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has supported sanctions

How has it come about that many trade unionists support
sanctions and disinvestment, strategies which could weaken
the economy, worsen unemployment and, in so doing,
undermine the unions' powerbase? Alec Erwin, Education
Secretary of the National Union of Metalworkers of South

In this brief article it is not possible
to deal with all the issues that
have been discussed within the
unicns. What will be attempted is to
outline the broad strategic role that
the COSATU (Congress of South
African Trade Unions) group of
unions see sanctions as potentially
fulfilling and the main reasons why
COSATU adopted a resolution sup-
porting sanctions at its 1987 Con-

ETESS,
Economic pressures and policy

The increasing support for disinvest-
ment and then sanctions over the last
decade or so has largely coincided
with the re-emergence of a non-racial
and independent union movement.
Another factor that has coincided
with the growth of the umons is the
persistent increase in unemployment.

A situation has therefore existed
where unions - clearly dependent on
employed workers - have had to
formulate policies in response 1o
rising unemployment and, simul-

Africa (NUMSA ), gives the reply.

taneously, increasing advocacy for
disinvestment and sanctions which
threaten further unemployment, This
15 clearly a sitwation with an inherent
degree of tension.

For most of the opponents of
disinvestment and sanctions these
circumstances have provided power-
ful propaganda material. They have
argued that in these circumstances
only radical agiators acting on
political instructions could encourage
unions o call for dimvestment ar
sanctions. While the gencral public
environment has on the face of i
been very unfavourable to anion sup-
port for sanctions it is important 1o
understand the development of the
sanctions debate. The present policy
position adopted by COSATU has
developed over a number ol years in
response 1o a worsening polincal and
economic situation.

Disinvestment

Following the limited success of
Codes of Conduct such the EEC

Code and the Sullivan Codes there
emerged increasing  discussion  on
disinvestment. This became much
more infense when legislation to stop
new investment i South Africa was
implemented by Sweden. (In fact,
very little new foreign capital has
come into the country since 1976.)
Nevertheless. looking at the size of
foreign investment in South Afnica
and the wealth of its natural resour-
ces, unionists remained somewhat
sceptical abatn the hikelthood of ac-
tual significant disinvestment.

Overseas lobbying for disinvest-
ment increased 1ts pressure. Along-
side this, but largely unrelated to i,
the rate of retrenchments in South
Africa increased rapidly from 1982
As a result, for union leadership and
creasingly for rank and file mem-
bershup, the gquestions being ad-
dressed related to  the owverall
economic crisis. Unemployment thai
might result from disimvestment was
only a component of this and a
relatively small component.

On the ground, hostility to the
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performance of the economy increas-
ingly developed into a critique of the
South African political economy. Al-
though no concrete programme
emerged there was no doubt that
socialism was firmly on the agenda
and there has been a growing belief
in the need for worker control of
production.

This generalised attitude has in-
truded into disinvestment policy. It
seemed unacceptable that foreign
multi-national corporations (MNCs),
having benefitted from the labour of
South African workers for so long,
should simply withdraw with their
productive assets. This was a waste
of sacial resources and might impede
reconstruction,

This position essentially sees dis-
investment as a fonn of political
pressure that would not denude the
economy of productive assets. [
made sense o many unionists who
aré sceptical that all foreign capital
would withdraw from an economy s
potentially wealthy as South Africa.

To a wider public. the position
always seemed a litde contradictory
and to contain a component of self-in-
terest on the employment front, There
is no doubt that the unions have always
moved carefully on the question of
employment.

Faced by a barrage of anti-disin-
vestiment propaganda the unions em-
barked on their own awareness
campaign. Meetings, discussions and
many seminars were held. An impor-
tant component of this was more care-
ful studies of foreign mvestment as a
whaole, These studies very largely con-
firmed the views that umomsts had
gained in their negotiating experience,
* Firstly, the workers” view that it

was their labour that had been

largely responsible for developing
the productive assets of the foreign

MNGCs was confirmed.

» Secondly. it became clear that sig-
nificant disinvestment was being
carried out by South African
MNCs, The outflow of capital had
been increasing rapidly for some
vears whilst investment in job crea-
fion was virtuaily stang,

* Thirdly, the state, through its heavy

foreign borrowing, stood lo be
most hurt by disinvestment moves
as these were likely to include
lending to the South African state.
* Fourthly, it was clear that un-
employment was a structural prob-
lem and had been nising for some
time. Disinvestment had not been a
cause of this nor, on its own, is dis-
investment likely to be decisive in
the future.
There was a sharp divergence between
what was actually happening and what
the pro-investment lobby claimed: I
was, in fact. the state that feared disin-
vestment both in its effect on borrow-
ing (this being before the debt
moratorium) and for its polideal effect.
Once this divergence was brought to
light., shop steward leadership was
guick to see through the expediency of
the pro-investment lobby, This was
important in dealing with rank and file
questions. Similarly, in Natal Inkatha’s
propaganda campaign had limited suc-
cess. An important reason for this was
conditions at many growth points
where mos! new investment wias being
placed. The poor conditions served to
discredit the clims made for foreign
Investment.

Sanctions and the
disinvestment debacle

Two new developments rapidly in-
serted themselves onto COSATU's
policy agenda in 1986, These were the
real possibility of cemain sanctions
being imposed and the discovery that
disinvestments could be everything but
tisinvestment.

The escalation of foreign pressure
followed the intensification of the
crsis in South Afnca afier the
November 1984 siayaways. which
also had a major impact on umon
membership and leadership. Eco-
namic conditions had comtinued o
worsen. On all fronts the unions
became directly involved in the strug-
gle against a repressive regime. The
Living Wage Campaign, launched in
1987, was an example of this.

It was widely believed that the
Botha govermment was an obstacle o
any significant political and economic

reform. Unemployment, violence and
repression would continue for as
long as this government remained in
power. The strategy had changed
from one of pressuring the govern-
ment to oné of ensunng its removal
as a matter of prionity, lts removal
would reguire many forms of pres-
sure and sanctions were seen as an
important component of that pres-
sure. A perceplion prew thal sanc-
1ions, rather than causing
unemployment, were a step in
eliminating unemployment in the
long term since they would con-
tribute 0 removing the Botha
government.

Exposure of the way in which
disinvestment was being carried out
had the general effect of hardening
views, Exactly what disinvestmem
might mean in practice had not been
given detailed attention by the unions,
Now they were faced with a situation
where foreign assets were clearly
being held in a warehouse. where
local compames were benefitting and
where unions were not being con-
sulted about this transfer of owner-
ship. Disinvestment withdrawals were
hecoming a slightly more complex
variant of the endless retrenchment
battles unions had to fight.

Disinvestment calls may have con-
tnued 1o exent political pressure b
as views hardened people were
prepared to tum to harsher and more
effective pressure in the form of
sanchions,

Evaluating sanctions

If sanctions were going to be imple-
mented then there was a very real
threat of job losses. This had o be
carefully evalugied and discussed
amongst our membership. Once again
as part of this process COSATU com-
riissianed a mimiber of studies, witich
are now nearing completion.

From the initial findings of these
studies we have begun to draw a
number of conclusions.

* Firstly, it seems clear that the un-
employment effects of sanctions
that were being bandied about as
propaganda were exaggerated.



» Secondly. there needs to be a care-
ful evaluation of piecemeal or
selective sanctions, Sanctions on a
narrow  fromt would not  affect
monopoly capital and would not
place @y Sermous pressure on Stale
economic policy. Given the intemal
political processes in Western
countries and the economic inger-
ests at play it 15 likely that certan
commaodities would be targeted
first. In identifying the most likely
targets it is clear that they would
have distinctly regional employ-
ment effects. Such selective sanc-
tions and their effects need careful
consideraton. In the resolution at
the second COSATU congress
other areas of selecuve sanclions
were identified as pressure points
that could be effecive in
COSATU s view.

* Thirdly, the implementation of
comprehensive and  mandatory
sanctions could not be easily cir-
cumvented and the much lauded in.
ternal growth path or 'Rhodesian
example’ would not apply in South
Africa.

The COSATU congress resolution at-

tempts to bring together these strands

of thinking.

What are the likely effects of
sanctions?

The reason for tracing pelicy develop-
mert is to provide a basis for gnder
standing the union approach to
sanctions and what they are likely 1o
achieve. Hopefully it also indicates
that policy has resulted from an inter-
play of the experience of workers,
growing foreign pressure and the
process of dealing with massive anti-
sanctions propaganda.

Because employment is at Stake
there has been an ongoing discussion
and debate within COSATLU and this
is reflected in the committees that
shape the policy resofutions. Owver
time cerain basic agreements have
been reached and then elaboraled on
as New Pressures emerge.

The base line from which all posi-
tions start is that this regime 15 an
ohstacle 1o change and musl go.

Achieving this requires a combina-
tion of pressures, and sanctions are
one of those. Sanctions are unlikely
to be decisive in themselves, Even af
they threaten certain hardships, this
15 preferable to prolonging the life of
this regime. If organised labour were
1o be opposcd to sanctions this would
weaken international pressure and
provide the regime a great deal of
political breathing space.

The political analysis made at na-
tional committee level is broadly as
follows. At present the regime feels
confident that Westem govermments
are not likely to force it to go too far
and too fast on reform. These govemn-
ments are acting to secure their long-
term economic interests.

The regmme also feels that it has
capital firmly painted into a political
corner. Capital may not be wholly
supportive of the regime but 1t s
unwilling 1o push it oo far because 1t
fears the consequences of rapid
change. Without decisive pressure
from influential and powerful forces,
the government can rely on overt
repression to perpetuate 1self,

A weakened opposition will allow
for the insertion of more politically
compliant allies, Such a situation will
allow present interests o dictate the
pace and content of any reforms and
1o set the parameters of any negoftia-
Lions.

Such a strategy can in COSATU's
view anly be defeated by a well
organised umited front capable of
mass action. Sanctions if applied
comprehensively  will  complement
such a strategy since they will impact
upon the imperial link between
Western  powers, capital and the
present regime. Such sanctions will
force capital in South Africa to act
decisively against the regime. A suc-
cessful implementation of sanctions
would also reflect a change in the
balance of forces n Wesiemn
countries away from the conservatism
and open protection of impenalist
interests characterised by Reagan,
Thatcher, and Kohl to0 a more hiberal
approach to democracy in  the
developing world.

Since sanctions are now alse a
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component of the struggle between
liberal and conservative forces in
Western countries they are a political
possibility. In attempting to achieve
sanctions we are building links with
mare democratic forces in these
countries  and  such  allies are
preterable in our future to those
forces that are anti-sanctions.

International pressure and  soli-
darity in winning union recognition at
a foreign MINC, and the imposition of
sanctions in assisting the struggle for
democracy, are far apan in the
spectrum of issues ar stake. However,
they may not be that far apan in the
quality of their strategic implications.
The unions have understood this
Process and se¢ sanctions as 4 com-
plement to the strength of organisa-
ton and not a replacement for it
Sancions open political space by
destabilising a powerful and deter-
mined alliance of interests.

A short struggle aganst  this
regime will be less costly than a long
struggle and for that reason the
former will be preferable. A combina-
tion of strategies that shorten the
struggle without sacrificing our cause
i what must guide our actions,

These are the reasons for suggest-
ing sanctions. If our analysis is wrong
then we will have 1o evaluate it and
Change if necessary, At present we
can see no need (o change our
analysis, The anti-sanctions lobby is
effectively propping up an -
democratic, repressive and violent
regime. |

This article 15 extracted from
Sanctions Against Apartheid,
edited for the Community
Agency for Social Enquiry
(CASE) by Mark Orkin. The
book will appear in January
1989 and 15 published by
David Philip, P.O. Box 408,
Claremont 7735 Telephone:
(0213 64 4136. The book con-
tains analyses of the moral,
legal, political. economic and
international implications of
sanctions against apartheid.




