
Jay Naldoo on Cosatu 

SALB: How would you assess the f i r s t 18 months of COSATO? What 
h^ve been the main achievements, and the l imi ta t ions tha t s t i l l 
have to be overcome? 

Jay Naidoo; Before the launch of COSATU there were five d i f fe ren t 
trade union groupings - FOSATU, CUSA, AZACIU, TOCSA, and unions 
a f f i l i a t ed to the UDF. Today COSATO represents the vas t majority 
of organised workers in the democratic trade union movement - with 
the exception of SACWU in the chemical industry. 

The response of workers to COSATO is proof of t h i s . In 18 months 
the paid up membership has nearly doubled from approximately 
450,000 to about 769,000 and together with our signed up member­
ship COSATO is now over a mil l ion s t rong . This membership w i l l 
have been consolidated from 33 a f f i l i a t e s into 12 indus t r i a l 
unions/sectors by the Congress. With few exceptions, organised 
workers outs ide of COSATO are t iny in comparison and are general ly 
too weak to mobilise strong worker action in support of demands. 

Whereas before COSATO workers had only been organised on a 
regional bas i s in the main indus t r i a l cen t r e s , there are now nine 
fully es tabl ished COSATO regions covering the whole country. And 
at a loca l l eve l COSATO has f ac i l i t a t ed the formation of 31 loca ls 
compared to l e s s than ten before the formation of COSATO. 

Although these are obviously important and s ign i f i can t organisa­
t ional ga ins , we s t i l l have plenty of work to do in consolidat ing 
our organisat ion and s t ruc tu r e s ; organising the mi l l ions of unor­
ganised workers and developing our s t ruc tu res - e spec ia l ly at a 
local l e v e l . 

Within COSATO i t s e l f one of our main problems has been to con­
sol idate our indus t r i a l unions according to our p r inc ip le of "One 
Union, One Indust ry" . Although the launching Congress of COSATO 
set a t a rge t for 6 months for t h i s to be completed, t h i s Congress 
w*l l f ina l ly complete the process in terms of COSATU s t r u c t u r e s . 
COSATU was launched with 33 a f f i l i a t e d unions and one other union 
a f f i l i a t e d af terwards. However a t t h i s Congress there wi l l only be 
twelve indus t r i a l unions/sectors represented plus SARHWU. 
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The sec tors where s ingle indus t r i a l unions have already been 
formed are : mining (NUM); metal (NUMSA); food (FAWU); commercial 
and ca ter ing (CCAWUSA); public sector (NEHAWU); chemical (CWIU); 
t e x t i l e (NUTO); domestic (SADWU) and construct ion (CAWU). 

In the following sec tors the f ina l process of merging w i l l only be 
completed af ter Congress: municipal and paper- However unions in 
these sectors w i l l only be represented a t the Congress and in 
COSATU s t ruc tu res after Congress as sec tors and mergers should be 
f ina l i sed within a few months of Congress. The only exception to 
t h i s i s SARHWU. Because of the SATS s t r i k e , they were unable to 
partake in the t ransport s e c t o r ' s merger t a l k s . They have been a l ­
lowed to at tend Congress as an independent union. SARHWU w i l l 
merge with the t ransport union soon af ter Congress. 

Our s t ruc tu res have not functioned nearly as well as they could 
have so far - but t h i s has mainly been because the process of con­
so l ida t ing indus t r i a l unions was not complete. COSATU's cons t i t u ­
t ion assumes big indus t r i a l unions and these wi l l only be properly 
and en t i r e l y in place af ter t h i s Congress. We now expect tha t 
progress a t nat ional and regional l eve l s wi l l be far smoother than 
has been the case up to now. On a local level our task i s to mas­
s ive ly increase the extent of local organisat ion and to ensure 
tha t shop-steward local councils are properly represented and well 
organised. In the l igh t of increasing s t a t e repression and im­
p e r i a l i s t intervention in our s t ruggle , the t ightening of our 
s t ruc tu res is c en t r a l on our agenda. 

SALB: At the beginning of t h i s year the COSATU executive issued a 
statement out l in ing major areas of a c t i v i t y for the movement in 
the coming period under the theme of the need for consol idat ion 
and decis ive ac t i on . Areas for a t t en t ion included: c loser a l l i ance 
with organised youth, organisat ion of unorganised groups 
(unemployed, farmworkers, building workers, domestic workers), the 
l iving wage campaign, es tabl i sh ing defence committees, mergers, 
building shop steward counci ls , ra is ing the level of s o l i d a r i t y 
ac t ion , and building mass united action under the leadership of 
the working c l a s s . What moves have taken place in these various 
areas and what are future plans? 

Jay Naidoo: There has been good progress in terms of most tasks 
that C0SA1U outl ined a t the beginning of the year . The message 
spe l t out the need to reassess our s t r a t e g i e s p a r t i c u l a r l y in the 
l igh t of major fa i lu res on our side to mobilise and provide 
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decis ive leadership to our membership when we where under a t tack 
(e .g . Ju ly 14 and December 1 p ro t e s t ac t ions and the Campaign for 
United Act ion)• The Executive Committee message focussed the 
thinking and energies of COSATU on the urgent tasks tha t faced or ­
ganised workers in South Afr ica. We are sure tha t t h i s w i l l con­
tinue and deepen af te r Congress. 

Links between organised workers and youth are be t t e r than they 
have been before . At many l eve l s of COSATU s t ruc tu re s formal and 
informal contact has been i n i t i a t e d and maintained. We expect t h i s 
to be strengthened much more in the second half of the year . The 
Congress i s expected to give much more decis ive d i r ec t i on on t h i s 
i ssue• 

The organisa t ion of sec tors l i ke unemployed, farm, domestic and 
public sector i s proceeding though organisa t ion i s s t i l l weak. The 
construct ion union has rapidly es tabl ished a na t iona l presence. 

COSATU has b u i l t sol id l inks with the National Unemployed Workers 
Coordinating Committee (NUWX) and we hope i t w i l l not be long 
before the unemployed are su f f i c i en t ly well organised to form a 
nat ional union and a f f i l i a t e to COSATU. Much energy and more ac­
t ive involvement of a f f i l i a t e s and our loca l s needs to take place 
to a s s i s t the organisat ion of the unemployed. 

FAWU's Farmworkers Project has employed 4 organisers and organisa­
t ion i s taking off in some a reas . One nat ional recognit ion agree­
ment has already been signed for farmworkers. 

Our Living Wage Campaign has not achieved the depth of organisa­
t i o n , co-ordinat ion and s o l i d a r i t y tha t we need. But again the 
fact that s ingle indus t r i a l unions are only now coming in to place 
in COSATO has been a big factor hindering the development of our 
l iv ing wage s t r u c t u r e s . Established indus t r i a l unions l i ke NUM and 
NUMSA in p a r t i c u l a r have been the main benef ic ia r ies of the cam­
paign so far in p r a c t i c a l terms. By next year t h i s should extend 
to the whole of COSATU. I t i s however obvious tha t a na t iona l cam­
paign for a l iv ing wage ser ious ly threatened the apartheid s t a t e 
and employers - given the i r response in the form of banning of our 
r a l l i e s , confiscat ion of union mater ial and the attempt to t r y and 
cr iminal ise our campaign by ca l l ing i t a "communist p l o t " . 

The campaign was a l s o important in t ha t i t gave COSATU a concrete 
issue, affect ing d i r e c t l y our membership, to l ink up with our 
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democratic a l l i e s amongst the youth, c i v i c s and other progressiva 
organ isa t ions . COSATO wi l l c l ea r ly emerge from our coming Congress 
with more s t r a t e g i e s to forge working c l a s s leadership in the mags 
s t ruggles against nat ional oppression and economic exp lo i t a t i on . 

The proper organisat ion and mobilisation of our Living Wage Cam­
paign and other campigns we decide on are a t the same time the 
best defence COSATU can build against a l l a t t a c k s . This question 
i s expected to be ser iously discussed a t our Congress. 

So l ida r i ty action has very de f in i t e ly increased as one saw in both 
the OK dispute and the SATS s t r i k e . COSATO has given the organised 
working c l a s s a greater confidence in the i r co l l ec t i ve s t reng th . 
We see the growth and development of our shop-steward counci ls as 
the p i l l a r s of s t rength and the voice of organised workers unity 
in each indus t r i a l area and township. 

SALB: To what extent has the programme of COSATU been affected by 
the s t a t e of emergency, and by the intense harassment of the 
federation and i t s a f f i l i a t e s in the l a s t few months? How have 
de ten t ions , bombings and the res t affected your a b i l i t y to func­
t ion normally? 

Jay Naidoo: COSATU was born in a s t a t e of emergency. But our o r ­
ganisa t ional a b i l i t i e s were severely hamstrung by the declarat ion 
of the State of Emergency on June 12th l a s t year . However the 
democratic and strongly rooted shopfloor s t ruc tu res we have bu i l t 
up through mass s t ruggle ensured that we not only survived but 
emerged more s t rongly . The a t tacks have made many more workers 
conscious of the need to defend our organisa t ion . In t h i s sense i t 
has led to a ra l ly ing of forces and has helped to strengthen the 
o rgan i sa t : on . We believe that we are learning to survive under 
condit ions of repress ion . 

The apartheid s t a t e and the i r c a p i t a l i s t a l l i e s have no intent ion 
of allowing a t ru ly democratic solut ion to the p o l i t i c a l and 
economic c r i s i s South Africa faces, because true democracy wi l l 
have to involve a fundamental res t ructur ing of our economy and 
lead to a soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l transformation. 

Faced with t h i s , the democratic movement has no option but to 
build democratic g rass roo ts organisat ion that wi l l not only ad­
vance our s t ruggle for freedom but a lso defend us from the 
violence that faces us now. The de ten t ions , the massive smear cam-
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a ign mounted against us , and the des t ruc t ion of COSATO House can­
not destroy COSATU because our organisation i s not a building or 
Individuals, but the tens of thousands of shop stewards and 
workers a c t i v i s t s across thousands of f a c to r i e s , shops and mines 
in nearly every c i t y and town in South Africa. For us normality 
has never r ea l ly exis ted and wi l l only e x i s t when we have won our 
l ibera t ion . 

SALB: The executive statement issued a t the beginning of 1987 a lso 
rei terated the slogan "one federation, one country". At the time 
you did not say how t h i s was to be achieved, however. We are 
thinking here of the fact tha t a substancial minority of black 
workers is organised by NACTU, a s i tua t ion that weakens COSATU1s 
indust r ia l organisat ion pa r t i cu l a r l y in those sec tors where NACTO 
a f f i l i a t e s are s t rong . How do you see such d iv is ion being 
overcome? 

Jay Naidoo; COSATU1 s o r ien ta t ion i s towards the whole working 
class - i r respec t ive of what organisat ions some workers may find 
themselves in a t the moment. Now tha t we have consolidated our own 
organisation in to indus t r i a l unions, we can concentrate on bui ld­
ing COSATU in to the one federation in the country. 

This i s mainly an organisat ional task . We need to organise the 
millions of unorganised workers. And we need to win over the un-
derorganised workers form the hundreds of inef f fec t ive , un­
democratic and p o l i t i c a l l y bankrupt l i t t l e unions around. Where 
there are well-organised unions outside COSATU's ranks we wi l l 
t ry , as we have already done through ouf a f f i l i a t e s , t o persuade 
the workers and the i r leadership that workers must be uni ted. We 
have succeeded already with t h i s within COSATU. The pr inc ip les and 
pol ic ies tha t we forged as workers in the furnace of mass s t ruggle 
and over 4 years of unity t a l k s are cherished and defended not 
only by COSATU members but by mil l ions of workers outside COSATU. 

Our doors remain open to any democratic union to join our ranks 
and we can see no reason why a l l such unions should not come in if 
they are r e a l l y in teres ted in mass worker uni ty , I t goes without 
saying tha t t h i s wi l l be on the basis of our p r i n c i p l e s . NACTU, in 
Par t i cu la r , has had problems with our pr inc ip le of non-racial ism. 
*°r us , and for the NACTU leadership I think the p r inc ip le is an 
important p o l i t i c a l one. More than ever before i t i s c ruc i a l to 
Wln white workers in to our ranks. Our organisat ion and po l i c i e s 
a r e , whether white workers know i t yet or not , the only way out of 
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the nightmare of racism and fascism for the whole working c l a s s . 
We think the bas i s for a non-racia l society has to be la id in the 
prac t ice of our organisa t ions today. We are oposed to r a c i a l -
ethnic exc lus iv i ty in whatever form i t occurs in the labour and 
democratic movement. 

SALB: There are of course other organisat ional and ideological 
d iv is ions within the working c l a s s whose o r ig ins are more suspect. 
We are thinking here of UWUSA and of the thousands of workers 
s t i l l organised into ex-TUCSA unions. What i s COSATO's policy on 
t h i s front? 

Jay Naidco: We don ' t consider UWUSA to be a genuine workers o r ­
ganisat ion and we said that i t s formation represented a t r ag ic and 
reactionary s tep that i s attempting to s p l i t the unity of the 
working c l a s s and wi l l only serve the i n t e r e s t s of our enemies. We 
have seen considerable violence against our members, l i ke the mur­
der of an NUM o f f i c i a l in Vryheid and the subsequent i n t e r d i c t 
against UWUSA members and o f f i c i a l s to prevent further a t t acks on 
our members. 

SALB: When COSATU was launched i t was with a legacy of d iv is ion 
loosely along l i ne s of "workerists" versus "popu l i s t s " . You have 
s ta ted on a number of occasions that t h i s cha rac te r i sa t ion no 
longer holds t rue and i s misleading and d i v i s i v e . What then has 
occurred to break up the old p o l i t i c a l pa t t e rns and blocs within 
the labour movement? And how would you charac te r i se p o l i t i c a l 
debate within COSATU in the present period - concre te ly , in the 
d i f fe ren t p o l i t i c a l po l i c i e s adopted by NUM and NUMSA for example? 

Jay Naidoo: We are seeing a genuine working c l a s s p o l i t i c s emerg­
ing within COSATU on the bas i s of the massive and mi l i t an t 
s t ruggles that e spec ia l ly organised workers have been waging since 
the launch of COSATU. The democratic s t ruc tu res of COSATU wi l l not 
allow so ca l led "workerist" and "populist" fringe groupings to im­
pose the i r undemocratic control over m i l i t a n t , p o l i t i c i s e d and or ­
ganised workers in South Africa. Underlying both the "workerist" 
and "populis t" minority pos i t ions i s a lack of confidence in the 
organisa t ion , s t rength and vision of mil l ions of workers in the 
country. 

Workers are facing forward - in the d i rec t ion of na t ional l i be r a ­
t ion and social ism. I believe that everything the mi l i t an t working 
c l a s s stands for wi l l triumph over any intervent ions from the 

62 



- interview -

fringe who subvert everything a mi l i t an t working c l a s s movement 
stands for . Workers c l a s s consciousness and confidence in the 
leading ro le of the i r c l a s s has developed t o a point where they 
c a n control the i r organisat ion - in the factory and the community 
- and the i r p o l i c i e s . The mass s t ruggles fought by workers on the 
around have created the basis for t h i s and t h i s has more and more 
isolated these fringe tendencies. 

This i s ref lec ted in the resolut ions adopted and proposed by NUM 
and NUMSA - who together represent the majority of COSATO workers. 
I don ' t bel ieve there i s anything contradictory in these resolu­
tions - they both emphasise d i f fe ren t aspects of the workers 
struggle agains t apartheid and capi tal ism for nat ional l i be ra t i on 
and social ism. In general both unions see the Charter as laying 
the b a s i s , or being the minimum programme, for s t ruggle for 
socialism. Both i n s i s t the Charter must be widely discussed among 
workers and tha t a workers understanding of the Charter and 
democracy and/or socia l l i sm and/or workers own aims must be 
developed in s t rugg l e . 

I feel these resolu t ions together re f l ec t the d i r ec t ion tha t 
workers are ac tua l ly moving in struggle and the main debate that 
is going on within COSATU. The struggle for socialism i s already 
unfolding within the s t ruggle for nat ional l i b e r a t i o n . The Charter 
and COSATU1 s own programme - as ref lected in the reso lu t ions 
adopted a t our founding Congress - are pa r t of the bridge workers 
must build and cross in s t ruggle in order to reach socia l i sm. If 
workers do not build and lead the workers s t ruggle for the basic 
democratic r i g h t s tha t a l l our people have been denied for so 
long, how wi l l workers ever lead the s t ruggle for social ism. 

SALB; More general ly how would you describe COSATU1s p o l i t i c a l 
development since the launch - in terms of a l l i ances i t has made 
as well as i t s pol icy or ien ta t ion? To what extent has COSATU 
successfully been able to play a leading role in the s t ruggle for 
national l i be ra t i on whilst continuing to promote the spec i f ic in­
t e r e s t s of workers and socialism? 

Jay Naidoo: COSATU's p o l i t i c a l policy i s shaped by the po l i c i e s of 
*ts a f f i l i a t e s and the mass s t ruggles fought out by workers on the 
ground. Since the launch of COSATU we have seen the confidence of 
working c l a s s leadership in the i r c lass and the i r power increase 
tremendously. Examples of b i t t e r working c l a s s s t rugg les include 
^ ^ r OK, SATS and NUM st ruggles to gain control of the hos t e l s . 
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In t h i s environment, the p o l i t i c a l policy adopted by our launching 
congress reached ce r ta in l im i t a t i ons . 

With organised workers now thrus t to the forefront of the mass 
s t ruggles being fought out , the question of a l l i ances with 
democratic organisa t ions emerged in s t ruggle and in p r a c t i c e and 
has been hotly debated in our ranks. 

The issues have been dea l t with both in NUM and NUMSA where, in 
addi t ion to the ex is t ing p r inc ip le s tha t have so far guided our 
p o l i t i c a l policy (viz. non-racial ism, worker cont ro l and 
democracy, na t ional organisat ion in the form of one union per in­
dust ry , operating on the bas i s of paid-up membership/constituency 
and nat ional co-ordinat ion between a f f i l i a t e s ) , more concrete 
guidel ines have emerged: the need to a l l y ourselves with organisa­
t ions tha t have a h is tory and record of mass s t ruggle and whose 
p r inc ip le s are compatible with ours; organisat ions whose programme 
of action has the support of workers. 

We have a lso seen j o i n t act ion with other democratic organisat ions 
such as UDF and NECC on May Day, June 16, 5/6 May ac t i on . 

On our Living Wage Campaign we agreed to draw in our key 
democratic a l l i e s - SAYCO, SANSC0, FEDSAWU, NATSOC and the c iv ics 
in a campaign led by the organised workers under COSATU. 

We don ' t bel ieve tha t the s t ruggle for na t ional l i be ra t i on i s an­
tagonis t i c to the s t ruggle for social ism. Our view i s tha t they 
are complementary to each other and the working c l a s s must locate 
i t s e l f in a leadership posi t ion in the nat ional l i be ra t i on 
s t rugg le . 

workers, as we have said before, cannot achieve leadership by 
fighting on isola ted fronts - working c l a s s leadership i s won in 
s t ruggle - not j u s t in theory. 

The organised workers of COSATU have contributed subs t an t i a l ly 
towards put t ing socialism cen t r a l ly on the agenda of the mass 
movement. At the same time, one must recognise tha t the s o c i a l i s t 
debate began decades ago - and i t was not through the insp i ra t ion 
of comfortable universi ty-based i n t e l l e c t u a l s , but working c l a s s 
leaders l ike J B Marks and Moses Mabhida and thousands of worker 
leaders on the ground. 
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cpjjii What are the major areas that the July Congress wi l l be 
Required to debate and decide upon? 

/ray Naidoo: - The p o l i t i c a l d i rec t ion of COSATU and the nature 
and form of COSATU1s a l l i ances with i t s democratic a l l i e s . 
, The in t e rna t iona l policy of COSATO in the s t ruggle against im­
perialism and neocolonialism. 
- The in te rna t iona l campaign for the i so la t ion of apartheid in­
cluding disinvestment and sanct ions . 
- Repression and the need to defend COSATU against the violence 
unleashed against i t . 
- Trade union unity and building of one federation in South 
Africa. 
- Unemployment and the s teps to be taken t o consol idate the o r ­
ganisation of the unemployed and the building of a co-operative 
n£>vement in South Afr ica. 
- Health and safety in the l igh t of ever increasing lo s s of l i ve s 
of workers because employers put p r o f i t s before sa fe ty . 
- Migrant labour and the hoste l system, which we have committted 
ourselves to dismant le . 

SALB: The Congress i s the highest author i ty within COSATU. Can you 
explain the r e l a t i onsh ip of the Congress to the a f f i l i a t e unions? 
Are i t s decis ions binding on the a f f i l i a t e s , for example? 

Jay Naidoo: The a f f i l i a t e unions are autonomous. However, they 
have to operate within the po l i c i e s and framework of the reso lu­
tions and the cons t i tu t ion adopted a t the National Congress. These 
decisions are binding on a l l a f f i l i a t e s . To us democracy means 
respecting the decis ions of the majority as t h i s i s a basic work­
ing c l a s s p r i n c i p l e . 

The a f f i l i a t e s are represented on the Congress by one delegate per 
500 paid up members. Resolutions or cons t i tu t iona l amendments are 
submitted by a f f i l i a t e s for discussion and decision of the Na­
tional Congress. The nat ional office bearers of COSATU are a lso 
elected a t t h i s Congress. 

The National Congress i s where the pr inciple of workers control i s 
exercised and where the evaluation and reassessment of past tasks 
and the future way forward i s debated and decided on. 

S&LB: In very broad terms what are your hopes for the future; how 
d ° you see COSATU moving over the next few years? 



- interview -

Jay Naidoo: I cannot answer tha t I am ce r t a in that COSATU wi l l 
f u l f i l l i t s h i s t r i c ro le in contr ibut ing to the building of work-
ing c l a s s p o l i t i c s in South Africa and es tab l i sh ing the leading 
ro le of workers in our s t ruggle for t o t a l l i b e r a t i o n . But I am 
ce r t a in tha t t h i s i s what the mass of workers in COSATU are str iv­
ing with a l l the i r energy to do. 

photo: Jay Naidoo addresses the Inaugural Congress of COSATU 
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