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Co-operatives 
start small and 
cannot provide 
umployment for 
everyone 

A F T E R t h e 1 9 8 7 s t r i k e . 

N U M d e c i d e d l o s e l u p 

c o - o p s Tor a Tew o f I h e 13 

000 workers who did no| 
ge l t h e i r j o b s b a c k . 

M o H Of l he d i s m i s s e d 
m i n e w o r k e r s c a m e f r o m 
Transkei <*nd Ixso iho . 

The slr ike commi l l cc slruc 
lu res were changed m i o ihc 
Structures o| co-op societies. 

these have been registered t$ 
i h c B&SOLho M i n e w o r k e r s 
Labour Co-operative, and ihc 
T r a n & k c i M i n e w o r L c r s C o 
operative Project. 

Since then, pnxluc l ion co-ops 
making concrete blocks have 
been scl op in Flagstaff and Urn-
lata in Ihe Transkci. and in Outh-
ing in Lesotho, The projects in 
ihc Transkci have 63 members in 
each, and Q u t h i n g has fo r ty 
members. 

Shared benefits 
A co-op is an organisation of 

people who come together to 
share their skills and resources -
to help each other survive by co
operating together. 

There are many different kinds 
o f co-ops. But in al l o f them, the 
members arc equa l , and the 
benef i ts are shared between 
them. 

The members work collectively 
and democratically. They eleel 
the committees that are needed 
to run the affairs of the co-op. and 
these committees are account
able l o ihc members. 

Some kinds of co-ops create 
employment, whi le others help 
people to save money, or to add 
to lhe i r income. 

Co-ops have been scl up all 
over the wor ld, where workers 
have t r i e d t o use the i r own 
resources lo escape ihc oppres
sion of the factory, or ihc misery 
of unemployment. 

But all over the wor ld, co-ops 
have faced many problems. Many 
collapse, resulting i n hardship for 
their members. Wc need to un
derstand ihe problems co-ops 
face, and learn f r o m the ex
periences of other countries, l o 
make sure wc don't make ihc 
same mistake*. 

Different kinds of co-Ops face 
different problems. Bui produc
t ion COQpS fate the biggest dif
ficulties. 

In South Afr ica today, most 
product ion co*ops have about 
ten members. And most co-op 
members earn about R I 4 0 a 
month. From this, wc can see thai 
product ion CO-Op& are usually 
quite small: and ihcy are not lead
ing the way in paying a l iving 
wage. In fact, co-op members are 
suffering. 

P r o b l e m s c o - o p s f a c e 

Co-ops arc d i f f e ren t f r o m 
capital ist companies, because 
they are democratically run. Rut 
in some ways, they arc the same 

Each month, they have tomake 
enough money lo pay wages, and 
to buy the materials they need to 
cont inue p roduc t ion . Mak ing 
money by producing and selling 
products is not always easy. 

Co-ops of ten have di f f icul ty 
selling the products Ihcy make* 
Sometimes, this is because they 
arc producing something that is 
a l r e a d y b e i n g p r o d u c e d by 
capitalist companies who have 
sophisticated machinery and can 
sell products cheaply. 

M a n a g e m e n t s k i l l s 

Co-ops have to learn the skills 
o f democratic management, and 
this is often tough. 

To make enough money to pay 
decern wages, a co-op has to run 
efficiently, and has to meet its 
production targets. For example, 
the Phalaborwa Worke rs *Coop 
has to make and sell 3 500 t-shirts 
a month. 

If anything goes wrong, the 
members may not be able l o pay 
themselves wages that month 
And there arc many things that 
can go wrong. 

The workers have to draw up 
work rosters and co-ordinate the 
production process f rom start 10 
finish. They must make sure the 
co-op always has enough slock of 
all the materials it needs. 

Theymust monitorqual i tycon-
lro|, and make sure that produc
tion targets arc met. They have t o 
pay the accounts, balance ihc 
books, draw up budgets, and give 
f inancial reports. The vehicles 
must be serviced and maintained, 
and deliveries must be on l ime. 

I he co-op members also have 

l o p lan ahead, and set aside 
money each monlh so that I hey 
can a f f o r d 10 rep lace t he i r 
machinery when it's o ld. 

m. r . 

* . 

The Baso tho Mineworkers Labour Co-opera t ive has star ted 
a c o - o p p r o d u c i n g cemen t b l o c k s in Qu th ing 

The c o - o p i n Qu th ing is p roduc ing the h i gh qua l i t y b locks 
needed in the c o m m u n i t y 

Workers o rgan ise p r o d u c t i o n democra t i ca l l y In the co-ops , 
but they st i l l must meet their ta rgets 

- . tx&S£%$G& 
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Most co-opera t i ves i r e smal l i n d wh i le they can p rov ide 
e m p l o y m e n t for s o m e workers , they cannot solve the 
u n e m p l o y m e n t p r o b l e m 

T h e y n e e d a m a r k e t i n g 
strategy, 10 make sure they can 
sell what ihcy p roduce . A n d 
(here must always be enough 
money in ihe bank lo buv all IPC 
m a t e r i a l s n e e d e d t o k e e p 
production going. 

Any co-op member wil l tel l you 
that it is hard lo eo-ordinale alt 
the different processes in a co
op. I l is a b ig responsibility. And 
somet ime^ it on lv takes one 
problem lo bring production to a 
standstill. 

A co-op in Zimbabwe gives a 
goodexample/ l his Was a j ioullry 
co- op, selling eggs For some 
lime, everything wvnl tine. Bui 
one day. ihc chicken** got b in old 
in lay any more egg*. 

The c o - o p hadn ' t p lanned 
ahead, and they had used up all 
their money on Wages. They 
couldn't afford I** buy new chick
ens, and so ihe to-op collapsed. 

C r e a t i n g e m p l o y m e n t 

When N U M started selling up 
co-ops, Ihc most urgent aim was 
lo provide jobs for ihc dismissed 
workers. 

But production co-ops arc not 
a simple solution to unemploy
ment. Each CO-0p takes l ime to 
develop, and can ohly provide a 
l imited number o f jobs - because 
the bigger the co-op, [he bigger 
(he organisational difficulties in 
making il work. 

So t although our co-ops arc 
among the biggest in the country, 
they arc still small when we lake 
i n t o account the number o f 
workers who lost their jobs. 

So we need to be realistic aboul 
the potential of co*ops to solve 
the problems of unemployment. 
They can provide some jobs; and 
Over t ime, wc should be able to 
bui ld a stronger and stronger net
work of co-ops, But the resources 
wc have available to set up co-ops 
arc a drop in the ocean compared 
with the size of the unemploy
ment problem. 

N o e a s y s o l u t i o n s 

To solve this problem, wc need 
t o r e s t r u c t u r e i h c w h o l e 
e c o n o m y , a n d c h a n g e i l s 
priorit ies: wc need to be able to 
use t h e vast w e a l t h b e i n g 
produced in the mines and fac
tories. This wi l l only be possible 
when the people of South Afr ica 
ho ld po l i t i ca l power in their 
hands. 

So* co-ops won't provide us 
with a quick and easy solution to 
the problems of unemployment. 

A t Ihis stage of the develop
ment o f co -ops i n sou thern 
Afr ica, they wi l l not be able lo 
create jobs for all the workers dis
missed during I he 1887 strike, nor 
for the thousands more who are 
likely to face retrenchments in 
the coming year. This is a hard 
reality for workers who may have 
pinned their hope* on Ihc co-ops. 

We should try to create as many 
jobs as possible. Bu i wc need to 
look al other ways in which the 
dismissed workers can organise 
co-operative ly. 


