
COSATU construction workers union 

The launch of the Construction and Allied Workers Union (CAWU) on 
January 31 of t h i s year marks a further s tep towards COSATU's 
objective of "one union one industry" . CAWU i s the th i rd union 
after Food and Allied Workers Union (EAWU) and Transport and 
General Workers Union (TGWU) to have merged. 

Tfte new union claims approximately 30,000 building and construction 
workers na t iona l ly . Present a t the launch were delegates from 5 
formally const i tuted CAWU branches - Northern Natal , Witwatersrand, 
Southern Natal , Western Province, and Phalaborwa - as well as 
members from Pre tor ia /P ie te rsburg , Bloemfontein, and the Eastern 
Cape who were present with observer s t a t u s . 

The seven unions which have contributed members towards the merger 
include the General and Allied Workers Union (GAWU), the Metal and 
Allied Workers Union (MVWU), South African Allied Workers Union 
(SAAWU), Transport and General Workers Union (TCWU), National 
General Workers union (NGWU), General Workers Union of South Africa 
(GWUSA), and the Brick Clay and Allied Workers Union (BRICKAWU). 

According to CAWU members jo in t meeti ngs have been held in the 
various regions since June 1986. By November a number of branches 
had been const i tuted and branch executive committee members elected, 
Unfortunately the Eastern Cape region could not pa r t i c ipa te in the 
jo in t meetings a t f i r s t due to the number of unionis ts who were 
e i ther in detention or in hiding in tha t a rea . By the time of the 
launch the Eastern Cape branch had s t i l l not been es tabl ished. 

An interim national executive committee has now been e lec ted . 
The committee cons is t s of one co-ordinator for each of the seven 
unions represented. Office bearers include: (President) David 
Ngcobo, a shopsteward from Grinaker and former MAWU NEC member; 
(Vice-President) Phineas Hlongwane, a shopsteward a t Alex Murray 
and formerly .a member of BRICKAWU; (Treasurer) Bil ly Sebola, shop-
steward a t Pioneer Concrete and former GAWU member; (General 
Secretary) Desmond Mahasha, formerly a GAWU organiser . 

The present office bearers have the task of a s s i s t ing the formation 
of branches which have not yet been cons t i tu ted , and to strengthen 
and consolidate CAWU s t ruc tures na t iona l ly . They wi l l eventually 

12 



- cawu -

give way to a permanent national executive committee due t o be 
elected a t a "cons t i tu t iona l congress" which w i l l be held l a t e r in 
the year. According t o Desmond Mahasha, interim General-Secretary 
of the new union, the next congress may see ce r t a in amendments to 
the present cons t i tu t ion . I t w i l l a l so have t i gh t e r representa t ion, 
based on proportional voting r i g h t s . "We are hoping to es tab l i sh 
only s ix CAWU branches na t ional ly , meaning tha t the Transvaal 
region may have t o divide in to two big branches". (1) 

Resolutions 

A number of resolut ions were adopted. These included: 
* that the union w i l l apply for r eg i s t r a t i on in terms of the 

Labour Relations Act. The question of r eg i s t r a t i on i n t i t i a l l y 
presented some d i f f i c u l t y , espec ia l ly for some members of SAAWU 
and GAWU, unions with a t r ad i t i on of opposition to r e g i s t r a t i o n . 
However i t was eventually decided t o opt for r eg i s t r a t i on because 
t h i s has fai led t o "rope and control worker organisat ions" and 
also because of the nature of the industry. The industry i s 
"migratory and as a r e su l t i t would be d i f f i c u l t t o co l l ec t 
subscription fees without stop order f a c i l i t i e s " . 

* The union w i l l s t r i v e for f inancial se l f -suff ic iency and wi l l 
e s tab l i sh nat ional control over a l l f inances. There i s a lso to 
be no formal a f f i l i a t i o n t o any in te rna t iona l body. 

* On working c l a s s leadership, CAWU noted t h a t : "The working c l a s s 
i s the most oppressed and exploited c l a s s and has no in t e re s t in 
maintaining a society based on oppression and exp lo i t a t ion" . 
Further, the needs of workers can only be met in a society run by 
workers in the in t e re s t s of workers, i e . a s o c i a l i s t soc ie ty" . I t 
was therefore s ta ted tha t CAWU would " s t r i v e to ensure the 
leadership of workers in every struggle being waged by the 
oppressed people of our land". (2) 

The union i s to follow the general p o l i t i c a l policy of COSATO, 
namely tha t the problems of workers and those of the community 
are inseparable. I t i s therefore s ta ted t ha t the union w i l l 
"actively pa r t i c ipa t e in the struggle for a f ree , non-rac ia l , 
ar>d democratic South Africa. This i t i s s t ressed should be done 
by 

"taking up p o l i t i c a l s truggles through the membership and 
s t ructures at l oca l , regional , and nat ional level in a l l iance with 
Progressive community and p o l i t i c a l organisat ions and under the 
leadership of the working c l a s s " . A th i rd point argues that the 
. ^ i o n w i l l s t r i v e t o ensure t ha t members e f fec t ive ly pa r t i c ipa t e 
l n Progressive organisat ions and campaigns tha t conduct s t ruggles 
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against oppression and explo i ta t ion" . (3) 

According to Desmond Mahasha the guiding pr inc ip le that brought the 
many diverse unions together was tha t of "one union one industry". 
The other p r i nc ip l e , according to him, was a commitment t o " to t a l 
workers cont ro l and the recognition of the need to have strong shop 
floor s t ruc tu re s " . 

Conditions in the industry 

Bringing together Markers in the building and construction industry 
i s no easy task . The industry i s diverse (see SALB 11.6 on BCAWU) 
consist ing of workers employed in Building and Construction, Civ i l 
Engineering and Construction (eg. road-bui lding) , the manufacturing 
sector which e s sen t i a l ly involves Heavy Clay and Allied products 
(eg. brick and t i l e making), and workers employed in Stone Crushing. 
In addit ion the industry i s characterised by seasonal and economic 
f luctuat ions and the dispersed nature of work s i t e s . This i s com­
pounded by the high number of migrant and casual labourers . Mahasha 
explained the problem, "Often employers af ter completing a cer ta in 
project retrench the en t i r e workforce and then r ec ru i t a new work­
force a t the next s i t e . We have noticed that increasingly women are 
being taken on, on a casual bas i s , so tha t they are not en t i t l ed to 
sick pay, unemployment benef i t s , and sometimes even compensation in 
the event of an accident or injury. These workers are usually in 
remote areas and they know very l i t t l e of the i r r i g h t s . In these 
areas employers are paying R60 a for tn igh t" . (4) Working conditions 
in the industry are a lso very bad, Bi l ly Sebola a t the launch 
reminded other workers; "We face the most oppressive and inhumane 
treatment. Daily we are sworn a t , we are the workers who are s t i l l 
cal led Kaff i rs . To meet construction deadlines we have to push our 
bodies to the l imi t s of our s t rength" . (5) 

CAWU faces 'a number of challenges, the most important of which i s 
probably the f ight for a l iving wage. Construction workers are 
presently receiving an average minimum wage of R1.70 per hour. (6) 
The other big problem i s that of retrenchments. In recent years 
the industry, h i t by an over-supplied market in r e s iden t i a l accom­
odation (whites) and office space has been suffering a severe 
depression. The two biggest employers assoc ia t ions , the Building 
Industry Federation of South Africa (BIFSA) and South African 
Federation of Civ i l Engineers (SATCEC) have estimated job losses in 
the i r indus t r ies as 75,000 and 40,000 since 1982. The period July 
1985 to July 1986 saw overal l job losses in the construction 
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industry of 9,700. (7) 

However recent s t a t e plans to improve township inf ras t ruc ture and 
increased manufacture of low cost housing (for blacks) i s l i ke ly t o 
usher in a s l i g h t upturn for the industry. For management the 
high r a t e of job losses in the l a s t few years has a l so presented 
seme d i f f i c u l t i e s . Retrenched workers do not often return t o the 
work s i t e with the r e su l t that labour cos t s tend t o be pushed up 
during the next upswing. I t i s therefore possible tha t 1987/8 may 
represent a period of renewed investment for the industry, a pro­
cess which may a lso strengthen worker bargaining power. At the same 
time Ron McLennan, President of SATCEC, foresees a decl ine in heavy 
engineering projects in the next year . (8) A large proportion of 
the workforce i s concentrated in heavy construct ion. 

fijoto: delegates and workers a t the launch of CAWU [Afrapix] 

*^r CAWU the b a t t l e against retrenchments wi l l most l i ke ly con­
tinue, a s employers de l ibe ra te ly use t h i s t o weaken workers. "We 
C e ject retrenchments and would prefer t r ans fe r s together with 
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accomodation allowances for workers when projects are f inished", 
says Mahasha. The other p r io r i ty facing the union i s that of achieve 
ing more recognition agreements and the r ight to automatic s top-
order deductions. "Some of our members have obtained recognition 
agreements in ce r ta in areas (eg. MAWU members from Northern Natal) 
but t h i s i s not the case for everyone". (9) 

For CAWU the way forward i s not going to be easy. The 30,000 membe 
who make up the new union are a small proportion of the po ten t ia l 
workforce within the industry. Central S t a t i s t i c a l Service figures 
for July 1986 quote the t o t a l workforce a t about 303,900. In the 
IW-area CAWU also has to face the existence of the Building Con­
s t ruct ion and Allied Workers Union (BCAWU), one of CUSA-AZACTO's 
la rges t a f f i l i a t e s . BCAWU claims a t o t a l membership of 45,C00 of 
which 22,000 are paid up. (see SALB 12.1) Responding to t h i s , 
Mahasha says , "our long term aim i s to uni te a l l the workers in one 
industry. Nevertheless the question of unity with BCAWU is something 
which can be resolved, by the leadership of both COSATU and CUSA-
AZACTU. At present our wish i s to see a l l the workers united". 
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