movement the Bolivian bourgeoisie is 
now calling for the replacement of the UDP government by one 
of the right-wing parties. 

On March 2A the miners returned to work with only a partial 
victory: an increase of 400%, partly payable in food tickets. 
But with inflation running at 2000% per year this will not 
maintain the workers' buying power. The workers and their 
allies were not politically organised to challenge the power 
of the government. The bourgeoisie made certain gains during 
the strike: the power of the miners was temporarily checked 
and the role of the military was gradually expanded. 

In the final analysis the results of the general strike on the 
economic front were negative, since the wage increases won are 
small compared with the rate of inflation and in relation to 
the size of the mobilisation. But there were also gains in 
terms of the lessons learnt, the experience gained, and in 
the raising of political consciousness. 

(SALB correspondent, April 1985) 
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