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Editorial Nole

SALB ~

At i t s AGM in July the Editorial Board confirmed the
appo i ntment of J on Lewis as managing editor. Jon
brings to bear a knowledge of South Afriean labour
history and contempor a ry l abour issues overseas. The
ma i n decisi ons of the AG1 to affect our readers are:
the appoi ntment of a research officer; a gr eat e r
arphasis on br i e f i ngs ; and a ccemi.tment; t o upgrade
the presentation of the Bulletin. These obj ect ives
t ogether with rising costs mean that the price of
the Bulletin is t o go up. This has been done in such
a way as t o minimise the burden for these least able
to pay (see the back of the Bulletin for details).

The ccmpoai ticn of the editorial board has again
changed. Jon Lewis becomes an ex of f icio member and
Ian Macun '[ edna the Eastern Cape Ccmni t t ee. Charles
Meth and Eddie Koch have resigned as editors, and
the Board would like t o express its appreciation to
both f or all their work in the past. Char l es has
wri tten for the SALB over a long period and in the
days after Merle Favish (fonner managing editor) was
detained he etepped in, together with the Durban
editors, t o produce and distribute the Bulletin. w;
look f orward t o a continuing relationship.

Retrencl'Inents

The recent drop in the value of the Rand and the
reSUlting rise in interest rates have intensified
the recession and reduced the prospects for economic
r ecovery in the l onger t erm. The banks e xpect a
surge of bankruptcies end c onsequent retrencl'Inents.
In 1983 more than 25000 companies closed, 28% up on
1982. During 1984 firms a re going bust at the rate
of 12 every day. The effects of the cred.i t squeeze

1



- editorial -

(p l us increased GST) on the ca r industry have been
particularly dramatic with most f i rms a l ready on
short tirre working a nd thousands of new c ar s stock­
piling out s ide the a ssembly plants. In August, Ancar
(formerly Si gma) a nnounced the closure of its
Pretoria plant and the retrenchment of 330 employees.
Thousands more ; obs hang in the balance.

Retrencl1rrents and econcmi.c crises are neither an
act of God nor part of the natural or der - but a
direct out cane of the capitalist system itself.
Cr i s i s is inherent in the process of cap i t a l acc­
unulation which entails increasing c ap i tal intens­
i ty, a declining rate of profi t and problems of
inadequate markets - although theorists may debate
the precise mechanisms and relationships. In addi­
tion the present crisis - which f or capital is a
c r i s i s of profits - is intensified by the presence
of an or gan i sed trade union movement determined to
protect the conditions of its ~rship.

This last point marks the great advances that have
been made since the Bulletin published its "Focus on
Structural nnenproynent'' in 1978 (SALB 4.4). Then we
analysed the structural determinants of unemploynent
- particularly the trend towards more capital in­
tensive labour saving technologies. But the struggles
of South African workers tbenselves is absent from
the analysis. In the editorial comment for that edi­
tion the Bulletin made its usual call f or recogni­
tion of African trade unions. By contrast this edi­
tion focuses on workers' struggles f or '[oba,

The argrnent that South Africa's unemployment is
structural - the result of long-term restructurio;
by capital - is borne out by the available stat­
istics. Charles Simkins has shown that during the
19705 Ul1E!Y'Ployment r ose fran 13,7% t o 20,6%. The
upswing of the late 19705 only served t o halt rising
unemployment not r everse it. By 1983 unemployment
was standing at 25% (other estimates put current
unemployment and underenployment as high as 30%).
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The focus on the structural effects of ecccmukataon
bas r anained at a macro level and has also perhaps
led t o a negl ect of cyclical factors. Our knCMledge
of the sectoral distr ibution of structural unemp­
l oyment is very limited. Also in the present reces­
sion - faced with a credit squeeze, reduced derend ,
increased caupetition and in sane cases internatiOn­
al compet i t ion - weak firms are s~ly going bank­
rupt . Moreover we need to know a lot more about;
which industries are in long-term decline. These
questions are of more then academic interest. They
are of crucial ilJtX>rtance for informing trade union
strategies. A trade union faced with proposed -iob
l osses as a result of new technology in a financial­
ly sound carpany or strong industrial sector will be
able t o put forward much greater demands for employ­
ment protection, iob sharing etc. Faced with retrench­
ments in a declining industry the union will only be
able to slow down the rate of j ob loss and negotiate
canpensation and perhaps retraining. But this kind
of detailed research remains to be done.

One thing is c l ear erojoyera will attenpt to use the
recession to f orce back the gains made by trade
unions and to inpose their will on workers. The
r esponse of Gold Fields of South Africa t o a
possible legal strike by NlM was t o threaten mass
disnissals: ''We can replace striking mineworkers
r~di1y fran the thousands of unanployed f anner
nuneworkera in the hanelancls." (RI:M Business Day
15.8.84). One management caruentator believes that
the threat of unanployment has a more general
applica t i on in industrial relations and as a means
of increasing proouctivity: "When workers realise
they can l ose their iobs it smartens and sharpens
than up." (Star 18.8.84)

I~ is .also clear that the present climate of reces­
SIon IS a n important factor in the divisions within
some unions - a theme explored in the article on
MAWU .
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SPAIN: Struggle of the Sagunto Workers

In February 1983 the Spanish government order ed
Blast Furnace No 2 a t Sagunt o t o be e xt i nguished as
the first step in closi ng this section of the
compl ex. But the order s were not t o be car r ied out
unt i l March 1984. It was a year of mili t ant s t ruggl e
by the 4CXXJ b last - f urnace workers and the e nt i re
population of this small c i ty .

The economic recession highlighted t he traditional
weakne s se s of the Spanish econany - outdat ed tech­
nology , l ow productivity and inadequate finance.
With t he e lect ion of the right-wing Democr at ic
Cent re Union in 1979 the attack on organised workers
began in an a t t empt t o ''roodernise" Spanish capi taI­
ism. However the unity a nd strength of the working
c l as s movanent forced the government t o adopt carp­
r anise solutions. The workforce was to be c ut by
means of early retirarents, whilst massive financial
a id was g iven to businesses in cr i s i s . This aid
intended f or moder ni sat ion was l argely used up in
compensation t o workers laid of f and in order t o
meet interest charges on huge bank debts.

In the 1982 elections the Spanish Socialist Party
(PSOE) was r eturned t o power promising "change" am

more -iobs, But fran the beginning it adopted
cap i talist solutions t o the industrial c r i s i s ­
a xi ng j obs and eliminating "unprofitable" sectors.
Faced with ove r c apaci t y in the steel industry (in
terms of EEC quotas) the gover rment selected Sagunto
f or c losure - where it was expected that workers
r esistance would be weakest.

Heroic struggle

Sagunto was built around the steel industry. The
closur e would turn Sagunto into a ghos t town. A few
days after the announcarent, t he people of the town
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organi sed their first march on the capital , Madrid .
'!be year l ong struggle inc1l..ded 20 general strikes
in the region, 6 or 7 marches on Madrid and in­
numerable demonstrations and clashes with the police .
In [)eCEmber 1983 police opened fire with machine
guns on one of the daoonstrations. Diverse forms of
struggle were enployed: ooסס70 signatures were col­
lected on a solidarity petition . At the seee tine
the works was occupied and a director of the enter­
prise "kidnapped" .

In the works itself , unity was based on a worker
assembly that became almost; a standing body
embracing both full-tine and casual workers. This
uni ty spread to the city and gave rise to the
or gani sat i on of co-crdfnatinq cccmittees of waren
and youth . A united l eader shi p was assured by the
ioint action of two bodies : the factory commi ttee
and a trade union co-ordinating calmittee r ep­
resenting the three different trade union
federations •

<be of the methods of struggle deserves attention.
The workers the:nselves drew up an alternative plan
t o management . They sbowed clearly that a relative l y
roodest Investment; of 100 million dollars would make
it possible to keep the threatened blast furnaces
go ing on a profitable basis for the medium teem ,

Defeat

'1tle Sagunto struggle ended, nonethel ess, in the
defeat of the workers with two-thirds voting to
accept an agreslent that dismantled the enterprise
with all the 'job l oss which that entailed. What than
were the weaknesses?

F~rstly, there was very little solidarity from out ­
slde of the Sagunto r egi on. Par t ly thi s was due to
the fact that most of Spain I s industrial centres
were Involved in their own rrobilisations. There were
signs that these local battles could becane general-
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- spain -

i.sed, On February 2 and 3 , 1984 a half million
workers were involved in struggle against the s tate ' s
industrial pol.Icy, At this point the qoverrment; was
cor ner ed . I t ' s response was to negotiate a canp­
r emi se with the socialist trade union federation
(UGT) using the o l d solution of early retirement,
knowing that 15% of the Spanish workforce was over
55 years ol d .

For the Spanish working class and the workers of
Sagunto the problem was a pol i t ica l one - their
relationship t o the s ocialist Governmente The work­
e r s I challenge had been conf i ned to resisting lay­
of f a ; They coul d see no alternative government t o
the PSOE . In Sagunto itself the workers voted t o
accept the c l osure of the No 2 Furnace wi th the loss
o f 2200 '[obs (900 of which were early r etirements)
in return for a f ormal commitment by the government
t o create 500 new -jobs , The canpr cmi se shat t e r ed the
previous unity built in s t r uggl e . Terrporary workers ,
and the people of Sagunto who had participated in
the s t r ugg l e were deni ed a vote in the final dec­
ision. It also appears that many of those who voted
f or the compr omi se were workers c los e t o 55 years of
age who had therefore opted f or "individual s olutions'

Evenso there i s no doubt that the lessons l earnt at
Sagunto and the tactics used will be applied in
ot her s t r uggl es to came. In this way future victor ies
will owe a debt t o the 400 days of s t ruggl e waged by
the 4000 workers in Sagunt o and by the people of the
town as a whole .

(5MB cor responde nt )
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GUATEMALA: Vlctary It Caci CIII

wor ker s a t the Guatemala City Coca Cola plant have
saved 350 j obs after a f our-end-a-baff month occupa­
tion. Their union (ST~C) was f oDmed in 1975 after
ear lier attempts were violently suppressed by the
mi l i tary regnne (in 1954 and 1968). Since then eight
union of f ici a l s have been mardered , The union was
finally recognised by management in 1980 after an
international boycott organised by the International
union of Foodworkers (IUF) forced the American multi­
national t o take responsibility for its l ocal
franchise operat i on.

The wor ker s I troubles did not end there. Alanned by
t his success f ul display of international trade union
solidarity, Coke then laid plans, the IUF believes,
to des t roy the union in Guatemala and wi th it the
cr edibi li t y of the IUF. The plant in Guatemala City
was run down fran 1981 and work transferred to non­
unionised areas. In Febuary 1984, the plant declared
itself bankrupt and retrenched its 450 workers.
STEX;\C workers ilillediately occupied the plant t o
prevent damage or raooval of machinery. They were
immediately subiect t o military int~idation. Fear­
ing IOOre bad publicity Coca Cola pressed the Govern­
nent; t o restrain any outright military attack. Coke
attempted to buy of f opposition with attractive
redundancy payments, but only 96 workers accepted
these. The s tra tegy was now to starve out those
remaining in occupat ion .

That the workers eventually triurphed is a tribute t o
their determination and to the solidarity action of
workers around the world. During, May Coca Cola pro­
duc~ion was halted in Norway, Sweden, Italy and
MexlCO. Trade unions worldwide, gave their support.
Fran South Africa cx:=A~SA and the Wits Tearocm Union
sent lOOney in a concre t e gesture of solidar i ty.
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More than anything else Coke feared the long-term
damage to its image which the dispute was having.
They wanted the dispute settled before the Olyrrpic
Garres in which the canpany had a substantial
financial interest. By the end of May Coca Cola had
conceded lTOst of the workers I demands. The Guatemala
Ci ty plant was to be transferred to a local canpany
and work restored, with the 350 workers who stayed
in the occupation keeping their iobs and receiving
substantial back payments.

Within Guatemala itself ST~C's struggle became a
symb::>l of hope for the labour movement and those
opposed to military dictatorship. Despite all the
risks support came fran students, peasants and the
surviving Guatemala unions. Provisions carne in fran
other food plants, a sugar mill, chemical and
textile factories, a laundry workers union, bank
employees and other organisations. According to one
ST~C leader: "The leaders of other unions say
that if we don I t stand up to the employers their own
unions will be destroyed within two months." In
fighting for their own '[obs the ST~C workers were
defeooing trade unionism itself and in the process
have advanced the struggle of the Guatemala people
for freedcm,

(SALE correspondent)
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BRITAIN: elll Nil DIll

For workers the wor l d over the struggl e of the
Br i t i sh miners i s a source of inspiration. In the
face of mass unemployrrent , police i ntimidation and a
reactionary anti-working class gover nment the
Nat ional Union of Hineworkers has dared t o resist
pi t closures which woul d mean the loss of 2()()(X) jobs
and the cer tai n death of sere mi ni ng CUlliunities .
Already dur ing the strike thousands have been a r res t ­
ed , hundr eds i njured and 2 miner s have been killed.
'!be gover rrnent has cut social security payments to
s tarvat ion level am now the courts a r e threateni ng
to confiscate union property bought with the cont r i ­
but ions of the workers. But ever y act of repression
has simply increased the resolve to win. I n effect ,
the miners have challenged the Thatcher gove r nment ' 5

entire econani c strategy which depends upon breaking
the power o f orga nised wor ke r s . The stakes are ve ry
high. The outcore of this strike will determine the
future course of the British labour movment as well
as the fate of the qoverrsrent; itself. The l e s sons
lear nt i n the strike are of vi tal interest wherever
wor ke rs r esist anti-union qoverrrrerrta and demand the
right to work.

The last five years had seen a severe weakening of
the British trade union moverent , Recession has
b~~ht mass unemployment - officially over 3
mIll Ion, bu t realisti cally nearer 4 million . Wide­
spread job insecurity undermined or gani sat i on and
militancy a t a t ine when w:>rkers were faced with a
host ile goveti ilent . Since 1979 the 'Ihatcher govern­
rrent has passed a series of laws to take away work­
e rs ' rights . Her strategy has been to avoid all-out
conf r ontat ion with the unions and to allow market
forces to e rode their s trength.

tveeso groups of workers have cont i nued t o struggle
to deferxl their living standards and iobs, resulting
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in a mmber of very significant strikes: the steel­
workers (1980), c ivi l servants (1981), health work­
ers (1982), train drivers and print workers (1983)
and now the coalmi ner s . However at a titre when the
labour movement was increasingly on the defensive
the governrrent has been able to sit out each strike,
in effect picking off one group of workers after
another . With the re-election of the Thatcher gover n­
ment in 1983 the daooralisation of the labour move­
ment seemed canplete. The defeat of the Labour Party
was followed by a shift to the right and a concer n
with Irrprovdnq "Imaqe", The Trade Union Congr e s s
moved from caution t o taci t acceptance of the govern­
trent I s anti-union laws end refused to support the
train drivers and print workers in struggles which
increasingly came into conflict with the courts. If
nothing else the miners' strike has halted this de­
moralisation and f orced the party leadership and the
'IUC to stand by workers in struggle.

The strike

In March the Coal Board announced it would be
c los i ng 20 pits and shedding 200Cl0 -j obs , The timing
was not accidental. With winter over, the
consumption of coal and power is dramatically
reduced and there were already high coal stocks. The
NlM leadership faced another probfern, Their own
nanbership was affected by fear of iob loss and the
general climate of insecurity. In previous strike
ballots the leadership had failed t o secure the
necessary 55% support. Given these conditions many
in the labour moverent; believed that any strike
action to defend iobs would be suicidal. The
gove r nrrent and the cap i talis t press held the same
view and in the early days of the strike sought to
emphasise the divisions aroongst the workers. The
right-wing called f or a national ballot charging the
NlM with being undaoocratic.

The NlM President, Arthur Scargill reeponsed inm­
ediately: "Nobody balloted the 2OQ(X) who will loose

10



- coal strike -

their '[obs", The task was to defend iobs and resist
what was clearly an attack on the union. To achieve
this it was necessary to mobilise the membership and
secure active participation in the strugglea It was
the -job of the leadership to overccee the divisions
which had been fostered amongst the eercers, In the
late seventies the Coal Board had succeeded in in­
troducing area based productivity schemes resulting
in different levels of earnings fran area to area,
Again in 1984 the closure prograrme was designed to
only affect sane areas and not othersa The NlM I S
strategy therefore was to give the go-ahead to those
areas affected by closures and those areas with a
militant tradition to take strike action. The task
was then to spread the strike into the more hesitant
coal fields, to argue the case and demand the
support of fellow miners a The strategy was highly
successful with l3cx:x:xJ out of 175000 heeding the
call and stopping 80% of coal prodocetoo,

The only widespread resistance to the strike has
cane fran Nottinghamshire, an area of high wages,
where many workers are new to the industry and lack
traditions of solidarity and militaocy. For the
rest, after being out for 6 months the strike is as
solid as ever with strikers now digging in for a
long battlea What the goverrrrent had not calculated
for is that in sane areas demoralisation has now
turned into desperation. Faced with ul1E!t'ployrrent,
and in sane cases the death of ccmnunities, and what
is perceived as an all out attack on the union many
miners would endorse Scargiliis words: "We have noth­
i~ left to loseaII For them and many fellow trade
unIonists the strike has becale a Hfe-and-death
struggle. In the words of the welsh miners' leader:
"We will win or we will die in the attenpta"

'Ihe strike itself has been characterised by an un­
precedented level of roobilisatiooa On anyone day
~ens of thousands are on picket duty or otherwise
InVolved in strike activitiesa The NOM has used what
fUOOs it has to finance transporta The oo-lect has
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been to picket where scabs are still working and to
prevent the rroverent; of coal and iron ore. Police
tactics have included phone tawing, surveillance
and following of miners, preventing pickets fran
Iroving freely, and curtailing the right to peaceful­
ly picket and daoonstrate. The Ntl-1 refuses to be
intimidated and has responded by intensifying its
pickets, organising clandestinely where necessary,
and simply blocking approach roads when stopped by
the police or Iroving overland to avoid police road
blocks. Local mining coomunities have dealt with
scabs in the tradi tional way.

Solidarity

The NlM knows that it cannot win the strike alone
and has called on other unions to give support.
vi tal has been the agrewent of the transport union
to prevent the IroVE!!'TeOt of coal aOO iron ore. Seamen,
dockers and train drivers have been particularly
active, although supplies are still getting through
by road. Sane of the unions are talking of blocking
fuel supplies to scab hauliers and mine workers are
threatening to block the coal trucks when they re­
turn to work. The two week dock strike in July
alarmed the goverrnent to the point where it is be­
lieved the Coal Board was on the verge of conceding
defeat. Internationally the NlM has secured the
support of unions in other countries including the
Mineworkers International Federation, to which the
South African NOM is affiliated. The British NlM has
received cacrnitments fran miners in west Germany,
Australia and Poland that they will not produce coal
to break the strike.

In Britain itself the NlM has asked the steelworkers
to stop production and support the struggle for
'jobs , Whilst steel production has been reduced, the
steel union has not catplied fully as many steel­
workers fear for their own '[obs , Print workers have
taken action against the national newspapers whose
coverage of the strike has been totally biased in

12
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suppor t of the Coal Board. The bakers' union has
provided mining carmunities with free bread. There
have been regional solidarity strikes by public
employees in Wales, bus and train drivers in London,
firemen in Manchester and mass meetings of workers
all over the country.

In the light of this rank and file activity the
response of the TUC leadership has been slow. None­
theless militant action forced the TUC to formally
support the miners' struggle. The Labour party has
called on its manbers to pay a weekly levy to the
miners hardship fund. Amongst union leaders ­
including so-cafIed moderates - there is a realisa­
tion that if the miners are defeated it will be a
set-back for the entire labour movemerrt , At its
annual conference in septercer the 'IU: gave over­
whelming backing to the miners' fight. With the
Labour party and the major unions all holding their
annual conferences in the near future, it is to be
e xpect ed that the NlM will use these occasions to
build links and extend organisation to ensure con­
c r e te solidarity takes place.

~ carmun i ty

In the mining carmunities, the level of support for
the strike is high. Shopkeepers have lowered their
prices to miners' families. If the ~ity dies
their businesses die with it (and they know that if
they don't support the strike they will be boy­
cctrted) , Labour-eontrolled local councils are be'lp­
log out where possible, for example they continued.
to provide miners' children with free meals during
the long school holidays, in July and August. Local
Labour Parties have been "twinned" with local pits
to .provide sUPPJrt. Food parcels and donations are
stlll flooding in fran trade unions, workers and
Bympathisers all over the country. By the end of
June the miners had received sane RIO million worth
of donations. This level of material support has
made possible the setting up of a whole alternative

13
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systan of "social secur i ty'' in the mining areas ­
and here the role of miners' wives has been crucial.

Miners' wives were incensed when they read newspaper
stories which said that wives cere opposed to Arthur
scargill. Their response was to organise mass demon­
strations culminating in a march of 1()()(X) people
through Barnsly, the seat of the NlM headquarters.
'IWo-thirds of the marchers were wanen carrying ban­
ners fran every mining area in Britain. To start
with wanen in the mining ccemumties ran canteens,
saw to it that food. was fairly distributed and pro­
vided other support for families. Fran there they
have moved into the frontline of the struggle.
Wanen's support groups have sprung up in every minirg
area. These have evolved into denocratic wanen's
organisations that mobilised and politicised women.
They have been organising wanen to go and speak at
support meetings up and down the country, touring
workplaces, organising wanen's pickets and marches
and ioining picket lines along with the miners. The
arrest of Anne Scargill (whose husband is Arthur
Scargill) on the Nottinghamshire picket lines was a
graphic illustration of the leading role now being
played by wanen.

In South Nottingham they say that wanen are better
pickets than men for three reasons: Firstly, a lot
of miners have already been arrested and released on
bail on condition that they do not picket again.
Secondly, the police find it harder to identify and
stop women as "potential pickets", and it is harder
for the police to appear to be "keeping the peace"
when they arrest women for si.Jrply standing and
arguing with scab miners. And finally, the scabs
themselves are embarrassed to walk into work past
women they know are struggling to care for am feed
their families.

~ challenge to Thatcherisrn

Whatever the final oueccre of the strike the British
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miners have already halted the demoralisation and
retreat wi thin the labour movement, and have
severely shaken the Tory goverment. zconoeucaj.jy
the long strike and its effects on goverment rev­
enue and the balance of paynents has reduced the
chances of eeonanic recovery. The direct costs of
the strike in lost revenue and policing is estimated
at R130 million per week. This and the generally
volatile labour scene has drastically reduced busi­
ness confidence. The industrial battle has been aco­
arpanied by an idealogical struggle against
Thatcher's policies. The tUi has consistently argued
that these policies create mass unemployment, and
that where coal and energy are concerned the profit
motive is particularly short-sighted. The British
miners can point to their own history for support.
Many of the pits, closed in the 1950s am 60s, would
have been "profitable" in the 19705 after the rise
in oil prices. Also, Scargill points out that Bri­
tish coal is less subsidised then most coal produc­
tion in Europe. More fundamentally it is argued that
the exploitation of natural resources must be carri­
ed out in a planned way and not in response to short­
term price movements and caupetitive pressures.

Pcli tically the mineworkers are in the forefront of
resistance to the Tory goverment. Their leaders and
the highly politicised rank and file have never
hidden the fact that their aim is to bring down the
'!overrnent. It is goverment policy after all which
IS responsible for proposed closures and in the back­
ground the fear ranains that "profitable" pits will
be sold off to private owners further weakening the
nationalised sector.

H~ver, Thatcher I s problans do not end with the
mlrle~. Economic recovery _ long pranised - remains
~rag1le, and will not have been helped by the sterl­
1ng crisis and the rise in interest rates. On the
broader political front left-wing Labour controlled
~troPOlitan councils have successfully pursued a

19h-Spending policy to maintain local services end
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'[cbs - with popular support , Other sectors of work­
ers have drawn confidence fran the miners I struggle.
The rail unions have planned strike action to pro­
test at line closures and '[ob losses, whilst the
Transport and General WOrkers union has called a
second national dock strike after non-dock union
labour had unloaded "blacked" iron ore. On the legal
front the threat of the courts has not prevented
"secondary action". Organised workers determined to
act in solidarity with fellow workers have not been
detered by the new anti-union legislation. Above all
else the outccee of the strike will depend on the
continuation and extension of this solidarity fran
the rest of the trade union moverent ,

(SALE correspondent, September 1984)
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FRANCE: ne Billie fer Steel

I n April this year the province of Lorraine was seal­
ed o f f fran the rest of the country by steel'f«)rke~s

protesting against proposed reduOOancies. Between
1977 and 1979 the right-wing govennent of Giscard
d ' Estaing put nearly 4CX:OO steelworkers on the dole
l eading to frequent and sanetirres violent dem:>nstra­
tions in defence of fobs , Despi te the election of
the leftwing gover nnent of Hitterand , the steel ind­
ustry was agai n facing maier reduOOancies by the
begi nni ng of 1984.

In April a gener a l strike was called by all the
union federati ons throughout the steel-producing
reqdon o f Lorraine. Perceiving a threat to the very
exis tence of local carrtlun! ties the call was answered
by s hop keepers, cafe owners, self Ulployed and the
unE!tpl oyed - as well as by union neliers. In Lon;}wy
- a town of 6OClOO - 25000 turned out for a mass pro­
test daoonstration . Thousands IOOre denonstrated in
surroundi ng towns. One hurxired end forty road blocks,
manned by strikers , sealed off the whole of Lorraine.

Despite the un1 ted action of the trade union federa­
tions - two of which were linked to the governing
coalit ion - there has been scee dissatisfaction with
the leadership given. As a result the group "79-84"
(repr esent ing the link between tcxJay's struggles and
those of 1979) has been fcreed by scee workers in
the steel mill s of UnlWY. A9<tin, as in Sagunto ,
workers are faced wi th a poll tical problem: their
~tinued relationship to a socialist government
~llch in the depths of recession bas been forced to
unp1ement capitalist solutions.

(SALB correspondent)
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WEST GERMANY: Towanls a 35·HDUI Wllk

Steelworkers in west Germany have won a 38-hour work_
ing week with no l os s of pay. Although the orig i nal
demand was f or 35 hours, the outcane represents a
victory in the face of a t tempts by goverrnent and
E!l1'ployers t o prevent any reduction in the 4Q-hour
week. For the unions, led by the 2,5 million strong
I G Metall, a shorter working week is essential t o
create -iobs f or the country ' s 2-3 million unanployed.
For the gover rment and managements any reduction in
the 4O-hour week was seen as a threat t o profits and
to Germany's compet i t i ve position.

'I11e campa ign f or a 35-hour week began with a series
of short "warning strikes". By June nearly 1,4
million, largely Iretal workers, were involved in the
country' 5 worst strike f or 27 years. I G Metal! ' s
s t r a t eqy was t o hit the motor ccmponenta industry,
thus placing pressure on the car assembly industry
itself. At the same ti.rre the print workers union, I G
Druck und Papier, was leading a series of "guerilla
strikes" which c losed many national newspapers. In
June the 1,5 million strong public workers' union,
C/I'Il, also demanded a 35-hour week. 1 G Metall was
now a s sured of support fran other unions and fran
the Federation of German Trade Unions (DGB).

With large sect ions of the car industry paralysed
and the industry's suppliers beginning to feel the
pinch, productdon losses were running a t 01200
million per day. In the face of mounting l osses the
arployers abandoned their rigid defence of the 40­
hour week in return f or trade union aqreerent; to
limited wage rises over the caning pericd , Although
the 35-hour week remains sane way off, t he struggles
of 1984 mark a milestone towards a reduction in the
\tK>rking week and a fairer sharing of work f or all.

(SALB corresponde nt)
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Tw. W~1I1 Drlnrs J.II TAWU hlka

I'l.r L V Esterhuizen and Hr G van Rooyen, both Port
Elizabeth Trarrways bus drivers, signed up for the
15CXlO strong Transport and Allied WOrkers union
('mW) on May 24 this year, despite having pre­
viously been tTlBTDers of the Port Elizabeth Bus
WOrkers union (PEBWU), which at the time had a
closed shop agrea:ent with P E Tramways. Earlier in
May, Hr Esterhuizen and xr van Rooyen - together
with 12 other P E Tramways drivers - were dismissed
for having accidents. 'I1\WU gained the support of the
two white drivers by winning back the iobs of 13 of
the 14 dismissed workers, including thanselves. Most
of the workers were mwu ueuLers. Evenso, "'moW
eqreed to negotiate for the white drivers even
though they were not eeeeere, They realised that
'IJt.NJ was the right union for then after we won back.
their iobs for them" said Hr Moses Louw, assistant
secretary for 'l1\NJ'S Eastern cape reqfon,

After long negotiations, the existing closed shop
agreement which P E Tranways had with PEB\U (for
coloured end white workers) aoo the Bay Bus WOrkers
Union (a parallel union for african workers), was
officially cancelled on May 29 and mW(} was aanitted
to the industrial counciL This was done with as
rruch fanfare as possible by the P E Tranways manage­
ment, who wanted to show off their new "liberalised"
labour policy. Now a new "closed shop" agreo:ent is
in operation and workers are allowed to choose
between the three union - TAW, PEBoll and B&l'U. All
three are now able to recruit on a non-racial basis.

~ nl.lTlber of other white workers have also shown an
lnterest in i oining 'mMJ. But according to one 'mMJ
worker (who asked not to be named), "one man fran
~ PEB-l.I is trying to prevent the white drivers
ran signing up for us. He has stopped them fran

attending our meetings". Meanwhile Mr Esterhuizen
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and Hr van gcoyen continue to be invol ved i n 'D\WU 's
activi ties and about 10 other white drivers have
shown an interest, according t o Hr Louw.

By the eOO of July TAW's nSLLership at P E Tranways
had grown f ran 715 to 909, and according to the union
will be "well over the l()()()) mark" by the end of
August . The PrnwlJ IlO'ooI has 420 naiLers and the 8B'l'U ,
138 roencexs , 'm\OlJ 's Eastern Cape m::uLership i s now
"well over 2000" according to the chairperson of the
Eastern Cape r egion, Hr Nelsoo Kwel eta a They have
members in at least six Por t Elizabeth fi~, as well
as i n East Loooon, Grahamstown , Uitenhage , George ,
Mas sel Bay and Oudtshoor n . Ear lier this year 'IJl.WU's
East London branch also recrui ted a wili te m:mber .

Asked t o cannent on the fact that a union which has
a principle of black l eadership admi t ted white
nsnbers , Hr Pi roshaw Camay, CUSA genera l secretar y ,
sa id thi s r epresented no change in the uni on I s
policy. He said s ane CUSA unions limited their
nanber ship to blacks , but others had been open to
all races s ince their formation .

According to the July issue of I zwele thu, CUS1\ 's
national newsletter , neltJers of the Feed Beverage
~rkers Union r ecently struck in suppor t of a white
wanan worker a t Unilever ' s Boksburg plant. She had
allegedly been sexually harassed by a manager. Mr
camay sai d the rood , aevereee Workers Union aanitted
whi te rrenber s a t a Coca Cola plant last year. He
said the aani ssion of white trlE!IIDers did not a ffect
CUS1\ ' s atand on black leadership . "Our pcsretcn has
never been bl ack exclusively. If the whi tes who have
ioined CUSA unions wi n the suppor t of bl ack wor kers ,
they coul d be e l ected t o senior pos f tfcns , i nclud i ng
the presidency of a union. we have no cb'[ect i on to
that. This would mean they woul d have won t hese
positions on merit.

(Gavin Evans , Por t Elizabeth , J ul y 1984)
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RAWU Vlctlry It Dllryhlll

At the beginning of July 685 Dairybelle workers went
on strike f or three days. As a result there were no
txrre milk deliveries in cape Town,~,
111Om ton , Bothasig, Atlantis and several other maier
residential areas . Dairybelle is the biggest dairy
in the Western cape. It srploys 750 production and
delive ry workers, of whao nearly 700 are African.
The other two large dairies in the area are Van
Riet eeck , with 450 workers and Uni on, with 100 dairy
aoo 100 fa rm workers. The rest o f the industry
cons i s ts of several much smaller concerns.

The Dairybelle strike attracted a great deal of
attent ion in the press . A dairy strike has a ve ry
tangible ef fect on white and black middle class
ooosmers , a grouping not renowned for bearing
"hardships" s ilently. tiO'.o.ever , this was not the
first strike of its kind. Both Van Riebeeck and
Uni on experienced similar strikes earlier this year .
In these strikes, as in Dairybelle case, the main
denand was f or a call-in card syscen,

'l11e call-in card i s g iven t o an iooividual t o take
with him on l eave . At any titre in the next three
100Ilths he can take the card, go to any of f i ce in the
bantustan, am return irmediately to his joo. How­
ever IrOst employers in the western Cape use the
"403" - a mass recruitment foun , to facilitate i~
~lux control. The worker can still be guaranteed his
l ob back, but the doc:.urent is in the possess i on of a
recruiter, rather than the worker himself. The
recruiter will be sent fran the firm ani arrive at a
specified place at a specified titre. The worker
~oses all cont rol over when he will return to his
l ob. ,": incurs extra expense in travelling to the
~lf1ed place. There is no guarantee that he will
rn fact have his contract renewed. Many mistakes or
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misinfonnation can occur as to time and place. There
are also many stories about victimisation - where
those seen as "troublanakers" are not recruited ­
and bribery - where workers without a "green paqe''
in the form of a RIO note in their pass book, are
not given a contract. If the worker is not re­
cruited, he can still travel to Cape Town and look
for a 'job there, but in this case he will have to
pay his own travel costs, and there is no guarantee
that he will find a -job ,

The lack of call-in cards also affects wages. Man­
agement can - and in the case of Dairybelle, workers
allege that this is what happens - give even those
workers who have worked for than before only the
starting wage each year. Although legally workers on
a 403 can still obtain permanent urban rights under
section lO(l} (b), it is much more difficult than
with an individual call-in card.

What made the strike at Dairybelle different was
partly the larger size of the firm, but also the
recalcitrance of management. In the other two cases
workers only had to strike for one day to win their
danand. Dairybelle's Mr Martin Henning did not give
in so quickly. He refused to negotiate until workers
returned to work. He gave repeated warnings that he
would sack all those who did not return. He said
that recruiters had already been sent to the
Transkei to find reptacerenta, He attanpted unsuc­
cessfully, to obtain scab labour through the unorg­
anised Joyce's Dairy in Lansdowne. He then obtained
the help of white schoolchildren who were on holi­
day. There were reports of chaos at the plant.

Meanwhile the Retail and Allied Workers Union
(RAWl), the union involved, attanpted to apply
pressure through the parent carpany, Imperial Cold
Storage in Pretoria. The black Western Cape and Cape
Town and sea Point Traders Associations carre out in
support of the stri kers and threatened to boycott
Dairybelle products. The national and local UOF also
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lent their SURXlrt, by contacting the national and
local managenents. With threats of further
"practical support;" should the dispute not be settled
satisfactorily management finally agreed to imple­
ment call-in cards and to investigate canplaints
about insulting behaviour by the recrui ter •

workers at Dairybelle first started organising in
January of this year, when they set up an "under­
ground" callt,ittee in opposdtnon to the existing
liaison carmittee. After a one-day strike in April,
management was forced to sign a stardard recognition
agreement which was also signed by the other two
large dairies. This provided for regular consulta­
tion with the carmittee, no victimisation and stop
order facilities. After the most recent strike
further clauses dealing with retrenckwent and dis­
missal were added to this eqreerenti,

RAWU has now been in existence for one year. Having
gained this level of representation and recognition
in the three major western cape dairies, the Union
appears now to have established a solid foothold.
RAW officials see this strike as having wider sig­
nificance. Although the call-in card is IlSed more
widely in other centres, it is usually in those ind­
ustries employing a relatively skilled workforce am.
a smaller proportion of migrant workers. These ind­
ustries have felt the need for the continuity and
savings in training costs which the cards provide.
In the western Cape, however, where african workers
are rrostil.y confined to unskilled jobs, and in those
industries such as dairy, where the greater part of
the workforce is unskilled, erployers have a smaller
need of continuity and nore incentive to keep wages
down. It is for unskilled workers like those in the
dairies that job security and a place to live are so
crucial in recession. This is the significance of
the RAWU victory.

(Debbie Budlender, Cape T<Mn, August 1984)
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Unlply Revlalled

In vol urre ge7 we r eported the dismis sals of member s
of the Paper r Wood & Allied Workers Union from
Uniply - a Barlow Rand subsidiary - for holding a
May Day demonstration a In the first of two cases
before the looustrial Court two shop stewards ­
Thanas Makhathini and Isaac Hkhizi - have been re­
fused interim reinstatement. The case of sane 450
other workers is still awaiting iudgement. In the
rreantarre the company have gone ahead and employed
approximately 350 new workers.

'ltle iudge f ound that as Makhathini had been absent
from his work post f or 30 minutes the canpany was
entitled t o dismiss him. Mkhize's d i smi s sal was
upheld because he had been involved in a work­
stoppage, a decision which seens to open the way t o
individual victimisation.

'I11e evidence presented points t o an insensitive
approach on the part of management and a gener al
deterioration in relations with workers. Evidence of
this was the fact that workers believed that man­
agement was unwilling t o take seriously suggestions
made by union reps about housing, changing roans ani
protective clothing. Workers found it difficult to
believe that no money was available for these vital
items when at the same time a private ca r park was
being buH t ,

For management what was at s take here was the
"outireqeous" proposal that workers might c l a im the
right to de:oonstrate at any time. Clearly as the
recession proceeds more canpanies will revert t o
union bashing in an attarlpt t o maintain profits. As
unanployment expands the r eserve anny of labour,
dismissals a r e being used to discipline workers and
smash trade union organisation. When its profits are
threatened "liberal" capital is urmasked,
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n. La_ ud H.lrt'C~lIul

'Ibe cont i nu i ng recession had made retrenr::ll'eut a
maior issue of dispute between EmPloyers and trade
unions. This is not the first recession suffered by
workers in South Africa but what is significant is
that the new unions, such as those presently engaged
in unity talks, have for the first time won
~rtant rights against arbitrary dismissal and
retrencrnent. They have done this primarily through
making demands on employers and negotiating fair
dismissal and retrenct'rrent procedures. It is only
when enployers refuse to bargain or to retrench
fairly, that sate of these unions have made use of
the Industrial Court to protect the iob security of
their cercere, It i s inportant to realise that the
unions have themselves extended worker rights
through negotiation and sanetirres by resorting to
irdustrial action. The Irdustrial Court has rarely
done [OO[e than give its stanp of approval to what
has already been agreed to between unions 800
at1Jloyers.

The new unions have dananded that erployers follow
the universally aooepted principles of fair
retrencment. They have during and after Jle90tiating
recognition eseeeeeoee presented employers with
draft retrenctJrent procedures am negotiated am
CUlpeUed erployers t o conclude such procedures. TiE
basic terms that have been included in such
re~eoctment agrectents are: proper notice to the
urllOll; negotiati ons with the union over the need to
retrench, and alternatives; fair selection criteria;
sever ence pay; and an undertaking to re Glploy a

~re are e ight points that have generally been
l~luded in such agreanents and ought to be borne in
m1l'xi when negotiating a retrendmlent procedure a They
are:

;0 ~ ~loyer must take the necessary~ to
- VOId retrenctJoont, ~ natent it first became
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aware that the retrendment mi ght be possible.
The enployer must s top employing new workers the
I'OC.Ilent it becares aware that retrendnent is a
possibility . The employer shoul d r etrain workers if
one part of the factory becanes redundant while
there are vacancies in another part . If the employer
i s part o f a group of c cxnpan i e s , steps must be taken
as early as possible to place potentially redundant
erpfoyees at other f actor Ies ,

2. '1tle ~loyer must give~ notice to the union
of their i nt ent i on to retrench.
What constitutes proper notice usually depends on
the nature of the employer 's business. Sane
businesses have or de rs l ong in advance , which means
that a good management should foresee the necessity
to reduce the workforce a l ong way ahead , maybe even
six months t o a year ahead. Other businesses may
onl y be able t o f oresee a necessary reduction in the
workforce a month in advance due t o the quick
turnover of orders . It i s for this reason that the
periods of notice to the union vary fran two weeks
in scrre cases and much l onger in other s .

Where the reas on f or the retrenchment is due t o a
r e-or gan i sat i on of the factory due t o the
introduction of new machines , then the notice s houl d
be given before the employer makes that decision .
'!be i ntroduction of new machinery should be
sanething that the employer shoul d discuss with the
union , especially in view of the serious
consequences that such decisions have on both the
work security of employees and their health and
safety. Even if the employer has not negotiated the
introduction of new machines with the union, the
employer will have had knowledge of the impending
retrenchment when he purchased the new machinery ,
which is often ye ars in advance.

3. The ~l8Yer must meet with the union
!3>resentatlves aiiCshoe stewardSat the earliest
,22P?rtunity.
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The firs t purpose of such ItEetings is t o e xplai n the
necess itY t o retrench. The atployer must g i ve the

ion the i nformation necessary t o show that the
~uetion i s necessary. Many enpl oyer s refuse t o do
this even though they have agr eed to consult the
union on the eeereocreeoe , Labour l awyers believe
that it may be an unfadr labour practice to refuse
to gi ve such i nformati on. Unless the atployer does
everything r easonably pos s ible to persuade .....orkers
that the retrenc:trrent is necessary , the relat ionship
between enployer s am atployees will get wor se and
labour unrest may be unnecessarily caused thereby.
'Ibis is what the unfa ir labour practice i s des i gned
to prevent .

'Ibe second purpose of the ItEetings is to consider
al ter nat ives to the drastic step of reeeeoeeerre,
WOr kers are often prepared to work short-time, to
s t op wor ki ng ove r t i me , t o reduce the ra.mt>er of
shifts per week, t o be laid off, or t o accept
transfers to other depart:rrents or factories owned by
the sane arployer. ~loyers whO have subcontracted
work shoul d terminate those contrac ts in order t o
provide alternative work f or redundant workers.

The third purpose of the meetings is to discuss the
applicat ion of the agreed selection criteria. The
arployer ITllSt sUWl Y the union with a 1ist of the
arployees t o be retrenched wi th details of their
seniori ty and their occupati on. The atployer must
also give informati on on request of those estployees
not being retrenched i n order to dleck that the
agreed sel ect i on criteria are properly applied.

: : ~~loyer ~rees ~~ erinciple 2.f "last in
_nst out (LIFO)
This is the universally accepted criteria for fair
retrenclTnent. The reasons why it is the fairest t o
\riOrkers is because it rewards length of service, and
beeau~ . it is ob-iectfve, allowing no possibility for
f~VOntIsim or anti-union discrimination. It alsomIn' ,

ImIses d i sputes over selection. Sane agreenen ts
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allow an exception for special skills. In such cases
the enployer wi 11 not have to retrench a skilled
worker or a worker with special skills, even though
that worker might have shorter service than those
selected for retrenchment. This exception will onl y
apply if there is no one among the retrenched
workers who could do the -job done by the s k i lled
worker, or could have trained for that '[ob had the
employer given proper notice to the union in the
first place.

Because the retirencbrent; may unduly prejudice
workers seeking to qualify for permanent urban
rights under slO(1) (b) of the Blacks ( Urban Areas)
Consolidation Act, many unions have now reached
agreement with employers that, notwithstanding LIFO,
those workers with permanent residence qualifica­
tions will be retrenched first.

WOrkers close to retiring age are also retrenched
first. It is however important for unions t o ensure,
before such enployees are retrenched, that they will
not lose their pension benefits and more particular­
ly that the enployer has applied and received the
pension funds consent to early retirement.

5. The ~loyer rtnlst take ~ial ,Personal
circunstances into account
The employer must meet with the union in order that
the union can make representations in the case of
special personal c f rcimatances such as certain
workers whose family situation is such that a
retrenclm2nt would work a great hardship. There are
also those workers who are close to retiring age who
would lose their pension rights if retrenched
prematurely. There are also cases of employees who
are close to qualifying under s (10) of the Blacks
(Urban Areas) Consolidation Act.

6. ;jhere must be~ notice to~ retrenched
~ oyee
'!he enployer must give proper notice to the
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etrenched errployee. The arployee should be given
~le time to try end firo alternative enployrrent
and should during his notice be entitled to look am
make application for jobs. The errployer should also
give as much assistance as possible to those
erployees such as processing all the necessary
docunentation for the purposes of the Unemployment
Insurance Act; endeavouring to fioo other jobs; aD1
agreeing not to eject migrant workers fran their
accuuodation pending their search for alternative
erployment.

7. ~~loyer must~ severance~
Severance pay is normally linked to length of
service. The purpose of severance pay is to make it
expensive for enployers to retrench workers with
long service. It is in this way that it becenes
cheaper for the enployer to adopt and vigorously
apply the principal of LIFO. sate unions have been
able t o negotiate severance pay of one month's pay
per year of service while other unions have had to
be cont ent with less. Most retrend1nent procedures
provide for at least two weeks per year of service.

8. The ~loyer must undertake to re Uiploy
Because retrenctrrent is not caused by the enployee's
misconduct, the enployer will not have had any
reason to dismiss that employee but for the downturn
of the econany or the re-organisation of the
eatpany. As soon as a vacancy becates opens the
employer must inform the trade union of the vacancy
and allow a reasonable period of t~ for the trade
';1Oion t o contact the relevant retrendled employees
rn order that they may present themselves for re­
eRployIrent. In the case of migrant workers it has
been the experience that certain aaninistration
boards have frustrated such agreclents to aoploy by
refusing to permit the worker to re-enter the urban
area. In s uch instances the errployers should write
to the administration board and advise them of the
: r eeme,nt t o re duploy and that they do not Intend

recruit through their of f i ces should a vacancy
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arise.

In the case of laying off workers it is norma.l f or
the period of the lay-off t o be agreed. Lawyers
believe that a lay off will not disentitle a worker
from acquiring slO{l) (b) qualifications. This is
because the employee will renain in the service of
the arployer during that period even though he may
be absent from either work or from the area for a
tine.

Many etployers have entered into agreutents with
terms such as those described above. However there
are many employers who refuse t o recognise trade
unions or to negotiate with than on any matter.
There are also those that believe that it is their
managerial prerogative t o retrench without
negotiating a fair retrenchment procedure or
consulting with a union representing their
workforce. In such cases the unions have used the
Iooustrial Court effectively.

In the case of united African Motor and Allied
Workers union v Fodens (pty) Limited (reported in
the Irdustrial Law Journal 1983 vol 4.3 at p231),
the CUllpaoy refused to recognise the union despi te
the fact that the union was overwhelmingly
representative of its workers. The case is very
inportant for a mUiber of reasons, but for the
purposes of retrencrnent, it held that the canpany
did not follow the generally accepted principles of
fair retrenchment. I t had therefore carmitted an
unfair labour practice. The Irxlustrial Court looked
at what was accepted in South Africa, Englarxl, and
elsewhere. It stated the important principles to be:
1. The utployer must give proper prior warning to

the union of proposed retrenctments;
2. There must be prior consultation with the

representative trade union before retrenchment;
3. The utployer must negotiate selection criteria
30



- the law -

and if there is no agreoient, adopt the LIFO
principle;
The EllPloyer must OTploy the agreed retrencment

4. cr i ter i a fairly;
s. The orployer must take adequate steps to look for

a l ter native onployment.

'!be Coopany did not satisfactorily explain why it
did not f ollow these principles end because of all
the other c i r cunstances in the case the Iooustrial
court declared the retrencments to be an unfair
labour practice.

In the case of Shezi and others v Consolidated Frane
Cotton COrporation (pty) Ltd (reported in the
Industrial Law Journal 1983 vol 5.1 at p3), the
Carpany retrenched several workers in terms of a
declared retrencment policy. The policy which the
CaYpany said was Ilfair in a capitalist society" was
as follows:

i'benever the rnanageaent of the Ccnpany thought
that it was necessary to reduce workers in a
deparbment, it would;
(a) In the case of unskilled workers select
workers on the LIFO principle per departrrent,
(b) In the case of skilled workers, decide on the
basis of efficiency who should be considered f or
retrenctrrent; if there were workers who were of
equal efficiency, then the principle of LIFO
would be adopted.
Before retrenching the skilled or unskililed
workers the Ccmpany would see if it was possible
to transfer the workers to another departIrent; if
there was a vacancy in another department; then
the worker isolated for retirencbrent; would be
transferred t o that departnent; however r in
accepting the transfer the worker would be f orced
to give up his or her length of service.

::~: i s how the policy worked in practice. One
twe e r had worked in the winding department; for

nty years without a br eak in service. The foreman
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selected her a s a c andidate f or r etrenchnent on the
grounds that she was less efficient than other
workers in the department. she was then transferred
t o another winding departrrent. She had onl y worked
eight days in that new department when she was
selected for retrenctrnent in that department on the
gr ounds that she had the s hor t est se r v ice . The
Canpany said that she had the shortest servi ce,
nanely eight days, because when she accepted the
transfer, she l ost her length of service, narrely
twenty years. The retrenched workers applied to the
Industrial Court for r einstatement under section 43
of the Labour Relations Act. The workers argued t hat
the application of the retrenctrnent policy was
unfair.

In assessing the Canpany' s retrenctrnent policy the
Industrial Court again stated the general principles
of fair r ecrenctment , This i s what the court s a id :

1. The employer must consi de r the possible ways t o
avoid retrencrnent such as transfers, e l imi nat i ng
overtime, working short time.

2. The employer must c onsul t with the
r epresentatives o f the workers with regard to
cri t e r i a t o be applied in selecting the employees
t o be retrenched.

3 . The criteria f or select i on must as far a s
pos sible not depend solely on the opi n ion of t he
anployer but must be obj ect i vel y checked against
such things as attendance records, e f f ici ency at
the j ob or l ength of s ervice.

4. The employer must give sufficient prior warning
t o the enployee representatives and employees who
may be effected.

5 . The employer must ensure that the select ion is
fairly made in accordance with the c r i ter i a and
a f ter cons ide r i ng of any representations, the
employee r epresentatives may make as t o such
sel ect i on .

6. The employer must cons ult the employee
retrenched.
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ce:rrpany argued that i t did not consult the
~ional union of Textile WOr ke r s because it did not
Naeco9n i se the Nat iona l Union of Textile WOrkers.
~re is a maior l abour d i spute between National
union of Textile w:>rker s a nd the Frarre Group i n
respect of r ecognition. The Industria l Cour t hel d ,
h(:lWever , that the Carprny had not properly consulted
wi th the e xi s t i ng wor ks carmittees or the enployees
ttenselve s . The Industrial Court put a great deal of
reliance on the fact that two of the r etrenched
workers had ove r twent y year s servi ce and that 00

the aver age, they had been i n the Corpany ' s
EJtttloynent f or e l e ve n yea r s . The fact that there
~re still many employees with shor t e r years of
ser v ice indicated that the universally accept ed
cr i teria LIFO had not been followed. The In1ustrial
cour t accordingly decided that the empl oyees should
be rei nstated .

'rtle Canpany has taken this decision on review to the
supreme Court . They argue in their papers before the
SUpreme Court that thei r r etrenctmmt policy is a
fair one in the cont e xt o f a capitalis t society.
'Ihey a l so state that the In1ustrial Court cannot
re instate a wor ker where that worker has been made
redurKlant . Their argwent is that the Irrlustrial
Court can onl y re-instate a worker wher e there is a
p::lsition for him to fill. Because the position no
100000r e xi s ts , there is no '[ob f or are-instated
erployee t o do . This case is to be beard in the
Natal Supreme Cour t in Novmber this year.

Vhile many E!Tq)loyers are conforming to the univer­
~ly accepted principals of fair retrerdllent ,

. re are a l ways those Brq)loyers who will not cullply
""lth ~ universally accept ed f air l abour practices
an:l
tha

""111 challenge the In1ustrial Court rulings in
t r espect.

(Halton Cheadle, Centre o f Applied Legal StOOies)
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UIF: Memorandum to tbe Minister of Manpower

In September 1982 some worker advice cent res in t he
Transvaal invited unions t o a series of meetings on
the problems of unemployment . One meeting - a t t e nded
by lAS, Black Sash , Indus t r i a l Aid Centre , the East
Rand cemnunity Advice Bur eau, SA, IRR, GWUSA. , AFCWJ ,
NAl'.WlJ , FAWU , CUSA , Almal gamated Black St eel and
All ied Workers union , MGWU and the OVGWU - drew up a
list of ob- [ect i ve s f or an Ad Hoc Cemni t t ee on unemp.
Ioyrrent , One of the ob- [ect i ve s was t o produce a memo­
randum on the unemployment Insur ance Fund . The reascn
f or focus ing on the UIF wa s that it i s a concrete
issue facing unemployed workers and both t he unions
and the advice centres had e xper ienced cannon prob­
lems in he lpi ng worker s c l a im UIF benefits .

Backgr ound t o t he meetings

The broader cont ext of t he meetings on unemployment
was the large sca le r e cr e nc rment a that had begun in
indus t r y and the problems f aced by the mass ive army
of unemployed , estimated t o be over 2 mill i on peopk
However the ma'jor i t y of t hese did not recei ve any
fODD of unemployment benefits . In 1981 onl y 2,4% of
the total cont r i butors t o the VIF received benefits.
In add ition thousands of workers are not allowed t o
cont ribut e t o t he UIF and receive nothing frem the
Pund , The major i ty of unemployed workers can onl y
sur vive with the help of relatives who have i obs .
The huge burden of unemployment i s ca r r ied a lmost
ent i rel y by the working c l ass .

ProblaTlS wi t h t he Unernployment Ins urance FUnd

The pr oblems exper ienced by the centres and t he
unions were: the VIF i s badl y admi nistered and
ineff icient. Workers who cla im benef i ts of ten f ace
an unhelpful , racist bureaucracy. There are l engthY
delays in payments . In the "homel ands" it i s
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speciallY bed, WOrkers sanetimes fim that they
~'t receive any benef i ta , At o ther times they iust

i ve up trying to get benefitsa The time, trouble
~ roooe}' spent on transport beccees too much. Even
if the cdninistrative problems were all solved, the
resent benefits fran the UIF are too small am they

iast for t oo short a timea Workers receive only 45%
of their last maxinua for 6 nonths , Many workers are
unarP10yed for longer than 6 roonths.

The problems with the VIF begin with the bosses.
WOrkers need a blue UIF card in order to claUn
benefitsa Many bosses don't get their workers the
blue cards or they don't fill out the cards correct­
Iy, 'I1lis causes a lot of delay when workers most
need their benef i.tis , sare €!ti>loyers iust dal't
bother to deduct rooney for the VIF.

Ctl top of all these problans large r1JIlt:ers of
-..orkers are excluded fran the UIF. Danestics, farm,
seasonal am most workers enployed by the qoverrsrent;
are excluded a So are unemployed school leavers and
people who have never worked before a

As the advice centres and the unions were meeting, a
massive wage strike developed in the Port Elizabeth
car fectcrdes , 'Ibe Minister of ManpoLJer res£XXded to
the strike by transferring R2 million fran the Un­
mpl~t Insurance Fund to a strike fund for work­
ers ....no wanted t o work but couldn't because of the
strike action, t ,e, the UIF money was being used to
undermine worker solidari ty,

~ HEDlOrard\l'll

In thoIS context a group of people fran the advice
Qaontres started drafting a rretoranc1Jm on the
:~~~ of the UIF. After months of work a draft
i~ mshed end sent to all branches of the
'to1er~ndent. unions and their federations. Letters
critis;nt WIth the draft asking for any feedback or

C1Qlls a In the Transvaal a nlJ'l'ber of further

35



- UIF -

rreetings with the umons t ook place . All the
independent trade unions were dnvited , Changes t o
the draft were suggested by the unions. These were
incorporated into a second draft and again sent to
all the union branches. On the basis of further
feedback a final memorandum was written and sent to
the Minister of Manpower in July 1984 . The final
copy was endorsed by the f ollowing unions: African
Food and Canning workers Union, Almalgama.ted Black
WOrkers union, cape Town Municipal Workers
Association, Counc i l o f unions of South Africa,
Food and Canning WOrkers union , General Workers
Union , Municipal and Gener a l workers Uni on of South
Africa , Orange Vaal. General WOrkers un i on , Paper
WOOd and Allied WOrkers Union , South African Black
Municipal and Allied WOrkers Union , South Af r ican
Scoot er Drivers Union, and Tearrmates WOrkers union .

The "Benen t Charter"

'n1e advice cent re that drafted the rraoorandum
realised that send i ng the memorandum to the Minister
was not by itself go i ng t o e ns ur e changes t o the
UIF. These c an onl y be won if the demands of the
rraoorandun were popularised and struggled f or . To
help the process o f br oade r popularisation a
"Benefit Charter" was drawn up. The char t e r includ
all the train demands in the memorarXh.ml, i s written
in a f orm that is accessible t o workers and has been
translated into Zul u and sot bo ,

'!be Charter can be used a s an educative docment in
different types of organisa t ion . It cont rasts what
exists now t o what i s demanded; this enables peepl
to use it t o e xpl a i n or discuss the present oper a­
tion of the UIF. Then building on this, organ i s a­
tions can discuss problems with the UIF am cons ider
sol ut ions t o these problems .

Organised labour

The Char ter raises Issues that or ganised l abour can
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be9 i n t o take up right now:
making sure workers know abQut the UI F and how

- theY can claim benefits .
_ Acting as a watdx:iog . Making s ure ~ bosses get

thei r worke rs the blue cards . Checltlng that the
cor r ect deductions are made f or the UIF. Making
sure that workers leave thei r i obs with their b ile
cards f illed out cor r ectly.

_ If union rrembers e xperience delays in get ting
the i r benefits or they get benef i t s irregularly,
wor kers a t the wor k place coul d put pressure on
the bosses to find out what the problems a re .

Further work El~ advice centres

In the advice centres discussions have been held
with U1lE!IPloyed workers on the par t icular problems
and experiences they face . ioihen workers don 't un:Jer ­
staOO how to get \lIlerlPloyment rroney we explain this .
we have tried t o encourage worker s t o be tra i ned i n
practical methods of helping ot her wor kers claim
thei r UIF money , The i dea was t o get small ccee-.
i ttees of W'lE!t'ployed workers t o set up unarq>loyed
advice centre s i n the areas where they live. At
these cent res people coul d try and maintain contact
with wor kers they hel ped , i n order t o roonitor prog­
res s with their claims . In t i me if a n.unber of
o::'llDi t tees gr ew they could be brought t oge ther t o
d ISCUSS ways t o further a carrpaign for a decent
l:nerrploynent i nsurance system.

:ut we have a long way t o go . No CUIUU t tees have
Ortrw:!d . ~part fran the more obvious probl ems o f

::traglng workers t o do this, there i s a definite
s hi em when ~vice centres a re not located i n town­
So pS - especIally financial probl ems with transport.
Wi : have s tarted thinking about making contact
of fe a few~nity based organi sat i ons . we would
Side~ prac~lcal training and encourage t..hE!n t o con­
Offer beset t Ing up unemployed wor ker cuuuittees t o

l p and practica l advice t o the unenpl oyed .
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In t he shor t - term t he unempl oyed need a decent UIF.
In the long-term the onl y solution is jobs for all
who want t o work . The unemployed can ' t win these
thi ngs wi thout build ing c l oser relations with unior
and other or gani s a t ions .

Copies of the memorandum and the draft benef it
charter a re available f or a small donation if you
wr i t e t o : The Ad Hoc UI F Corrmi t tee , POBox 261119,
Bxcorn , Johannesburg 2001. We would a lso welcane an~

comment s or cr iticisms on thi s article .

(Representa t i ves from the Industr ial Aid Society,
the Eas t Rand Corrrnun ity Advice Bureau)

A DPAF'I BENEFIT CJ-Ul.RTER

1. WE ~NT ONE FUND ~"'OR ALL OORKERS IN SOUTH AFRICA
* Now danest ic , farm , seasonal and most

government workers can ' t get money fran t he
UI F.

* Now t he so-called " i ndependent" homelands have
got thei r own f unds .

2. WE ~NT MORE VIP MONEY FOR A LONGER Tll"l E
* Now we ge t 45% of our last wage for not l onger

than 6 months . This is not enough .
we want at least 60% of our last wage for one
year .

* Now we ge t one week ' s VI F money for eve r y 6
weeks we have pa id t o the f urd ,
we want one week ' s money f or every 4 weeks we
have pa id t o t he fund .

* Now workers over 50 can onl y ge t money for 6
months .
we say t he unempl oyed workers over 50 must get
one week ' s money for every 4 weeks they have
paid t o t he f und . They must get this unt i l
t hei r money i s finisned .

* Now we ge t our money by ch~]ue .
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11 we must decide if \lie want our lOOney in cash or
by cheque ,

3. WE MUSTN 1T ~lT FOR MORE 'I1ii\N ONE WEEK FOR OUR
UIF MONEY.
11 NOW' \lie of ten wait f or a l ong t ime before \lie

get our UIF rooney.
11 Now if ee don't have a blue card then "'Ie can' t

get our UI F money.
we say that the bosses must fill i n forms when
...e leave our '[obs, Then se can qet our money
even i f "'Ie don ' t have a blue card.

4. WE MUST DEX;IDE WHERE WE wr>.NT TO cotzzer OUR UI F
MONEY •
• Now many workers must travel long distances t o

get thei r money ,
we say that the gove r nnent must open more
of f i ces where we can get UIF.
WOr ker s must not travel recre than 2S kIn t o get
their rroney,

11 Now migr ant workers must get their money in
the harelands.

11 we say that workers must decide where they
want t o get their ncoey,

11 Now a ll wor ker s must s ign f or their money
every 2 weeks.
We say that worker s in rura l a r eas IWSt get
their eooey once a monch,

11 Now 'tile can ' t send sareone else to collect our
noney.
We say that if there i s a problem then a
worker nust s ign a let ter i n front of a
mag i s tra te or carmissioner of oaths explaining
why they can' t collect their money.

I . THE GOVERlO1ENT MUST TElL THE OOSSES WHl\T TO 00
ABOUT THE UIF. CHARGE THE BOSSES IF 'IlfEY ~IT
LISTm.
'* Now many bosses don't get blue cards for their

workers. Often bosses fill in the wrong reasons
on our blue cards. While "'Ie suffer the bosses
are never taken t o cour t .
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6. WE W\NT BETTER, MORE EFFICIENT AG'lINISTRATION OF
THE UIF.
* Now many people in the claims offices (the

offices where we get our rooney) are rude to
us. They don I t help us when we have problems
and they don't tell us how much rooney we wi ll
get and how l ong we will get money for.
we want the carmi ttees that control the £urrl
to employ complaints of f i cer s in all big
cla~ of f ices . The officers must speak our
languages and help us.

* Now the Department has forms and letters in
English and Afrikaans .
we want t o get forms and letters in our
languages .

* Now if we are sick and can't get to the
Department to sign on or collect our money,
the oepartment makes us start again.
we say that if we have a good reason for not
going to sign we must not start again.

7. WE OON 'T Wi\NT Nlt'lBERS ON OUR BLUE CARDS.
* Now many bosses will not errploy us if they see

number 3 on our blue cards.
we say that the bosses mustn I t put the mmbers
1 , 2 , or 3 on our blue cards. They must put
the mncees on a form .

8. OFFICIALS MUST LISTEN TO US BEFORE THEY GIVE US
A 6-WEEK PENALTY.
* Now officials in the claims offices can give

us a 6-week penalty if they think it was our
fault that we lost a iob. This rreens that we
can 't get our unanployment money for 6 weeks .
Often they don 't listen to the worker's story.
we say the officials must listen to the
worker's story.

* Now we only have 1 month t o figh t the penalty.
If we dont t; fight in 1 month, we don't have
another chance. And many of us don 't know how
to fight the penalty.
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we want three months t o fight the penalty.
* Now when we want to fight against penalties we

reust; first write to the Department, but rrany
of us can ' t write.
we say the qoverrsrent; must let us talk at a
meeting if we can't write.

* Now we are not allowed an advisor or
representative when we are talking about the
penalty.
we must; be allowed an advisor or represent­
ative to help us fight the penalty.

9. WE NEED ANOI'HER FUND TO HELP OORKERS WHO HAVE
FINISHED GETTING MONEY FRCM THE UIF AND FOR
PEOPLE WHO HAVE NEVER OORKED.

* Now many students finish school and can't f i.nd
jobs. They can ' t get money fran the UIF because
they have never given any money t o the UIF.

* Now many workers stay unemployed f or a long
tdrre , But they can I t get money fran the UIF for
more than 6 months.
~ say the goverrxnent must start a new fund f or
these people. The qoverment; has laws that say
how much money unskilled workers all ove r South
Africa must get. we think that the qoverrment;
rrust pay at least 33-45% of these wages to
people.
In Johannesburg this would be R26-R35 every 2
weeks.

10. THE BOSSES AND THE GOVEmMENT MUST GIVE MONEY TO
THE UIF.

* Now the bosses pay less money than the workers
to the UIF. For every 5c the workers give, the
bosses give 3c.
wa say that the bosses must pay the sane money
as their workers. This means if a worker pays 5c
then his boss must also pay Sc ,

* Now the qoverrment; is giving R7 million to the
UIF every year. But in 1982 workers gave R75
mdllion and the bosses gave R45 million.
we say that the qoverrsrent; must give at least
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the same money that all the bosses and the
workers give together.

11. W::>RKERS MUST HAVE MORE CONTROL OVER THE UIF.
* Now the coomittees which control the UIF do not

represent most of the workers who pay money to
the VIF.
we say that the Minister of Manp:>Wer must call
meeting of all worker representatives t o discuss
who must sit on the coomittees.
The qoverrment; must give full reports to the
public about the decisions, meetings am
Investmenta that the coomittees, who control the
UlF, make.

rsrs Qi.D..RTER IS NOT FINISHED. WE WANT YOU TO TELL U
ABOUT ANYTHI~ YOU OON'T AGREE WITH ANO ANY'mIt-K; YO
THINK WE MUST PUT IN.

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

If we want to win our demands we need a big canpaign
of employed and unemployed workers.

DISCUSS THE CHARTER in your factory carmittees and
shop steward councils. And in your trade unions,
carmunity and student organisations. And with group
of unemployed workers.

FIGHT FOR A BETTER UNEMPLOYMENT INSURAOCE EUND

Ask your or ga ni s a t ion f or more information or
contact any of the organisations listed below.

ISSUED BY: Industrial Aid Society, Roan 14 Chester
HOUse, Jeppe Street (cor Sinm:>nds), Johannesburg.
Tel: 8364422; Industrial Aid Centre, 312 Trevor
Building, Voortrekker Street, Vereeniging. Tel:
(016) 221700; East Rand Coomuni ty Advice Bureau,
Ranan Catholic Church, 270 Mokoena Section,
Katlehong. (Saturdays onl y )
m.TE: June 1984.
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The Frane GrOUP i s the l argest textile manufacturer
' n SOUth Af r ica , errploying 33<XX>. For 10 years the
~tional ll'lion of Texti Ie WOr ke r s (NU'IW) has f ought
a batt le agains t Frane f or union recognitioo. Des­
pite a hos t ile management and the presence of a
rival union favoured by the canpany (Textile WOrkers
Iooustrial union - 'IWIU) , Nt1lW is confident of
mai ority SUf{Xl[ t i n Framels New Germany cuuplex an:1
has r epeatedly called f or a ballot to t est their
claim .

More r ecently union members are facing a new problem
_ the threat of retrenctJrent . Below ~ publish a
copy of Frame I s r etrenchrent pol icy and a n interview
with retrenched wcrkera and the NU'IW organiser . The
uni on has brought marerous cases aga i nst the carpany
both over recognition and retrenc::hrents. The r esults
of these cases a r e still awa i ted .

OOI'ICE OF INTENTION TO RETREN:H AND RETREXlMENT
l'm:EOORE

It i s with r egret that Not ice is hereby given that a
certain rutber o f errployees are t o be r etrenched.
Group retrendment procedure is set out below.

UNSKIu,m EMPLOYEES
Unskilled errployees will be selected f or
retrenctInent on the bas i s of last in first
out but will be of fer ed a transfer within the
~oup ...mere pos s ible. xccepcarce of the of fer
1S vol untar y .
~re no transfer is possible, or a t ransfer
rs not accepted , the enployee concerned will
be r etrenched .
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2. OTHER EMPLOYEES
2 .1 All other employees will undergo a ccrpetency

test.
2 .2 Retrenchment wil l take p lace on the basis of

l eas t ccxnpetent f irst out but where vacancies
exist , of f e r s of transfer within the Group
will be made to employees i n order of
competency, Acceptance of t he offer is
voluntary .

2 .3 Where no transfer is possible, or a t ransfer
i s not accepted , t he employee concerned will
be r e trenched.

2 .4 As between employees of equal competence t he
principle of l ast i n first out will be
applied .

2 .5 Any employee declining t o undergo a canpetency
t es t wi ll be regarded as hav ing accepted
re cr encbrent ,

3 . TFANSFERS
3 . 1 Any erepl.oyee accept ing a t ransfer does so on

the understanding that he will be regarded as
"la s t i n" in his new department.

4 . TEEMINA.TION OF SERVICE AND CGlJPENSATIOO
4 . 1 An E!l'ployee being retrenched will be paid one

weeks wages in l i eu of not i ce of t he
t e rmi nation of his contract of employment .

4. 2 I n addition , long service employees will be
paid canpensation for r e t.re nc brent; according
to t hei r l engt h of unbroken service wi t hin the
Frame Group , as set out i n the applicable
section of the following table:

4 .2 . 1 Those with more than one years service but not
more than five years service - two weeks
wages .

4 .2 .2 Those wi th more t han five years serv ice but
not more than ten years service - four weeks
wages .

4 .2 .3 Those wi th more t han ten years service - six
weeks wages.
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4.2.4 Pension fund ~rs being retrenched will
receive fran the Pension Fund an amount
equivalent t o twice the total of their 0'w'Il

cont r i bu t ions t o the Fund.

5. RET~ENT FOR-'I
5.1 Enployees who are retrenched will be requested

t o sign a Notice of Retrenchment.

INTERVIEW

The S1\LB rret with Jabulani Gwala (NU'IW organiser) am
scren nanbers of the NU'IW who have been retrenched
fran Frametex. Their story is told below. (Pinetown
28.7.84)

JABUlANI: There have been redundancies at Franetex,
Nortex, Pinetex and NNo'l. The Nortex retrencl'ments
were uoo.erstandable because departments were c l osed
and machines scrapped - al though the policy of re­
trencbrenta is not acceptable t o us. Nortex is in­
stalling new ma.chines and they will employ ccnplete­
ly new people. FOSA'ItI is not strong there. The
Pinetex retrencl'Jllents were accepted by the 'IU:SA
union. When our members are retrenched at Frametex
they are being replaced. by new people including 'IWIU
nanbers fran Nortex. Fourteen workers were retrench­
ed fran Franetex yesterday.

FRAMETEX W::>RKERS: we were dismissed without any
warning. SCIre of us have worked f or Frame for 13,
14, 15, 16, and 19 years. we worked as spinning
operators, as c l eaner s am in dispatch.
New workers are taking our j obs - sare 'IWIU members
fran Pinetown. The union will have t o take out a
case against the ma.nagement.

S!.LB: 'i'itlat is it like to work for Frane?
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FRAMETEX ~RKERS: The management i s very unfair.
Dismissing workers without warning. Enlploying am
retrenching at the sere time. The wages are low.
Normal pey is R54 but with ove r t ime we can cane up
t o R64 a week. Normally we work a 6.00 till 6.00
shift 4 days a week. The shift sys t em is bad. You
can work very hard and still be retrenched. There
a r e no ove r a lls . You must buy you own. And there is
only a small sink inside the toilets f or washing.
The coopany food is expensive. Si xty- e ight cent s f or
soup. Seventy-eight cents for 2 pieces of meat. Tea
costs 16 cents - 13 cents for the tea am 3 cents
f or the conta i ner !

SALB: How will you manage?

FRAMETEX ~RKERS: Buying and selling goods will
help. OUr kids won I t be able to continue at school.
'Illere will be no money f or r ent - no shelter f or our
families.

BALB: ¥41y do you think Frame retrenched you?

FRAMETEX \«)RKE;RS: For no reason. Just t o oppress us.
It is clear that Frame is fighting against our
or gan i sat ion , against FOSAW.
*When I was transferred fran seltex t o Frametex, I
was told by the Labour Office that I should not
change to FOSATU. This is the reason I am being
retrenched.
*1 was in 'IWIU but there was nothing - no meetings.
They did not discuss with us. They did not ask f or
questions or ideas. They speak for themselves.
When we were retrenched we were called to the
training roan. Red Card ('lWIU) shop stewards are
present to represent you and witness you signing the
form.
*~n you are transferred between departrrents you
have to sign that you are a new employee and then
you lose your LIFO rights.
*As workers we realise that Frame is using
retrenctrrent to attack us but we strongly believe
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that we should s tick to the un ion unt il we win.

JABlJ[ANI : Six out of 32 workers r etrenched are
invol ved in the r ecognition case . They have made
stat ements t o the court that people were for ced t o
j oin the red card union . Then they were r etrenched.
0Jr br own l ung campaign f ound that 30 out o f the
2lXX> wor ker s tes ted had been affected by dust . This
i s important because o f t he new r etr enchrrent
procedure . There i s a competency t e s t as a basis for
retrenchment. This hits ol der people , weaker people
who cannot run t o obey management 's orders . Wor kers
don ' t know what c ri teria a re used and t hey dont t see
~ resul ts of the t e s t s. So a f ter a l ifet ime
working for the canpany you can be g iven a 3 mi nute
test and then d ismissed . The tests a re administered
by the spinning t eac her. This person wa s praoot ed
after the 1974 strike and c rossed t o suppor t the
'IWIU and i s now pro-management .
Frame are intensifying work . People are often doing
tso-end-e-haf f -iobs i nstead o f one. They r educe
s taf f but not production. This increa sed pressure
leads t o more i llnes s.

m LB: ~t are r elations like between NU'IW and 'IWIU?

JABUIANI: There i s no conflict at Prerrerex where we
have a huge majority . At Pi netex management caused
bad feeling by cont i nui ng to deduct s t op orde rs for
'IWIU despite the f act t hat wor kers had r esigned fran
that union. This is the subject of a cour t case .
Frame i s trying to provoke a strike in an a t tempt a t
defeat us. They a re s tar t ing to r etrench the cream
of the union. They fear t hey will l ose the l egal
bat t le in the end . Police and dogs have been called
in three times but there has been no str i ke . we
don vt; want a s t r i ke . The management will try to
divide the workers as they did i n the 1980 s t r i ke .
They will then t r y t o f orce the r ed card union onto
the workers.
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since that interview members of the South African
Allied Workers Union (SAAWU) have also received
rough treatment at Frame's East London factory. Most
of the 4050 workers rejected the TlK:SA union. But
when SAAWU members handed notes t o management askirq
that their stop orders t o 1WIU be halted there was
no reply.

W1en a delegation went to see managarent, workers
were told that they had been fired and had 3 minutes
to leave the factory. At that stage "po.l ice entered
the department and started assaulting people with
s'[arrcoks (whips) and let loose the dogs". According
to one SAAVlJ official - Boyce Meli tafa - this was
followed by assaults on workers who had gathered at
the SMVlJ offices. Frame has since reerpfoyed
workers selectively.

(East Lorxlon c orrespondent, August 1984)
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leller: AF&CWU In Oueenslown

Dear Frli tors

I writ e in r e spons e t o a briefi ng in your ed i t ion o f
~LB 9. 6 May 1984. Whilst not wishing t o became
entangled in the details o f tha t specific dispute,
it cer ta i nly r aised a n interesting point about union
organisation and , ul timately, union s trength . I t i s
this which I want t o focus on , r a ther than all the
issues raised, as I bel ieve t his can become a maj or
issue in i ndustrial relations. I would appreci ate
cement; from other r eaders of SALB.

Perhaps I am naive but I f ind t he union s t rategy at
~ in Queenst own puzzling . When ~oma. , an errployee
at KS1, attempted t o undermine AF&CWU by estab­
lishing a rival union, AF&O'i'U turned t o management
to have Ngana. "transferred". I do not know where
AF&CWU envisaged Ngoma. be transf erred t o, g i ven
South Africa' s i nflux cont rol l aws, am I doubt K9'1
has other mills in Queens t own . Did the union mean t o
have him dismis sed?

But be that as it may, why turn t o managenent t o
solve what is essent ially a union problan? If Ngana ,
a union manber, was e ffect i vel y r ecruiting for a
rival union s urely AF&CWU had t o deal with h im
tbensel.ve s , Expulsion fr cxn the union and e xclusion
fran the benefi ts of union r epresentation, seem to
ee to be the appropr iate way of dealing with the
problan, not remova l, f rom his j ob by management.

As for the rival union - aga i n I do not understand
wtly Ngana should be r emoved from his j ob by
mmagement for this. Can AF&CWU not present a
convi ncing case t o its exist ing members why they
should choose t o remain with AF&CWU , r ather t han
join an a l t e r native?
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we must a l so ask why members were l eaving AF&CWU and
101n1ng t his al ternat ive? Ngoma must have been suc­
ceeding - that i s why the i s sue was r aised - but the
union i t se lf must confront t he problem of member
d issat isfaction r a ther than get management to int e r ­
vene on its behalf .

I f Ngoma was misleading the workers and misus ing hi s
posit ion , aga i n , i t is up to the union to expose him
and his t actics , not management .

Those unions who tur n to management to solve t heir
pr obl ems and who suppor t intimidation to ma i nta in
l oyal ty wil l not surv ive . Union strength i s not
based on repression of int erna l problems with t he
aid of management , or intimidation of r ivals . I t
comes from r eal corrrni trrent of members to the union
and what the union stands for . AF&OOJ of all unions
should know that di ssension is not cower ed by
intimidat ion . Would Oscar Mpetha , Ray Alexander and
Neil Agett , have asked management to get rid of
Ngoma?

Final ly , the wri t ers ask what i s r ecogni sed i n a
recogni tion agreemen t . I have not seen a copy of t he
agreement in question , but a l l other such agreements
include a clause corrrni t t ing both part ies to Freedom
of Association . This i s an impor t ant clause f or bot h
parties . I t protects union members by prevent i ng
management f rom favouring sweethear t unions and
victimising militants . It should protect management
f rom potential outbreaks of violence when union
of f i c i a l s " t ake direct action" and " for c i bl y e ject "
t hose wor kers they disapprove of .

I l ook forward t o cannent s .

Yours faithfully

R de V.

50



REVIEW: Dlrecl. ry .1 SIII_ Rlriell Tra•• U.1111

paul Lundall , Iqhseen Schroeder , am Gordoo yourg,
(SOUthern Africa labour and revet oprene Research
unit , tjrriv of cape Town, July 1984. Price: RSO)

Trade union nerbership in South Africa grew by 58,5%
between 1980 am 1983 according t o the Directmy' of
SOUth African Trade lllions, published by Saldru.
African union naroership increased the fastest ­
fran 220000 in 1980 to 670CXX> in 1983, or 200% _ But
~ite, col oured and asian unionists have also
increased in mneer , by 6,0 % aOO 8 , 7% respecefvety,
TOtal union nB ltJer ship , now stands at 1545824, of
\oban 271934 are i n unregistered unions. African
workers are now the largest g r oup of unioo nSfibers ,
at 43,4% with whites standing at 33,9% and coloureds
eed asians a t 22,7% o f t otal rrerbership. In 1983,
about 15% of the econanically acti ve population in
South Africa was unionised. This is double the
figure f or 1970. If "unreqfatered" workers only are
counted , 1 in e very 4 are in unions, and four-and-a­
hal f million workers remain t o be organised .

The Di r ectory lists 194 registered unions and 46
lI'lIegister ed unions. Smmaries of union registration
cer tificates whi ch lay down their scope and
C)eOgraphi cal a rea - are published f or the first tine
ever. Also listed are head off ice and regional
Off ice eodresses and telephone m.mers, office
bearers , union a f fil i a t ions , a nd i ndustr i a l councils
and closed shop aqreerenca, There are four major
federations of unions cm:lrY;J 18 listed in tbe Direc­
~ry. 'Ihere are entries also f or a nllttler of indust­
tlal relations research bodies, and trade union
SUWOrt groups .

~ 42O-page directory also lists unions by size,
l l'k:l.UStrial sector and geogr aphi cal area.
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Recession and Relrllcbmenl II Ibe
Eisl Rand Metllinduslry, 1982

I.gnd Ol,ry

This a rticle i s a case s t udy of t he r es ponses of
management and workers in the East Rand metal i ndus­
try t o t he current r ecession. The evi dence ga thered
s uggests that while the s tate of the econany cert­
a i nl y i mpinges on the type of s t r a t egy unfons have
t o employ during a r eces sionary phase, a nd while
unions cer tai n l y t eed t o be placed in a defens ive
posi t ion during this tllne, the r elationship bet ween
cycles of c apital accunulation and worker organ i sa­
t i on i s not a rrecbarrlcal, one . Thus during the ear ly
19805, despite a r ecession, there was a substant ial
increase in the arrount of strike activity par t i cul ­
a r ly in the metal industry. (1)

The first sect i on l ooks a t management' s r esponse s to
the r ecession and the role which retrenchment s
played in this process. In the sample of canpanies
interviewed there were three l arge foundries, two
s teel merchants, three producers o f non-fe rrous
rretal product s, three producers o f electrical and
e lect ron i c products and one producer of heavy d uty
t r a nsport equfprent , These c anpan i es employed a
t otal of appr oxi mately 28500 workers o f a ll races at
the end of 1981. By the e nd of 1982 this figure had
dropped to 230<X>. The number o f black workers emp­
l oyed at the e nd of 1981 was 16500, and this had
been r educed t o 13600 by the end of 1982. A t otal of
18% of the bl ack wor kfor ce was affected by the re­
trenctlTlent. In individual canpanie s r etrrencbrenta
account ed f or a reduction of the workforce fran as
l i t t le a s 5% t o a s much as 25% .

Sect ion two e xamines the response by the Metal and
Allied WOrkers Union (MAWU) t o the r etirencrrrent.s ,
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our i ng 1981 am 1982 the union grew txemeodoual.y,
\:Oth as a result of the geographical concentration
of Iretal workers, and a s a result of the spreadinq
mili tancy generated by the s t r i ke wave. Data on the
union was gathered through a series of semi­
st ruct ur ed interviews with 120 retrenched MAWU
nenbers . Interviews were also done with shop ste­
wards in a nunber of these factories. Further in­
depth interviews were done with the MAW{) organiser
00 the East Ram, the MAWU National President and
the MA~'lJ National Secretary.

I fo'.ANP.GEMENT STRATD3I ES JlJID PR(XEDURES

~ital restructuring, productivity and training

Ret renctnent s in the metal irxlustry occurred within
the frart'le\oK)rk of firstly the current recession,
secondl y the process of capital restructuring and
rationalisation, and thirdly new forms of management
indust r i a l relations strategies which seek to incor­
poret e and neutralise the threat of the rapidly
Emerging black trade unions. In most of the fact­
or i es in the sample the recession was viewed as a
t ime appropriate to rationalisation and consolida­
tion of new production rrethods, Le, streamlining
beth machinery and the Labour process as a whole, in
ant i cipat ion of annexing a larger share of roth the
local end international market during the following
been perIod, Coopanies therefore looked to machinery
which allowed them t o concentrate on the production
of a specific specialised product or plant which
produced new productis , L,e, diversification of their
market .

Over the past two decades South African Irdustry has
undergone a rapid process of capital intensification.
Wi th state ~sis on the expansion of the iooustr­
ial sector and the need to enter the international
capi tal goods market on a canpetitive basis, the
metal Irdustry has turned t o increasingly sophistic-
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a ted technology. Reasons ci t ed fo r the need for such
deveropreots incl1rled: i ncreased speed of production
( 46% of the satple) ; ~oved quality of produces
(36%) ; r educed costs of produceion (9%:) ; and poten­
tial e xpansion of the expor t market (9%:).

Productivity assunes more and more i..mp:>rtance for
capi tal as it a t t enpt:s t o rationalise. In the meta l
i ndustry where the Labour proces s is chang ing r apid­
ly fran one heavily reliant on cheap unskilled lab­
our to more soph ist i cat ed proces ses, the drive for
increased productivity has been particularly great .
This has i nclOOed training proqr anrrea for workera on
new machinery a nd irrproved channels of carmunicat ion
and carmand between workera and s upervisors/manage­
eeoc, Producti v i ty inprOVE!l'l'eOt has involved the
recrui b tent of "better quali ty sor kers'" , Impr oved
work motivation, the Nati onal Productivity I nsti­
t ute 's "realist Aooit scbere" which i n::1icates where
productivity can be improved i n the plant as well as
the introduction of specialised .....or k s t ooy
deper tnentis ,

Training programmes are a c orol lar y of the mechan­
isation process. While the costs o f s uch training
may be high, particularly in the phase of econanic
s l urp , most ccroames interviewed r egarded this cost
as necessary , a rgui ng that it woul d pay dfvidends in
the subsequent boon period. Firstly, a reces s i onary
per fed al Ices carpanies greater choice as t o the
"type" of worker they €q)loy ard many have used this
period to tJeed out " infer i or", "unsui tabl e" or "bad"
wor ker a , This r esults i n r e v i s i on of r ecruf trrent; am
i nduct ion prcqreerres t o r ecruit higher ca libr e wor k­
e r s . These training programres conta i n an irrplici t
ideological content which seeks t o instil i n worker s
a loyalty t o the firm and an acceptance of the
capitalist system itself. As one employer put i t ..~
encourage them t o put f orward ideas about how we can
make the carpany better and how coomunication can be
improved all round;" (2)
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The r ole of retrenctments in the recession
~

Ttte need to reduce manpower is a product; of both the
recession and capital restructur ing:
(i) retrenctInents have served to rid canpanies of
excess unskilled Iabour , Since the industry is be­
ceroing relatively more nechanised there is a declin­
ing demand for large mxnbers of unskilled labourers
ard an increased need to develop semi-skilled work­
ers with basic literacy and a specific training
appropriate to operating certain types of machinery.
(ii) while there may be a certain degree of re­
anployrrent when the upswing coree this will most
certainly be selective, i ,e, if we go by the present
'trend of coopanies retaining the better workers end
recruit:rrent of workers with an aptitude for trainiR].
(iii) the recession has resulted in cceperues needing
to reduce their wage bill, but it can also be argued
that it was a good etee to streamline produceton and
organi sat ion and therefore get rid of excess labour:
"To utilise people better, if you take away five
here maybe you can work better with iust three. II (3)
(iv) recrercmenes. served to undermine organisation
and militancy and provided a strong incentive to
workers to co-operate with employers end protect
their -iobs ,

ManagEment procedures for ~ retrenctInent of black
workers

Most canpanies cl.atmed to have retrenched across the
board. Fran the survey it was clear that while pro­
POrtionately IOOre white, coloured and asian workers
were affected by retrencbTents than might have beetl
anticipated, the maiority of workers affected were
african unskilled and mainly contract workers.

In the 19605 and the early 1970s South African E!lp­
l ayers did not have an organised and united workers
IlX:lVetTent t o contend with, and therefore could rely
oO,coerci on . With the emergence of black trade
wuons capi tal has had to adapt its rrethods of
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control and its mode of industrial relations. Thus
s i mple r etrenctlnents were not the onl y way in which
employers reduced their headcounts. The follO'W'ing
r eas ons for the termination of employment of bl ack
worke r s were given:
Ret r e nchment s 60 % of the sample
seetreeene 4%
Early r etirem=nt 5%
Natural attrition 13%
Dismissed after strike 18%

Almost all of the firms interviewed had adopted a
pol Icy of natural attrition fran as early as January
1982 when they froze recrurtrrent , A variation of
this procedure adopted by one company was to auto­
matically dismiss all workers who did not r eturn
fran C1ristmas leave on the due date. To ccepterent
this type of s t r a tegy cceparries have gener a lly
t i ghtened up their disciplinary and. dismissal pro­
cedures:

When you are faced with a situation like the
present econany am you don I t want to formally
retrench then everybody is given the c hance to
work efficiently and those who don't are moved
out. since March last year we have got rid of
about 20% of the workforce through all these
rretbods , (4)

Because of the atphasis on productivity older
workers are often seen as a liability. Many canp­
anies called for volunteers f or early retiraoont
(the age of voluntary ret.i rerrent; has been dropped to
55) or chose people involuntarily to go on early
retirem=nt. Because many older workers are uncertain
about their age many of the canpanies sent these
workers to doctors who were instructed t o determire
their age and whether they were physically able to
produce. Many of these workers were unwilling t o be
pensioned off, but in one case they were threatened
with retrenctlnent and. hence no pension if they per­
sisted in their demands t o be kept on. (5) Pension­
ing then can be seen as part of the employers' over-
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11 pro:Jr amre t o reduce the mnber o f workers and
~rtieular1Y as a means of increasing efficierx=y
since younger wor ker s can be pushed t o produce rrore
quickly. Also errployers ar e mor e eager t o train

unger workers since the ccepeny has a l onger per­fod in which to reap the benefits of thi s trainirq .
h1lere carpanies have not enployed this practice it
i s usually because they have a fai r ly high labour
turnove r and thus tend t o keep the ave rage age of
their workers fa i r ly low.

I f workers a re d i smissed after stri ke action they
are not eligible for any redundancy payments. At
scaw t1etals , a l arge f oundry on the East Rand ,
hundreds of workers were dismissed after strike
act ion a r ound wage danands in April 1982 .

cr i teria for r etrenchtellt

Degree of skill
Las t in first out (li fo)
Productivi ty
Poor atterrlance/discipl ine
Not ret renched

33%
33%
12%
12%
10% (6)

A finn 's a t t i tude t o i ndustria l r elations was a
central feature in the way i t dealt wi th its r e tren­
ctrnent proqrerrme and the way it ccemumcated the
I"I:!WS t o wor kers . Fi nns whi ch had signed formal agr ­
CGtents wi th the union t eOOed to stick t o the letter
of the eqreererrt , although often these eqreerenta
were not sufficient to pr otect worker interests
fully. 11lose who had informal agreaoonts with the
union varied . Sate r eforrred battlelines am attallpt­
eel t o win back grouoo. lost in the previous year
during the period of burgeoning union strength.
OtheI:S sought not to inpa i r r elations more than was
necessar y .

Few companies act uall y c ited s k i l ls as a criterion
for retrenchtent , however all were ca reful not t o
undenni ne the i r sk i l ls inf r ast ruct ure and wor kers
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with va l uable s ki l ls were protected from retrench­
ment. Thirty-three percent of the sample said that
lifo was the primary consideration when r e t r ench i ng .
One enployer regretfully said, llwe didn ' t have very
many people who we coul d really lay sanething on t o
retrench than, 50 the short ser vi ce people went. II

(7) But those workers with skills , even if employed
f or a short period were spared the axe.

Productnvi ty arx:l poor attendance/discipline as a
c r i t e r i a for retrenchment involved evaluation of
\I,Orkers' job records , productivity and perfonnance
on the job, d iscipline and absenteeism .

The p rcx::ejures

SEIFSA , the giant federation of metal employers in
South Africa, has issued. guidelines for r etrenchment
procedures . These ioclude errployers informing
SEIFSA. of the carpany1s decis i on t o retrench tw::>
weeks in advance, as well as the reasons f or retren­
ctmenta , They also suggest that two weeks' notice be
given to enployees . They do not s ugge s t , however ,
that retrenchment i s an issue f or negotiation with
workera or their representatives .

Sixty percent of the canpanies interviewed had no
negotiation with workers or their representatives
over retrenctInents . '!\.Ienty-three per cent of the
employers had negotiated procedures with MAWU . Sev­
enteen percent had not r etrenched and it varied as
to whether they had formal procedures on hand f or
retrenching workers or not . All canpa.nies cons idered
their retrenctrrent procedures minimised the possi­
bility of any \I,Orker disruption of the proouction
process . Significantly, in no cases at all was there
negotiation ove r whether or not t o retrench workers .

No negotiation at all over r etrenchments.
That' s purely a financial matter and purely up
to managanent . The employees ' answer to any
question about whether retrencments were
necessary would obvious l y be "NO" . (8)
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()1lY one carpany utilised its relationship with the
onion in a positive way - allowing them access to
lists o f people to be retrenched . The union invest­
igated length of service of all these people 1300
where tlley fourd longer service records than the
~y CUlputer had shc:P.m , requested that the C",U"iVP­

any rerrove these workers fran the retre:dillent list.
fiOWI!ver, nost ccreenies kept their lists confiden­
tial until the day on which they gave the workers
not i ce, or inllaliately retrenched them. This pre­
vented roth the union 1300 the workers fran taking
any prior protective action against the ccepeny,

Extent of notice 9iven ~ retrenched workers

None
24 hours
'lWO weeks
Four t o six weeks
Nh<

36%
in
17%

7%
23%

'1tIe figures above reflect onl y the official policies
of the carpanies interviewed. In subsequent inter­
views with workers it was appar ent that many anploy­
ers had not abided by their policies. For example, a
large iron fourrlry ('IMF) c l a irood to have given work­
er s two weeks I notice of retrenchrent . acsever , wor­
kers retrenched were only t old on the morning that
they were retrenched , 1300 were then locked out of
the factory . Another carpahy adnitted, "we do have a
formal policy but we didn I t apply it." (9) Many~
pentes irdeed felt that no notice was the best
procedure :

Ret rendl11i l"'ennt was an irrmediate procedure, with
no notice. we feel that if a person is going
t o be retrenched he would be t old 1300 allowed
to leave Intredfateky - fran a roorale point of
view. (10)

~nsation

One weeks I pay 5%
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'TWo weeks' pay
Four weeks I pay
Pay for each year' s ser vice
plus hol iday pay and bonus
None
N/A

12%
5%

49%
12%
17%

The above f igures reflect the tota l compensat ion
paid t o retrenched workers and does not d iffer ­
entiate between pay in lieu of notice and compensa­
tion paid out af t er notice time ser ved by workers.
The f igures a l so reflect management c laims . It was
di f f icul t t o ascertain how accurat e these c laims
\o,Bre s ince on many workers' final pay envelopes
t here was no breakdown of payments. If canpanies
were t o make full redundancy payments t he cost must
be cons iderable . To sane extent these costs may rep­
r esent a s ubsequent overall s aving for the company
when compared t o the r eduction of the wage bill.
Thi s enables maintenance or stabilisation of the
rate of pr of i t and/or a relocation of these f unds in
more profitable areas, e .g . new machi nery or skills
t ra i ni ng programmes.

Beyond r etrenchments

Other s t rategies adopted by management t o deal with
t he recession included cutt ing down on over t ime,
cut t i ng unnecessar y costs and implementing a shor t er
work ing week . However "f or many employers , these
measures wer e r esorted t o only a f t e r t hey had re­
trenched workers mainly because t hey were unwi l l i ng
to cut down on hours of work s i nce t his meant that
capi ta l equipment lay idl e and the mos t cost ef fect­
ive measure was t o r etrench.

(i) Shor t t ime : onl y 17% of the compani es int erviewed
went ont o s hort time in 1982. Short time usually
i nvolved a r educ tion t o a three or f our day week.
This measure was r egarded as a l ast r esort after a ll
ot her methods had been exhausted . Reasons for t his
re l uc t ance incl uded t he f i nanc ial loss if expensive
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~chinery was left idle, the difficulty of stopping
nd s t ar t i ng the production process f or shorter
~riods (particularly foundries and production line
based factories). A few canpanies also felt that
they were obliged to pay workers for the days they
did not work , fearing that if they did not these
workers , and particularly those with skills , would
look for -[ obs elsewhere.
(ii) over t Lme : at the end of 1981 when companies had
not yet begun t o feel the full effects of the rec­
ess ion , overtime worked by black workers ranged fran
S%: of normal time t o lOO%: of normal time. The carp­
anies interviewed together worked a rough average
over time of 27% of normal time at the end of 1981.
By the end of 1982 this average dropped to 5% of
normal time, with many canpanies having cut out all
overtim= and others working ove r t i me only in main­
tenance and arergency sections and security. How­
ever, once again these f igures are a reflection of
management statements. Fran subsequent interviews
with workers it was evident that sane canpanies had
in f act maintained fairly substantial overtime hours
while at the same time retrenching a number of
workers . In these cases workers were pushed to pro­
duce more efficiently and quickly and both quality
and speed of production were emphasised . Workers not
neet inq acceptable atendards were in '[eopardy of
l oosing their i obs .
(iii) Transfers: many canpanies transferred workers
internally t o avoid pushing up numbers o f retrench­
menta and to maintain realistic levels of employees
in anticipation of the bean period. These transfers
could take place either within the canpany or bet­
ween canpani e s in the same group. Where a canpany
transferred workers internal ly, they usually used
this as a method of protecting the more "vafuabl .e''
WOrkers.

]el ations with trade unions

Retrencment procedures were discussed at a 1983
lllanagarent conference which was open to all sections
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of i ndus try. (11) A fa i rly c lear d ivision emerged .
On the one hand were those who would prefer to
retain t he o ld fear and smear t actic s aga inst t he
emerging un ions and took a hard line on ret rench ing
wi t hout consul tat ion or negot iation . Those who adop­
t ed an "enlIqhtened" approach accepted tha t indepen-,
dent black unions are here t o s tay and tha t open
confrontat ion with such unions could only have det ­
rimental consequences for c api t aL Elnphasis by this
group wa s on def i n ing new a reas of negot i a t ion which
woul d not e rode management cont rol over c rucial
i s sue s such as what, how much or when t o produce, or
whether t o r educe t he wor kforce. Thus accord ing t o
one speaker :

Ret renctlnent procedures s hould be negotiated,
not when a caupa ny i s faced with having t o
r etrench, but r a ther as one of the "structures"
necessary to r egula te the relationship bet ween
employer and the union, and updated or re­
negot iated on an annual bas i s as c i rcumstances
require. (12)

The mot i vation behind this approach , however,
r emains t he mai ntenance of product i vi t y, high worker
morale end the wellbeing of t he canpany 0300 of
course , profit. It reflects a s well, the at.tempt; t o
sh i f t the conf rontat ion bet ween capi tal and l abour
away fran the f ac t ory floor a nd into the boar d roan.

Management/worker r elations varied during the period
of e xtens ive retrenchments. In the companie s inter­
viewed there was t he f ollowing breakdown of wor ker
r epresentative bodies :
Onl y works councils 53%
Only shop s t ewards 18%
~rks council 0300. shop s t ewards 12%
"Boss boy" carmi ttee 5%
No worker representatives 12%

Companies which spor ted wor ks counc i ls ge nera l l y
believed that retrencl'Inent had not a f fected c crmun­
ications with workers ir r eparably. The works coon-
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dIS were used t o carmunicate the f act of retrench­
JTent t o wor ke r s , am there was no negotiation over
procedure or benefits. Canpanies who relied onl y on
I<JOr ks council worker representation tended t o regard
union interventi on ove r the retrenchrrent issue as
unnecessar y and presuepti ous, However, canpanies
with established relationships with MAWU r ecognised
that retirencmenta coul d be a potent i ally disruptive
is sue in the workplace:

Retrenctrrents mist; have had an e f fect on trade
union thinking and strategy. I think they have
sor ted out who they consider the qood , the bad
and the indifferent enployers, a nd this could
a f fect their dealings with employers in years
t o cane. (13)

Also while many saw the potentially disruptive
effects retirencmenta coul d have on srrooth workplace
running, they maintained that rexrencbrent; woul d
serve t o keep workers in their place:

Ret rencment s had a positive effect on
canpany/wor ker relations, they are now a
little more worried about their j obs, am
product i vi t y has Improved a l ot because they
know that can happen t o than as well. (14)

Thus the struggle over retrenchrrents has been one
where employers sought t o push back the frontiers
gained by previous mi litant worker action. Manage­
trent sees as i ts goa l the conta i nment and ideally
the co-option of wor ker s and worker r epre sentati ves
into bodies which fal l within its cont rol .

Employer a t t i t udes to the activi t ies of MAWU dur inq
~e retrenctJ'rents var ied . The major ity of employers
Interviewed (60%) believed that the union had l ost
credibil i t y - both with workers and management. One
employer with a c learer vi ew as t o the nature of the
developrent of trade union organisat ion i n South
Afr ica s tated :

I n general , the c lassic idea t hat in a r eces­
s ion trade Wlions find it more difficul t t o
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or gani se than i n a boom , I th ink r etrenchment s in
this count r y will enhance or gani sa t ion because
you are knock ing at the very core of the unions '
r eason to exist , to secur e i ob t enure . (15)

II UNION ORQl,N ISAT ION AND WORKER RESPONSES TO
RETRENC~ENT'

Ret renchment i s caused by an economic s ystem
that cannot meet the needs of wor kers . To l ose
one ' s i ob t hrough no faul t of your own and for
r easons over wh ich you have no cont r ol is ver y
unfa i r . Even worse is the f ac t that when
profits are high and busi ness i s good t hen
wor kers did not r ea l l y benef it as much as they
s houl d have. But now that times a re bad then
it i s wor kers wno are t he fi r s t t o s uffer . To
l ose your i ob is a l ways a pr oblem because i n
our economic system wages are wha t keeps t he
worker and his or he r fami ly a l i ve. (16 )

The power workers wield i n t erms of pressing demands
and winning victor i es depends on a number of fac­
t or s . Fi rstly t he s t a te of the econany. In a boom
per iod rreneqerent;s can g i ve i n t o wor ker demands
wi t hout cutting into profit ma rg ins . In a recession­
ary phase capi tal seeks t o r educe cos ts i ncluding
wages . At the sarre time capi ta l wi ll seek to under ­
mine the power of the working class t o prevent
labour acti on i n response t o t hese cut s . Dur i ng boom
periods union v ictor ies wil l encour age new member ­
shi p and support . Dur i ng reces sion vi c tor i es wil l be
much more di f f i cul t t o win, worker conf idence in
t rade unions may be shaken , i ob insecurity and f ear
of management vi c t imi sation of union activ ists tends
t o i ncrease and of course , r e trenchments depl e te ard
undermi ne union member s hip . The abi l i ty of t rade
unions t o r ide out the adverse effects of a r eces­
s ion to a large e xtent depends on the accumulat ed
power of the movement and the extent t o wh i ch i t has
ent rencned itsel f as a force .
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The emergence o f MAWU-
The f onnal establistrnent o f MAWU in
pietennari t zburg in April 1973 wa s a direct
resul t of t he wave of mass s t rikes of l CXXX)()
Afr i can and Indian workers that t ook place in the
Durban- Pi net own area in J anuary and February
1973 . (17)

By 1975 l"1.AhU l e adership saw t he need t o consolida te
the membersh ip. It was felt that while e xpand i ng
rrembersh i p was desirable, the union a lso had t o
ensure maintenance of its base. To do this the union
concentrat ed on build i ng up shop steward structures
f ran 1977 onwards. Only by becomi ng more f actory
based with trained shop s t ewar ds would the union be
able to s ur v ive managerial resistance t o the union­
i sation of black metal workers. This stra tegy i s
very s imilar t o the one bei ng adopted by fol'.A~ at
present , i.e. consol i dat ion o f s hop steward and
other l ocal COIIUi t tee s truct ures with an emphasis on
educat ion and roobilisation of union membership,
rather than mass r ecruiting drives. In the 1970s
this t actic was crucial in count e ract i ng manaqerent;' s
a t tempts ,t o pre a.pt union organ i sat ion through
liai son ccmnittees and tactics of "fear and smear".
Today the tactic is a s crucial, t o counter ac t man­
agement ' s attempts t o undermine the growing c r ed i bi ­
lity of the union and a lso t o equip workers and
their leade r s in the f actories with an awareness and
understandi ng of the pitfalls of management's new
sophist ica t ed strategies of co-opt ion .

Qeveloping~ union structures

A number of organi sat iona l problems became apparent
t o the union in the aftermath of the 1981 East Ram
st rikes , problems which delayed e f f ective act ion in
the face of the subsequent spate of r etrenchrrents of
~:-al wor kers . The two most c r ucia l problans were
.....~ lack o f trained or ganisers and the way in whidl
IYlany WOrker s became i mpat i e nt with s low processes of
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negotiation between union and management result i ng
in spontaneous and often undi rected action .

The strikes played an impor tant function i n high­
l ight ing these problems and ~AWU then under took to
reassess i t s structures and decentralise organisa­
t ion beyond t he off icial organisers . I t i s here that
the shop steward councils and the l ocal shop stewards
corrmi t tees on the East Rand began t o function as
vehicles for organisation and educat ion of the gen­
eral MAWlJ rrerrcer ship, The s hop s tewards councils
wer e seen by the union and the worker s as structures
wh i ch woul d prov ide t ra i ni ng for shop stewards in
the wor kings of the union , as wel l as a forum for
discussion of general probl ems and cornnon s t rateg ies.
The main f unctions of t he s hop s t ewards councils
were def ined as follows : to organise wor kers ; to
educate wor kers about t he wor kers ' s t ruggle ; to
represent wor kers to management and the union; to
prov ide clear l eaders hip t o the wor kers ' st ruggle.
Al t hough the shop stewards counc i l s t ruct ures were
not f ully operat ional when the wave of r etrenchments
f i rst hi t t he metal i ndus try, in subsequent months
the councils played a large role in mai nta ini ng
organ isa t ion and worker morale , and began to di scuss
stra tegies which would challenge employers ' unila teral
decisions t o retr ench large numbers of workers .

union organisation during r ecession

Unquest ionably , the most demoral is ing effect of
a recession i s t he advent of retrenchment.
p.any of t he progress ive unions have made
publ ic proposals aimed at ameliorati ng the
worst ef fects of a r etrenchment and wit h
s t rong organisat ion it is undoubtedly possible
t o r educe the scale and consequences of an int­
ended retrenchment. But it i s extremely d iff­
i cul t t o prevent retrenchment al toget her •••
redundancies do not a r ise d i rect l y f rom decl i n i~

volurres of work but r a t her from decl i ning rates
profit ••• f ight ing r edundancies is not merely a
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question of fighting through a n abber a tion, a bad
patch in the business cycle. Rather i t i s a ques t ­
i on of f i ght i ng an i nbui l t t endency i n the econ­
m uc system \fro1hich man i fests itself in the per ­
petual displ.ecerent; o f worker s fran the labour
force . It is extrerrely diff icul t f or the union
rrovsrent , or a s ingle union in a single f actory,
t o take on this task single handed . Aoo that is
why there i s sanethi ng depress i ngl y i nexorable,
sanething r eerquard , about negotiating a r e -.
trenctrnent proqrarrtre , (18 )

NOne theles s , two f actors hel ped to maintain a nd in
sane cases spur on organ i sation during thi s tirre
\Ioben there was the danger of mass disillusiorYrellt:
the gener a l l y appal l i ng working condi t i ons
in roost metal factor ies am the of ten s trong
political irrperative behi nd workers ' decisions to
join the union .

Union gu idelines on r etrenchnents

While retrenchments are not a new phenomenon , 1982
was the first time in r ecent south African trade
uni on history that the trade unions were in a
SUff icient ly organised position t o respond. Many
uni ons had r eached the s tage of negotiating
recognition aqreerent a with employers, a nd
retrenchment procedure became an i nportant par t of
these negotiations . Negotiating these procedures
was not a s iIrpl e process . As one organiser s tated:

The f irst r etreoc:ltlellt agreement that 1 was
involved in we l et s lip an impor tant definitioo
regarding the transfer of workers i nside the
pl ant . we have t o t i ghten up, it i s not suff­
i cient t o lust talk about procedure i n t erms of
l ast in f irs t out. For example we must ta l k about
numbers t o be r etrenched, the amount of r edund­
ancy pay , recalling workers , e t c . (19 )

~n ~ document put out by the Federation of South
f r l can Trade Un i ons , o f which ~~wu is an a f f i l iat e ,
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re t r enchment procedure recommendations were out l i n­
ed . The f i rst step would be t o avoid r etrenchments by:
(i) freez ing recr ui tment
(ii ) red irection of workers through t r a i ning i n new
t echniques or jobs
(i i i) shorter work ing week
(iv) elimination of over t ime
(v) s t agger ed unpa id l eave .

One of t he most glaring points about the i s s ue of
re trenchment s i s that t he union i s almost immediate­
ly in a de fens ive posit ion . This can be seen in the
natur e of the union proposals whi ch all mean some
sacr i f ice on the part of workers as forfe i t for re­
taining the i r j obs . While it i s important t o remem­
ber this , it i s as important f or the union , at a
t ime when thei r base and secur i ty i s s o threatened ,
to be able t o win some measure of control over t heir
members ' j ob secur ity .

The second step, if re trenchments are unavoidable ,
i s t o ensur e an equitable dismissal of workers by:
(i) Giving worker s suff icient notice of termina t ion
of employment . f'iAWU proposes I month 's not i ce .

Employers seem t o feel that if they q rve a
per s on no notice, but a day 's wages a t t he eod
of a week, this wil l avoid pr oblems . Ther e are
numerous i nstances of strike action the follow­
ing Monday of ten resul t i ng i n all workers go i ng
bac k t o work . I also want to question the atti ­
tude of employers which states that a worker must ,
afte r some ser vice , be s uddenl y faced wi t h goi ng
home t o his/her family on the weekend , knowing
tha t they do not have a job . The absol ut e desper­
ateness of this s i t uat ion i s one no manager can
beg in t o imagine. (20)

(ii) That the last in f i r s t out s ys t em be used to
choose those workers t o be r etrenched . This avoids
t he poss ibi l i ty of retr enchments bei ng used as a
"pr cduc t i vi ty exercise" , L e, get ting rid of 5 0 ­

cal l ed unproductive worke r s .
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(l i 1) Adequate canpensat ion for retrenched employ­
ees : a ll outatandmq leave and pension pay and a lso
one month 's pay f or each year of service . Tnis
measure would a lso ser ve t o further protect older
workers , s i nce the price of r e trenctrnent woul d in­
crease d ramatical ly f or the employer .
(i v) Those wor kers who a re due to r e tire s hould
rece i ve t heir pensions . The l-'iAWlJ organiser said:

we feel that t hose pens ioners coul d get
saneth i ng and go t o eat , and t hen the young
men coul d a lso keep their j obs so that they
don I t '[ust; starve because there are no '[ cbs
for them anywhere . (21)

(v) That canpanies shoul d keep lists of thos e re­
t renched and give a list t o the union so that those
sorke ra have first opt ion on i obs which become
availabl e d uring the next economic upswing.
(vi) That r e trenctrnents should be d iscussed with the
shop stewards and the union t o d i scus s a l t e rnat i ve
means of cut t ing costs .

~ effect o f r etrendments on workers and the umon

For a t rade union retrenctrnent means firstly a l oss
of membersh i p , secondl y r etrenchments place the
union i n a defens i ve poettfon , and thirdly result 10

probl ems of or gan i sat ion and mobili sat i on of
membersh i p . As one organiser put it:

We can see that the r ecession i s not the fault
of the employers , but on the other side the emp­
l oyers a r e taking advantage. They are weeding out
people and trying t o push workers t o do double
i obs . So you ca n see that the recession i s r eally
onl y a pain t o the workers a nd not so much to the
enptoyer a , The erpkoyera benefi t in the l ong run
because even now the anployers a re pushing their
rooney int o training , they don 't want t o l ose a t
all , ins t ead of taking that money and putting it
for the workers . Ret r enctrnents have affected our
organi s at i on , because in f actories where we were
s t rong , we are no l onger s t rong , s o it~s a
mat t e r of keeping goi ng . (22)
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Much of t he mi l itancy of the 1981-82 period was
undermi ned by these cutbacks . Once the union had
recognised that retrenchments were occur r i ng on a
l arge scale , the shop s t ewards counc il deba t ed tac­
tics t o deal with the i s sue. Statement s from these
meet i ngs attempted t o place a new perspective on ~
i s sue f or workers:

W= blamed ret renchrrent on the employers.
Flnployers always blame the retrenchment s on
the workers, saying no it i s because they have
to pay more t o wor kers . we then said the l ocal
shop s t ewards had to t ake our proposals t o
employers and say they r e-ject ed the retrench­
ments and they must ta l k t o us about it. (23)

In an attempt t o establish some sort of industry
wide agreement on retrenchrrent procedures ~~wu

called a meeting of a l l East Rand employers in
OCtober 1982. SEIFSA strongly opposed t his move and
advised its members not to attend sayi ng that this
would be bypass i ng the Induat.r i ak Council. Onl y one
employer t ur ned up a t the meeting.

Cer t a i nl y , not al l retrenchments were cases of
"union bashing" by employers. However , there was a
s igni f icant amount of vict imisa t ion of union ~rs
and shop s tewards . The most severe cases of worker
vict i mi sa t ion , i .e . retrenching union ~rs and
s hop s t ewards before ot her workers, t ended t o occur
in f actories where the union had fa i l ed t o con­
solidate or al ter natel y , was unable t o establish a
working aqreerent with the employer . Sane canpani es
i n fact broke down any informal agreements they had
established with MAWU dur i ng t he retrenchments. As
one organiser sa id :

I think many factories are trying t o ge t rid
of union mencera, They want t o kill the
st rength of the workers on the shop floor. So
they say no there i s no work, i t i s not
because they are union members. Also they will
say no this guy has skills or he has a speci a l
'[ob and we can I t retrench him. Arrl the workers
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knOw it i s onl y because he i s not a rrsnber of
the un ion . (24)

ThUS many workers' experience o f retrenchment was
one of conf us ion and little information as to why
they were being made redundant , and fran interviews
with workers it was clear that many companies had in
fact not abided by their se t procedures as they had
claimed. A worker from a large foundry which had
claimed t o have given workers two weeks' notice of
retrenchment described his experience:

I a r r i ved on Monday afternoon f or the night
s hi f t . I l ooked at the clock s t a t ion for my
clock ca rd , it was not there . We stood outside
because we didn 't have the tickets and waited
for boss Willen (foreman). we went to his
of f ice . There were eight from my department.
When he arrived he came t o his of f i ce , went
i n, and came out to say there is no more job
for us . I asked him how he can dismiss rre like
tha t , 1 have worked since 1970. He said he
can 't do nothing there is no j ob. we carre the
next day t o get our money. I went to George to
compl a i n about the retrenchrrent and he said I
d id not work well and that I became drunk . He
did not want me to answer and then he just
walked away. What he said was not true. (25)

Contract workers, those with the most tenuous hold
on the urban areas, t ended to be hardest hit by the
retrenchments with usually more than half the
numbers retrenched in each factory being contract
workers. The question of retrenchment of contract
WOrkers raises very particular issues of managerrent
COnt r ol over workers. Firstly, as c ontract workers
are seen t o be a more mil itant grouping , they are
~rkers whan managerrent regards as a disruptive
~luence in the factory . Secondly, with managarent

eats t o reduce the time period of the contracts
(they traditionally have run for 12 month periods) ,
~ntr~l increased . There was sore debate ove r the
egahty of retrenching cont r act workers before the
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expi ry date of their cont r acts . Same firms were
f orced t o reinstate cont ract workers they had
retrenched when the union t hrea t ened t o take legal
act ion . However , many fi nns avo ided this by not
renewing cont racts at the end of the year and , in
one case , dismisssed workers , but failed t o enter a
discharge stamp in their pass books . These workers
were then s t i l l registered as wor ki ng for the
company and were ineligible t o seek other work .

WOrker perceptions of what the union 1s r ole should
be in the f ace of retrenchment s var ied accord i ng to
the experience and unders tand ing of the limi tations
of trade union organisat ion . The majority of the
wor kers interviewed were not disaffected and d i d not
blame the union f or retrenchments , but t hey t old of
ot her workers who felt that the union had not done
enough .

Most of the s hop stewards interviewed had taken up
the i ssue of retr enchment with the ir employers and
attempted t o put f orward the union proposals. The
r ole of t he shop s t ewards and union or ganisers
there fore , when t here was no hope of avoiding re­
trenchment s, involved ensur i ng that workers received
compensat ion and unenpl oyrrent Insurance Fund pay­
ments . Al though all workers have urr payments de­
duct .ed from their wages, many canpanies fail t o
i nform t he i r wor kers of the existence of UIF bene­
fi ts and many do not bother to organise UIF cards
f or t hem. However , it was necessary for t he un ion to
do more than assist workers with problems of urr and
redundancy payments after r e t .renchrent , There were
t wo i s sues which demanded act ion from t he uni on .
Firstly , union demands needed to be posed i n a f orum
where employers would be forced to cons ider them,
and secondly wor ker mobilisation around t hese issues
had to be t horough and d i rected . After much debate
wi thin the union , it was decided that t he best
tact ica l move i n beg inning t o achieve bot h of these
aims , was to apply fo r membership of t he Metal
Indus tr i es Industrial Council .
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Ent e ring the Iooustrial Council

The decision t o enter t he Iooustrial Counc i l did not
ar i se purely because of the probl ans the union e xp­
er i e nced over retrenchment negotiations. with a
r apidl y e xpandi ng membership in many factories am
subseque nt difficultie s of organi sat i on , a s well as
t he d i f f icul t y of dealing with employer decisions
which a f fected workers nationwide, the union felt
t hat it had t o s i t uate itself in a position where
these decisions could be challenged . As the MAWU
pr eside nt said:

we have already tried to negotiate with
employe r s on a company and national level
outsi de of the Induatir i ak Councf L, H~ver,
when we d iscussed our demands with employers ,
they would hand than over to the Irrlustrial
Counci L, The Industrial Council would take
them and c hange than as i t sui ted them and we
wer e not present t o argue those proposals . (26)

MAWU ' s entry into the industrial c ouncil in no way
meant the sacrifice of their main organisa t i ona l
princ i ples , those of bui l d i ng s hop steward
s t r uc t ur e s , factory l eve l bargaining and worker
cont r ol , and the move is seen very much as part of
the union 's ove r a l l programme of consol ida t ion ,
education and mobilisation of general membership .

we will take the issues that arise and those
demands that the union puts f orward and we will
use them a s mobilising issues on the shop floor.
Wor ke r s will be involved in all decisions ••• The
Industrial Council will be a focus around which
wor ker s fran many factories c ould unite in their
demands . (271

MAWU set ce r ta i n t erms by which it would enter the
COunc il . They reserve the right t o withdraw at any
time . They demand the right to r efuse t o sign any
eqreerene which the membership does not agree with.
Arx:l lastly they demand the right to cont i nue t o
negot i a te at any l evel - plant, branch , regional or
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nat ional , over any i ssue. The first set of demands
put f orward by PAM..! t o the industria l council
included : "one mont h ' s notice on t ermination of
service" , and provision f or "a proper l ay off
procedure which should be a n al t ernative t o
retrenc1Tnent in the industry."

Conclusion

This artic l e attempts t o demonstrate that the move­
ment of capi ta l and the devel.oprent; of trade union
organisat ion have both Independent; as well as inter­
dependent dynamics . Trade union or ganisat ion is a f f ­
ected by bocxn periods where organisat ion may prosper ,
and by r ecession where organ i sat ion i s more diffi­
cult. However, the research undertaken f or this •
a rt icle suggests that the r e spective power of the
combatants , capi tal and l abour, and in particular
the consc iousness , cambat i vi ty and organisat ional
s t rengt h o f workers i s crucial in determining the
natur e and boundarie s of this s t r uggle .

By their very nature trade unions operate within the
def i ned and limited framework of capi t a l ist r ela­
tions. In t i mes of recession these limitations t end
to cane t o the fore, as we have seen in the discus­
s ion on union r e sponses t o r e trenc1Tnents. The union
had to take a s its s tar t i ng poi nt t he fac t that
there would be r e trenctInents, a nd negotiation t ook
place around t he mos t equitable method of retrench­
ing workers, a nd where poss i ble saving wor kers '
'jobs. But they were not in a pos i tion t o s top re­
trenchments per se , a nd while cer ta i n ga i ns were
made in the form of negotiating r etrenchment pro­
cedures with employers , the union remained essen­
t ially in a defensive position.
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The B& S Closure: Rilionlllsilion or Reprlsil

JerellY Keen.1

A recent examination of plant c losures in Europe and
Arrerica concluded tha t Arrerica is the onl y major
i ndustrial country t o v iolate t he most i mportant
canon of the ILO consti t ut ion : i t treats its wor ker s
as comnodi tie s t o be arpl oyed or d iscarded depend i ng
on bus i ness conditions . (1 ) The e t udy in que s tion
does not consider S Af r ica to be a major i ndustrial
country . It i s t herefore t irrel y , in view of S Afr ­
i ca I 5 current "reforms" and new l abour dispensation
t o see how S Africa woul d stand up t o s uch scr ut i ny .

The Sout h Af r ican ~rienoe : t he B & S case

On March 28th of th i s year B & S, the major s teel
fur ni ture producer in t he count ry , c losed one of i t s
two plant s (B & S Steelbr ite) at Br i ts . Two-hundred­
and- for ty wor ker s l ost t hei r j obs. The closure f oc­
uses at tent ion on a number o f i s sues which have imp­
licati ons whi c h go f ar beyond t he B & S case itself.
~t f ace va l ue , the c losure of the Steelbr i te plant
would seem t o be a fairly s t ra ight for war d case of
economic necessi t y as the plant , accord ing t o ma.n­
aganent , had been making a l oss throughout its f our­
teen years existence.

On c loser inspecti on, the c losure , particularly the
way it wa s e f fec ted , and comi ng as it d id only s ix
months a f ter a l arge propor t ion of the c ompany 's
workers had won a significant l egal bat t le at the
end of an e ighteen mont h struggle aga i nst t he comp­
any , r aises a mlTlber of questions. But before ~
can r aise these quest ions we have to know a Iittle
of the background history of the workers' prolonged
s t ruggle a t t he t wo plants a t Br i ts .
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B & S was f ounded as a family business in the 1940s
and moved to Brits in 1969 t o take advantage of the
decentralisation concess ions grant ed to compani es
locating in the "border areas". In 1974/ 5 Lennings
Holdings, which belonged t o JCl, decided t o compet e
head-on against B & S and built its westvaal factory
adjacent t o the B & S plant . It t oo obtained decent ­
ralisation concess ions . The Nestvaal plant never
made a profi t am on February 12th 1982 it was ann­
ounced that it had been acquired by B & S and would
henceforth trade under the name of Stee1brite. The
declaration of B & SIS annual result s in April 1982
marked the canpany's financial zenith . Net incane
after taxation expressed as a percentage of turnover
had risen from 6,7% in 1979 to 11,5% in 1980 and
14, 2% in 1981. The canpany which had been ranked 6th
in the "sunday Times Top 100 Canpanies" in 1980 rose
t o 3rd place on the basis of its 1981 r esults.

The workers' s t ruggl e

The apparent financial success of B s S was rather
like the i cing on the cake . What l ay underneath was
distinctly rotten . Workers in the two B & S plants
(B & S E.ngineering and Steel bri te) were subj ect ed to
physical assaul t , verbal abuse , searches of private
belongings and persons , and underpayrrent in t erms of
industrial legislation. In addition there was comp­
lete disregard for workers' safet y and failure t o
issue safety equipment even where it exist ed . NeitheJ
was t here any recognised disciplinary procedure or
consul tation between workers and management.

The workers' s t ruggle against the company began in
the first half of 1982 when the Metal and Allied
Workers Union (MAWU) began enroll ing workers at the
two B & S plants . The initiative t o i oin t he union
came from the workers themselves who wanted the
union t o t ake up their many gr ievances on wages and
working conditions in the plants . Fran Apr il onwards
management made it abundantly clear that it would
not countenance the presence of a uni on. Finally, on
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sept ember 7th, 1982 , in en atterpt to r id itself of
Y.A\'lJ nenbers , managsnent switched of f the machines ,
a lleged that the workers had gone on strike and
di smi s sed the entire workforce of 825 weekly paid
wor ker s , 796 o f whcm were African.

!"Ianagerrent announced that the fac t ory would be
closed f or three days until Septerrber l Oth, when
wor ke r s could a ppl y for re-arployrrent . As it becerre
clear that the managsrent was r e uuploying select ­
i ve ly i n order t o r id the company of union~rs,

sympa thi ser s and other supposed " troubl e make rs" ,
300 MAWU nanbers dananded r einstaterrent en bloc and
were stnmar Hy d ismissed . As a result o f the h igh
level o f unanploynent i n the Brits e od surrounding
regions of Bophuthatswana (approx 40% of potent ially
econani cally active Africans) and the f act that
union organisat ion in Brits a t that t ime was still
in i ts infancy, the eatpEy had little difficulty in
repl acing the dismissed workers with scab labour .

The next twelve months witnessed an e xtraordinary
demons t r a t i on of wor ker sol idar i ty and determinat ion
t o r esist end r ectify the I rrjusctce of thei r dis­
missal. Blackl isted a t the l ocal Brits labour bureau
end unable t o f i oo. a lter nat ive enployrrent , the wor k­
e r s met together each day i n the Catholic Hall i ust
outs ide the Brits old location . Many of them had t o
t ravel cons iderable d istances fran vi llages i n B0p­
huthatswana at considerable cos t and sacrifice to
tnemse.lve s and thei r families. Within a few months
mst of their savings and o ther assets were used up
and i t became increasingly difficul t for their f~­

lies to maintain themselves . Many children had to be
take n away fran school with sever a l of them being
sent away t o live with r e l ati ves e l sewhere . Many
f ami lies were br oken up. By the winter of 1983 ,
near l y 12 rronths after thei r d i smissal, many of the
~rkers and members of thei r familie s were showing
~is ible s igns o f malnut r i t i on and the s t rains o f
t ncrees i nq pover ty end de speration.
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Armed with an almost r eligious but naive conv ict ion
t hat justice would be d ispensed in the l aw cour ts
and that they would eventua l l y be g iven bac k t hei r
j obs, and buoyed by the i r e xt raord i nary depth of
sol idar i t y and or gan i sat i on , the workers were fin­
ally abl e to bring thei r case of unfair d i smissal to
the Industrial Cour t on J uly 1st 1983. They a lso
put f orwar d a back- pay c l a i m of over R850, OOO , the
biggest e ver t o c ome before the cour t .

Over the course of the preceding year s several corp­
an ies had tried unsucces sfully t o buy B & S from
Back (Sr), the Cha i rman and through the Back family
holding the majority s harehol der in B & S. When
Back (Sr) s aw the papers filed by the unions' s law­
yers and r ealised what he was in f or, and not want­
ing his son , Gar y Back, the "gener a l manager" at the
f actories, t o be dragged through the courts , he s ol d
the family major i ty share-hold ing (50 ,12%) t o Clifcor
(formerly Gundle Industries , largely owned and con­
trolled by Clifford Gundle) , f or a relative g i ve­
away cash price of 341 cents a share . A subsequent
offer wa s e xtended t o minorities which resulted in
the Clifcor holding being i ncr eased t o appr oximately
71% of the i s sued share capi tal in B & S. (2) At
that time Gundle Industries was sitting on a s ubs t ­
antial amount o f ca s h f ollowing the sale of its pla­
s t ics division , Gundl e pl a s t ics , to AEX:: I . Gund.le
I ndus t r i es retained their several furniture factor­
ies and interests. Their purchase o f B & S now gave
them an e f fect ive monopol.y in that sect or of the
industry.

Gundle r ealised that he faced enormous f inanc ial
costs in defending the case and consequent l y decided
t o settle with the union before the case came t o
cour t . on September 19th 1983 , more than one year
after the dismissal, B & S and MAWU signed an Agree­
ment of Settlement i n which the ccxnpany agr eed ,
amongst other things:
1) t o recognise MAWU as the sole collect i ve barg­

aining r epresentative of its employees a s soon as
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MA WU showed itself t o be representative of more
than 50% of the company' s employees eligible f or
membership o f !"'JA~ .

2) to r e-erepfoy all employees d dsmi .ss ed in sept ember
1982 . .

3) to pay R200 ,cxx> t o MAWI,J as canpensation f or the
wor ker s f or l os s of earnings.

The agreement was heralded as a maior victory f or
the workers . But on March 21st of this year, onl y
s i x months l ater, B & S gave notice that it would be
clos i ng down its St eelbr i te plant the f ollowing
week . After thei r l ong s t r uggle and subsequent vic ­
t ory , the 240 workers retrenched from St eel br i te now
found themselves worse off than during the struggle
of t he preceding year a s they had had insufficient
time back at work t o clear their debts and re­
est ablish any savings or othe r material assets on
which t o survive.

The closing of Steelbrite

Why was the Steel br i t e plant c losed? According t o
the company the r eason was quite straightforward:
the plant had a lways run a t a loss , was operating
well below maximum capacity am, in short, was a
dra i n on ove r a l l company and group profits.

While there is evidence t o suggest that the company
may have had g0<:X3. economic reasons for c l osing the
pl ant , there i s much evidence t o indicate that the
company had planned t o c lose the plant a l ong time
befor e giving notice to that effect. There is also
ver y substantial evidence t o suggest that the c lo­
Sur e was used by the canpany as a means of ridding
itsel f of certain union members and other "selected"
wor kers . Moreover , it appea r s that the company,
intent on closing the plant,may have deliberately
re neged on its agreement t o recognise l".AWU in or der
t o be able to effect the closure unfettered by con­
Sider a t ions of LIFO (last in first out ) , reasonable
seve r ance pay , am other procedures that the union
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would have built into its recognition agreement and
which would ultimately have made the closure much
more expensive for the ccepeny,

On Monday March 19th workers were informed that the
canpa.ny was going on to short-time which would be
introduced as from wednesday 21st. On wednesday
rrorrunq managenent called a meeting of the shop ste­
wards. The workers presured that the meeting was to
discuss the procedure regarding the working of short_
time. Instead, managenent announced that it was
going to close the plant on the following wednesday.
At no time did management call a general meeting of
the workers to put than in the picture and discuss
the canpa.ny's problans with than. The workers were
Inforrred that those with more than ten years with
the canpany would receive three weeks severance pay
(+/- R175), and those with five years experience
would receive two weeks pay.

Failure to give adequate notice of closure

There is little doubt that the canpa.ny delayed
giving notice of closure to its workers until the
last possible moment. Even then it talked of short­
time. Sane workers claim that in view of the shift
systan they only had three days effective notice.
One reason for this is that it prevented workers fran
organising against the closure, either through act­
ion within the plant, or in the wider community.

It seems likely that Gundle was contemplating the
closure of Steelbrite when his company acquired B &
S back in August 1983. Gundle Industries knew the
furni ture sector well, having widespread interests
of their own. It must be prescred that they would
not have bought B & S without doing their own re­
search on the canpany. This research would have
shown them that Steelbrite was running at a loss, or
very close to it, and that its c l osure should be
seen as a distinct possibility. The fact that Gundle
either had planned the c losure of Steelbrite at the
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time o f its acquisition or was at least cons iderirg
its c losure , probably goes a l ong way t o e xplaining
the r eallocation of labour that took place between
the t wo plants followirg the cutpany's settlerrent
wi th the union and the reinstaten'ent of the 279 dis­
missed wcrkera on 5eptanber 20th.

Of the 279 workers reinstated onl y 40 had cane orig­
inally f ran t he Steelbrite plant . The rerrednder had
a ll wor ked i n B , S Engineer il'J1. When the canpany
set t l ed with the union the aqreeeent stipulated that
wor ke r s , on being taken back , might be allocated t o
e i ther f actor y. Obviously it would have been vir t ­
ually itrpJssible for the C:Uipany to g ive all 279
wor ke r s their orig i nal 'jobs and so the union , recog­
ni sing this fact , agreed to this clause in the
agr eement . The~ t ook this oppcr turury t o draft
a cons ider abl y gr eater proportion of these workers
int o Steelbrite . On takirg beck the 279 worke rs the
ccepany laid of f only 190 of the "scab" workers . An
est i mat ed 89 scab workers r emai ned in employrrent .
Most o f these 89 were i n B , S Engineering wile
roost o f the scab workers laid o f f carte fran Steel ­
br i t e . Through this action 104 of the r e ins t a t ed
wor ke r a were moved into Steelbr ite canpared wi th
onl y 40 befor e the dispute .

Dur i ng the last week in February and the first week
i n Mar ch several dozen workers were swi tched between
the two plants . Mor eove r , there is the testimony of
seve r a l workers g i ven before the Xmas br eak that
"Bull" Christie , a white supervisor in the B , S
Engi neer i ng press shop, told workers on sept ercer
27th , shortly after their r etnsraterenr, that union
member s would only be E!Tployed f or three mcnths , The
shop stewards even went t o the personnel manager , Mr
Er a smus , t o query Chr i s t i e ' s " threa t". Erasmus said ,
" I f we listen to n:rnours we'll ge t nowher e" .

The c l e ar e s t evidence that the canpany had decided
t o c l ose Steelbri te several months before it ga ve
notice enerqed in January when managanent appr oached
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the shop s tewards with a r equest that wor kers wor k
night sh i ft as i t want ed to fini sh its substant ial
order of metal rifle boxes to Armscor before March
16th . The ccnpany d id not meet the shop s t ewards '
r eque s t s r egarding night shift and over -time pay a nd
n ight s hift wa s not introduced. Later, when the can­
pany had a nnounced t he intended c losure of Steel -
br i t e , and when workers asked management i f there
were not e nough orders t o keep the p l ant go i ng , the
workera c lai m that managanent t old t hem that t here
were enough rifle box order s t o keep going until
September , but they were now going to be transferred
t o the B & S Engineering plant. I t would seem t hat
the r eason for t he managarent' s a ttempt t o introduce
nightshift in January was because it had a l ready
dec i ded a t that tUne to c lose Steelbrite in March
and it wanted the rifle box orders canpleted by then
i n order to avo id the cos t of having to transfer
them over t o the B & S Engi neering plant . In their
attenpt t o speed up rifle box production management
employed "floaters" on these lines - that i s workers
who would s tep in i.nmediately a wor ker went to the
t oilet or s t opped f or a break .

Gett i ng rid of MAWU

During the second half of February and f irst week of
March , t hree to s i x weeks before the c losure , several
workera were s wi tched between the two plants. On
Febr uary 23rd, for e xample, seven skilled '¥.Qrkers in
the of f ice f ur ni t ure deparbment, five of whom were
MAWU members, were transferred fran B & S E.ng i neer ­
i ng t o Steelbri te . Workers have also c la irred that
several a lleged "tiroubfe makers" and "stubborn" wor­
kers were s i ngled out a nd transferred t o Steelbr i te .
On the other hand, an esti mated 40-60 workers were
trans ferred fran Steel bri te t o B & S ED;)ineering. o f
these , 50% were union meroers , Far from being Indi.c­
a t ive of t he impartiality of these switche s i t
should be noted that MAWU rrembers t r ansfer red t o B &

S Eng i neer ing were skilled workera who the ccmpeny
needed t o work the mac hines ."nich were t o be trans-

84



- B & S -

fer r ed fran Steelbr ite t o B & S E.ngineering. More­
ove r , it s hould be born in mind that MAWU had a
maiori t y in the Steel br ite plant which means that a
d i s pr opor t i ona t e l y lower mmoer o f ,....AWU nembers were
t ra ns f e r red t o the "safety" of B & S Engineering .
jur t hermore , not onl y d i d the carpany r efuse t o
adopt the LIFO pr inciple in the retrenctlrent o f wor­
kers , which enabled than to get rid of proportion­
atel y more union rrerroera as many more o f the r ecent­
l y employed workers had not yet beccre manbers of
the union , but workers also allege that those work­
er s who had on l y been a t Steelbrite f or a year or s o
were g iven the oppor t uni ty of transferring t o B & S
Engi neer i ng , while l onger service workers, most of
whom were union rrerroers , were not transferred.
jur ther ev idence t o suggest that managanent singled
out l"'.AWU workers was provided in February when the
company br ought in casual workers who had had ea r l ­
i e r training as spot welders. These casual s were
f i r s t employed in gener a l c l eani ng work but after a
week were transferred t o spot welding in B & S
Engi neering t o r eplace union members who were then
t r a ns f e r r ed t o Steelbr i te .

In addition t o "Bull" Olristie ' s threat already
ment ioned , the workers have given numerous e xamples
of incidents and practices t o s how that the canpany
was trying to both undermine the union and provoke
union manbers . The coreeny tried t o present itself
to the workers a s being able t o help than rrore than
the un i on coul d . It did this in a number of ways,
mos t of which t ook the f orm of of fe r s of grants or
loans t o individual workers . It also went t o cons­
iderabl e e f for t in trying t o co-opt union manbers by
pr omot i ng them t o supervisory and f oremen positions .
Managanent also tried t o provoke union nenbers t o
react in ways that would lead to their dismissal.
For e xample , the carpa.ny kept at least sixty of tbe
or i g i na l "scab" labour f orce i n enployment with the
resul t that there was a substantial surplus work­
for ce on t he factory floor. ~ the reinstated
wor kers were t old t o go back t o their old '[ oba they
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of ten found scmeone already i n that position. Thi s
meant that there were of ten two workers on one mach­
ine l eading t o the reinstated workers be i ng forced
to stand around idly with little or no work t o do.
This placed them in positions where they could be
dismissed for "Iot terIm", It i s s i gnificant that
the workers were fully aware of these strategies and
did not react to them in the anticipated way wi th
the result that none were actually dismissed.
Several union members who were welders claim that
they were obl i ged t o work in extremely uncomfortable
conditions. They interpreted these actions as being
deliberately designed by management to provoke them
into action for which they coul d be dismissed.
Simi l ar l y , union members in the press shop reported
that the white supervisor s tried t o take women,
notably those who were active in the union, and
transfer them, on the same rate of pay, t o heavy
jobs done by men with the intention of making them
resign. This particular practice was s topped after
the intervention of the MAWU shop stewards.

Gi ven t he considerable evidence t o suggest that the
company was trying t o undermine the union, whittle
down its membership, and weed out its more active
members, it is not surprising that the company
refused the workers I request that jobs be shared
between the workers of the two plants. The reason
the company gave for not being able t o do this was
that the work in the two plants was different and
j ob sharing would consequently disrupt production.
This, as the workers thanselves sai d , was "rubbish",
as evidenced by the fact that the company itself was
transferring workers almost willy nilly between the
two plants, and , as they knew from their own exp­
er i ence , the work in the two plants was virtually
the same. The company ' s s t rategy of using the
cl osure to get rid of union members was r elatively
successful. Although the Steelbrite closure resulted
in only 240 of t he 900 workers at the plants being
dismissed, the company succeeded in getting rid of
nine of the s i xt een or i gi nal union committee members.
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~ deferment of union recogni tion

B & S, in its settlement with the union on September
20th, agreed to recognise MAW as the sole collect­
ive bargaining representative of its employees as
soon as it showed itself to be representative of
more than 50% of the crnpany's errployees who were
e l i g i b l e for ~rship of MAWU. This was an extr~

ely significant clause in the settlement agreement
in the context of Steelbrite's ~inent closure. If
the company had been obliged to sign a recognition
agreement wi th MAWU the agrecnent would have made
provision f or severence pay and other procedures to
be f ollowed in the event of closure which would have
added to the canpany's ove r a ll costs of closure. As
we have seen, the severence pay offered was almost
nothing: a maxirmm of three weeks pay for workers
with ten years with the coopany. To be able to get
away wi th paying 50 Li ttle it was necessary that
there was no recognition agrculent with the union,
and that workers not be notified of the closure
until the last possible moment.

The first strategy adopted by the canpany to avoid
having to recognise the union after the September
settlement was to bring in additional workers in
or de r t o keep union manbership bel.ow 50%. When the
union was able to show that it had the necessary 50%
membership the canpany was able to produce a few
ext r a workers, rather like a magician producing
rabbits from a hat, t o show that the union's count
was incorrect 1 As I have already shown, this was
done by first of all keeping on about 90 of the or i ­
g i na l scab labour that had been dismissed in Sept­
ember on the re-instatement of the original workers.
It is difficult t o calculate the exact cost of this
exe r c i s e t o the canpany. But on the basis of an av­
er age wage of R300 per month am a "surplus" labour
f orce of 90 from the em of Sept anber to the beg­
inning of the new year, and then an addi tional 64
from November until Christmas, this would have
amount ed to an additional wage bill of about
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R120,0Cl0. It i s poss i b le that the a c tual f i gure may
have been l e s s , but whatever it was, i t was cer ta i n­
ly prefer able t o a r etrenchment bill which would
probab l y have aaounted t o a t least a quarter of a
mill ion r and had the union been able t o negotiate
seve r ance pay on behalf o f its neeeer a ,

By Olristroas most of this scab l abour had j oined the
union, and wa s consequently no l onger serving its
purpose. And s o , in January, the c anpany r etrenched
105 of them on a LIFO basis, a principle which the
ccrrpeny r efused t o adopt three months l ater when the
wor ker s of both plants r eques ted it. The canpany
e xplai ned the J anuary r etrend1rent a s part o f its
rationalisati on plan t o get runbers down to 740. In
spite of this s tated desire to cut the size o f the
wor kfor ce, the eatpany had no hesitation i n tak ing
on 8 casuals i n February who wer e used t o r epl ace
union rrerroera in B & S Engineering who wer e in t um
transferred t o Steel bri te for ultimate r etrenctIrent.

No l onger able t o beat the un i on on the numbers
game , the canpa.ny s ucces s f ully delayed r ecognition
through the new year by adopt i ng a second s t rategy
namely querying the validity of s ignat ures on memb­
e r s h i p f orms by sugge s t i ng that workers had been
coer ced into j oining the uruon , The c crnpany request­
ed that the union s ul:::mi t fre sh rrari:ership f orms .
'Itlis wrang l e ga ve the crnpany s uf f icient t irre t o
stall the r ecognition i ssue until a fter the St eel ­
bri te closure a t the end of March .

was the closure econanically j usti f i ed?

'Ille quest i on of whether the c l osure was economically
j ust ified cannot be a nswered e as ily a s the cuupany
has not r e vealed sufficient financi al data , nor has
i t d i scussed its economic probl ems frankly with
e i ther i ts workers or t he union. In short , there has
been a dearth of meaningful ccmnuni ca t ion between
the c ompany and its workers. The wor kers I answer t o
this question i s theref ore based on thei r own limit-
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ed knowl edge of t he cuupany's finances and their
knowl edge of the situation on the production line.
In their eyes the closure was not econanically -icsc­
Hied . Or, at least, they were of the opinion that
t he plant coul d have been kept goir~. Their reasons
for this assessment are:
L Workers on the production lines claim that output

was roughly the same as in 1980/81 when B &. S was
being acknowledged as one of the most profitable
companies in the country.

2. The canpany was c l ear l y not short of funds if it
was a ble to afford the luxury of a "surplus"
workforce as described above, and could afford to
t olerate the low productivity ensuing from the
company's harrassment 03.00 provocation of union
members since their reinstate:rent.

3. The workers knew from their knowledge of what was
happening on the factory floor that their
dismissal in 1982 led to a considerable drop in
profi t as a result of the company not being able
to adequately replace the overall loss of skills;
cont i nued general dissatisfaction amongst the
workers and consequent low productivity; 03.00 the
cons ide r abl e costs involved in trying to train
the replacanent scab labour. The dismissed
workers knew that several of B & SIS customers
were sending back goods as inferior in quality
during that period. This was rrore or less
admi tted by the coopany itself. In the 1982
Chairman's Re(X)rt, presented in April, 1983, the
Chairman (Back Sr.) attributed the drop in
profits to (i) labour unrest and strikes and (ii)
reorganisation and rationalisation problems as an
a f t e rmat h of the Steelbrite takeover. "These
factors", he said "resulted in a loss of
production and a subsequent inability to supply
customers during peak periods. An additional
adverse factor was the high training costs
incurred for the new labour force which we had to
employ after the strikes." (3)

Now that they were back, with their skills and
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experience, the workers saw no reason why the pre­
1982 situation should not be re-established. In
short, they questioned how such an apparently prof­
itable company could so suddenly no l onger ;ustify
the operation of one of its plants. If the company
had taken the workers into its confidence and shown
them the overall financial situation, it is possible
that they might have altered their perception of the
situation. It would sean, without having access t o
the company's accounts, that the company's earlier
profitability was built on very shaky ground.

B & S, under the Back family was an example of
appalling managerrent. Production lines were badly
organi sed , there was marked under-utilisation of
capacity, productivity and efficiency were l ow, and
labour was subj ect ed t o ext.resre mismanagrrent and
malpractices. Profits were based heavily on govern­
ment concess ions and after the takeover of westvaal,
on a monopoly situation. The 1982 Chairman's Report
admits that much of the increased profits in 1981
came from decentralisation concessions registered
retrospectively for expansion undertaken in 1979 and
1980. Moreover, it appears that the high profits
made in 1980 and 1981 were not re-invested on improv­
ing productivity aoo efficiency but were drained off
t o the shareholders through dividends. With the on­
set of the recession sales stayed flat as cos t s inc­
reased with no coomensurate increase in productivity.
By August 1983, at the t irre of Gundle' s takeover, it
seems that B & S Engineering may only have been
breaking even, while Steelbrite may have been run­
ning at a l oss.

Reasons for the takeover of B & S

If B & S was so unprofitable, why did Cl i fcor buy
the company? There seem t o have been four main
reasons:
1. Cl i f cor , formerly Gundl e Industries, had consid­

erable interests in the furni t ure industry. The
purchase of B & S along with a few other compan-
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ies such as Cecil Nurse (purchased in 1984) gave
Clifcor an effective IIICXlOIXlly.

2. Clifcor needed a public listiD3, n.arrely B " 5,
into which Clifcor's existiD3 interests could be
sold.

3. B " 5 was seen as a turnaround opportunity.
4. The price, at 341c a share (Le, +/- R7 m) was

reasonable.

From Cl i f c or ' s point of view, it appears that there
were reasonable financial grounds for closing the
St eel br i te plant. Be that as it may, such reasons
provide no justification for the way in which the
c l osure was effected.

~rison: the European ~rience

Although there are moderate variations from country
to country, Brian Turner's review of dislocation
policies in European countries shows that we can
talk of Ita general European econanic dislocation
policy" in that each national system represents a
variation on a ccemon set of themes. Turner lists
these as: adequate advance notice to workers, their
representatives and government agencies; consultat­
i on and negotiation over possible alternatives; and
the developnent of a "social plan" and focused gov­
er nment action to minimise the inpaet on the ccemcn­
i ty where redtmdancies cannot be avoided. (4) HOW'
does the B " 5 case compare with the European exper­
ience? In contrast to the four main features of
d i s l oca t i on policy in Europe we can see that:
1. Only 1 weeks notice was given canpared with the

mindmm notice of 30-90 days required in every
European system.

2. There was no consultation or negotiation between
management and workers. Nor at any time did any
goverrrnent service or agent intervene on behalf
of either the canpany or its workers to ascertain
whether the closure was necessary or to help with
suggestions that might have solved or alleviated
t he problem.
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3 . The company not only made no "s ocial plan" , but
effected t he closure in such a way as to cause
the wor kers , and thei r families and the ccmnuni t y
the maximum amount of hardship a nd inconvenience .
On t he company s ide , severance pay was kept t o
the least possible amount . On t he gover runent s i de
there i s an unemployment i nsurance fund (UI F) but
in t he case of t hese wor kers , as i n the case of
many black wor kers in South Africa , t hey a re
e i ther not ent i tled t o i t or its payrrent is
delayed , of shor t duration and f requently just
not g i ven .

4. There wa s no form of government act ion to hel p
the laid of f wor kers .

This cursory comparison i ndicates the virtual
absence of any sor t of dislocat ion policy in South
Af rica , compared with Europe , and s uggests that the
Sout h African s ituation i s somewhat akin t o t hat in
the USA where wor kers , as Br ian Turner not ed , a re
treated as conmodi ties . This , however, ignore s one
f undamenta l d imens ion of the South JI. f r ican system
which makes it doubly abhorent , namely South
Africa 's system of r acia l capi t ali sm . While "pet t y
apar t heid" may be dying on t he park benches , "grarxl
apar thei d" is now working better t han ever , espec­
ially in border a reas such as Br i ts .

Racial ~i talism and the "Free ~larket"

Many of t he black workers at B & S come f rom
Bophuthatswana , and a re t herefore i n a system of
dual control. While i n South Af rica they a re both
" f or e i gne r s" and "bl ac ks " . As " f oreigners" t hey have
no righ t s to pens ions , UIF, e tc . and al ways face t he
threat of "depor t a t i on". As blacks t hey a re subject
t o the apartheid l aws operat ive wi t hin Sout h Afr ica
and the act ions , often quite a rbi t rar y , o f t he South
Af r ican aut hor i t ies . In the case of the B & S wor k­
e rs , the s tate mach i nery , f ar from assist i ng t hem,
has been used t o har rass and blacklist them f r om
fur ther employment .
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cont r ol wi thin Bophuthatswana i s perhaps even more
i ns iduous . The rra-ior i.ty of the population in this
par t o f Bophuthatswana i s non-Tswana. Although the
BOphuthatswana const i t ut ion g ive s them the right t o
appl y for c i tizenship a f ter 5 years residency, many
of the wor kers either do not want to be c i t i zens o f
a bant ustan , or if they do , find that their applica­
tions a r e r ejected. The way in which Bophuthatswana
i s c urre ntly exerting pressure on its million or so
non-ci t i ze ns ca nnot be dealt with in detail here.
(5) Suffice it to say that workers who f all into
this categor y , and it is the rre'jor dty in this r eg­
i on, are not ent i t l ed t o pens ion and UIF. Moreover,
the Bophuthatswana authorities frequently refuse t o
endorse their refere nce books with a residence per­
mi t which makes it irepcsaib.le f or them t o get a
work-seeker 's permit. Wi thout such a permit workers
cannot legally seek work in the R S A. As "illegals"
they t end t o be subjected t o e xtrare exploi tation by
unscrupulous employers who take advantage of the
fact that the likelihood of their ever finding a l t ­
er nat i ve anployrrent is remote; Such workers, in
tur n , a re often frightened t o i oin unions for fear
of further reprisal action against them in Bophutha­
tswana . Even if these workers have their pas ses in
orde r work seeker permits are usually onl y g i ven
aft e r a bribe, unreceipted, which is currently in
the or der of R3O-R40 , and in the case of wanen, sex.
Neny wanen in Bophuthatswana v i llages in the Brits
hinterland have stated that they will no l onger seek
wor k due t o sexual harrassment by officials at the
labour bureaux and by personnel of f i cer s in the
factor ies .

How do these extraneous f orces and f oDmS of control
effect the wor k s i t uation and managanents' decisions
and actions in effecting c losures? In short they
pr ovi de the framework in which "free market f orces"
can be allowed t o operate. They allow the entre­
preneur the freedan t o oper at e as a true "capitalist"
by g iving him the freedcm to make decisions in
econani c i s olation, subiect onl y t o the demands of
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capita l itself. Two f eatures of the pre vailing "free
market;" ideology whi ch affects c l osures demand
a t t e nt ion , namely South Africa's current adherence
t o the principles of free trade as pronounced in t he
General Agr earent on Tariffs a nd Trade (G\TI') and
the extent t o which the "free market" provide s man­
agement with both a r ationale and a legi t imisation
f or decis ions and actions such as those taken by B &
S management.

The government' s current policy of adhering t o the
principles of C1\ 'I'T require the lowering and eve nt ual
droppi ng of import t ariffs which have hitherto pro­
v ided some protection for certa i n industries. Dur i ng
the brief period of working on this t opic, a number
of industrialists have put f orward s t rong evidence
t o s how how the c urrent open market policy has nec­
essi t ated the c l osure or ''mot hball i ng '' of plants , as
wel l as c ut backs in labour in attempts t o l ower
costs and increa se productivity and compet i t ivenes s .

The " Fr ee Ma r kee · arrl the "Reluctant ~i t alist"

The domi nance of " f r ee market;" thinking i s having
many s ign i f icant a nd c losel y related e f fects . First,
it pr ovides l egitimation for the s t a te 's withdrawal
f r om cer ta i n areas , not onl y in the economic , but in
socia l and political spheres as well. Secondl y , cap­
ital itself i s a lso able t o absol ve itself from
cer ta i n soci a l a nd political r esponsibilities. By
argu i ng that "the market rul es " , management can
l eg i t imatel y make its decisions in "economi c isola­
t ion" . In o t her words , it need only cons ider llecon_
omic" or r ather "market" f actors. As a sen i or e xec­
ut ive a t B & S e xplai ned , in the context of t he B '"
S c losure :

we a re not in bus i ness t o make a loss . When a
pl a nt i s uneconomic you close i t. •• When you
are not prepar ed t o back t he i ndus t r y anymor e
you a re quite a t liberty t o sel l it or t o ge t
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ou t
this

and say "I
e nter pr ise

don't wish
anyroore! "

t o be the owner of

You can put money in the bank and get 18% on
it. Or you can be an e nt r epr eneur . But as an
ent r epr eneur you take a risk, s o you deserve
more than what you c an get on the money
market. You need to ge t 20%. You see, you must
understand me that we want a return on our
inves~nt. If we are unable t o get that
return on our investment we mustn't invest.

we have a responsibility. Firstly, t o protect
-jobs and secondly t o earn a return on our
capi ta l that is satisfactory. We can only
prot ect ;obs by closing a factory. Because by
keeping it open makes other factories non­
vi abl e . Whatever the hardship to those
r etrenched it is very small in relation t o the
hardship that would have been brought about
had we decided t o close the entire operation.

The bas i s of contsnporary free market theory is the
work of the American econanist Milton Friedman who
has ar gued that all goverrrnent restrictions and
cont rol s should be abandoned and that the market
mechan i sm be left on its own to work freely. For
Fr i edman , "qoverrment; intervention merely usurps
ind i vidual freedan and therefore cap i tal i sm and the
mar ket a r e necessary conditions f or political
freedcn"; (6) The fallacy in Frieanan1s thinking is
that cap i talism i s not a necessary concHtion for
political freedan since the market does not inher­
ently l ead t o the of fset t i ng of political power by
economic IX>W8r. I n fact, "vtKtt can be shown is an
i nherent probability in the other direction, i.e.
that the market leads t o political power being used
not to of fset but reinforce econanic power. (7)
Where the legal and political institutions give
Ieoa, capi ta l and cont rol of labour to one sector of
the popul a t ion , market f orces will onl y consolidate
that power. In Chile , Brazil, S Africa, and else-
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where, the dominant classes have been able, under
the ideology of the "free market;", t o turn the
patterns of accumulation t o their own interest. (8)
In all countries "monetarist" and "free market"
policies over the last decade or so have been dir­
ectly responsible f or an increase in the inequality
of the distribution of wealth. The convenience of
the "free market" systan, at least for capital and
the s t a t e , is that it relieves politics and property
o f any r esponsibility for the existing division of
earnings and patterns of consonpcton.fn S Africa the
"free market" system is doubly beneficial t o both
capital and the state, for by consolidating the
existing power structure, it at the same time en­
ables both capital and the state t o distance them­
selves from that structure while at the same time
benefitting from it.

As we have seen in the B & S case, management was
a bl e to operate "freel.y", in that the decision t o
close was made in economic isolation. However, that
freedom was largely dependent on the extraneous
controls exercised over their workers by the
structures of the apartheid state. The ob-ject .Ive for
the B & S management was to effect the closure with
the least amount of severance pay. This could be
best achieved if a recognition agreement with the
union was delayed until after the closure. As we
have seen, this was done by employing a surplus
labour force of non-union rreeber s , This was onl y
possible because of the relative weakness of union­
isation in the area at that tire, a weakness which
stems from both the historical pressures, both
Illegal" and "ext.re-deqal." on organisation; the con­
sequent availability of "scab" labour, particularly
in a relatively impoverished "border area", and the
ongoing legacy and practices of intimidation of
workers by the state agencies. On top of those
pressures are the cont r ol s exercised by the Bophuth­
atswana qoverrrrent , Without these pressures and
controls the 8 & S management would not have been
able t o make its decision t o close Steelbrite with
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such t otal disregard and contempt f or the well-being
of the wor kers i nvol ved .

conc l us i on

The B & S c losure is a clear e xample of management' s
abrogat ion t o itself of what it sees a s the "right
to manage" , t o be able t o make decisions in canpl e t e
economi c isolation, with the onl y r efere nce being
the demands o f capi t a l accunulat ion itself.

While management may cont i nue t o argue that social
issues are not its concer n , and that market f orces
wil l dec ide , t here a re two l e s sons which management
might l earn fran this particular case . The first is
t hat the B & S struggle over the last two years has
l e f t deep scar s and much bi t ter ness over a widely
spr ead c orrmuni ty. It has a lso done more than any­
th i ng e lse t o gener a te worker c onsciousness in the
Bri t s and neighbouring Bophuthat swana r egions, and
t o both politicise and consci ent i se much of the
sur r ound i ng popul a t ion in Bophuthatswana where re­
sentment and dissatisfaction with the Bophuthatswana
authori t i e s is increasing cons iderably. It i s per­
haps s i gnificant that people in many of these v i ll­
ages now address their own gatherings as "babereki"
(wor ker s ) and not in the custanary way of "LekqotIa
Le L tlanphegang" (respected ga thering) .

Secondl y , management in S Africa would do well t o
l ear n fran the e xperience of more advanced indust­
rial count r i e s . The three count r i e s with the highest
rates of product i v i t y growth are the three coun t r i es
wi th the highest l evels of security f or their work­
e r s , namely Japan, sweden and WGermany. (9)

Foot not es

1. Brian Turner, "Plant c los i ngs and Economi c
Disl oca t ions : Eur opean Exper ience and American
Prospects", in Nancy Lieben (ed . ), Euroscx::ialism
and America, pl24
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2 . At the general meet i ng held on 13 December 1983,
a f urther 3 602 000 or d i nar y s hares were i s sued
by B & S t o Clifcor i n consider a t ion f or t he
acquis i tion by B & S of Gurx:Ue Cupboard Systems ,
Republic Kitchens and Mr Cupboard •••
Si multaneousl y with this, Clifcor extended its
of fer t o minorities t o acquire their
shareholdings on the same t enns and conch t i ons as
had been of fer ed in the earlier transaction.
(Chairman' s r eport 1983, pa) , Thi s ga ve Clifcor
approxi matel y 96% of the i ssued share capital of
B & S . Cl ifcor has g i ven -an undertaking to the
JSE t o reduce this holding t o 85% by November
1984 .

3 . Chairman's r e port 1982, p4
4. Turner, pp122-4
5 . see J Keenan" A place f or All : Ci tizenship and

Control in Bophut hat swa na" , ASSA Conference 1984
6 . Fuad casstm, "Criticising Convent ional

Econanics", WOrk in Progress, 26 , 1983
7 . C B MCPherson, Democratic 'Ibeory: Resays in

Retrieval
8 . cassim, op .ct t.
9. Turner, op .ci t.

I would like t o express my appreciation t o Georg i na
Jaf f ee who assisted in the collect ion and docwnent­
a t ion of much of the B&S material.
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Workers Divided: ACritical Assessment of tbl Split In MAWU 00 tke
East Rand

Milt SwUII,o

I)Jr i ng the past year the independent labour movement
has been ser iousl y weakened by t he number o f splits
that have occur r ed within its r anks. WOr ker s in
MWA SA, SAAWIJ , cx:AWUSA and now MA~ have been divided
frcxn one a nother as t hese unions have s pli t into
canpet i ng f actions. While unity is being discus sed
on a national l evel, this i s not a l ways being built
on the factory floor. This s i t uat ion requires a
critical re-evaluation of the probl ems in building a
s trong and democratic workers noverene , While this
mus t surely be underway within the ranks o f the
uni on l eadership most directly concerned with t he
issues, the broadest and widest possible discussion
must take place concer ning the s i t uat i on with which
workers are pre sently f aced. Without taking sides on
t he i ssue of the split, this article then attempts
t o exami ne the emergence of the Shop Stewards
Councils , trace the sequence o f e ve nts l eading up to
the pre sent split and undertake a c r i t ica l
assessment; of the s pli t in the light of the nature
of trade union or gan i sat ion on the Eas t Rand.

wor kers s t r uggles ~~ Eas t Rand a nd the rise of
the ShoE. St ewards Couocl ls : 1980-1982

Metal workers only began t o be seriously organised
on the East Rand in early 1980 followi ng the harsh
police action which had crippled the young MAW[] in
1976. The story of how the union became a mass force
of 3<XlOO wor kers by Apr i l 1982 i s in sane ways the
story of one of the key factories in the Ge~iston

area, Scaw Metals . For rretia.l workers Scaw was the
"pillar of the wor ki ng c l ass" in Germiston, if not
the whole of the tast Rand. (I ) It is a lso cons i de r -
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ed t o be the stronghold of the bosses organisat i on ,
SEIF,5A , which ha s successfully dcmi na t ed t he ind­
us t r y f or the past 40 years .

Orga ni sat ion a t Scaw

When t wo or gan i sers began recrultlng workers i nto
l-'iAWIJ in April 1980 it was natural t o rrove towards
t he l argest of the f actor i es on t he East Rand. In
the course of the next few rronths over 800 workers
of the 2800 s t rong workforce a t Scaw -j omed the
union . Once half the f actor y was organi sed , MAWU
made rroves t o obta i n r ecognition , but a l etter sent
to management was s impl y i gnored. Shortly after this
workers decided t o t ake things into their own hands .

A s t rong shop steward was dismis sed by the Scaw
management. The department where the worker was
employed immediately stopped wor k . Within fifteen
minutes a ll 2800 workers had gat hered a t a pre­
arranged place in the factory. They demanded the
imnedi ate r einstatement of t he d ismissed worker and
recognition of t hei r 82 member workers' committee.
Taken completely by s ur pr ise by the unity and org­
anisat i on of the workers' direct act ion , management
were f orced t o concede . (2)

WOr ke rs at Scaw immediately s tar t ed t o s t rengthen
their victor y by go i ng out t o organise workers in
f actories nearby. Simi lar act ions were soon taken a t
Hendred Freuhauf , Litemaster a nd G~ Industries .
This ensured that the SCaw workers wer e no t lef t
i solated in a t tempt i ng t o develop union organisa­
t ion . As a r esult o f the d i rect ion provided by Scaw
workers , NlIWU ' s organisat ion on the East Rand e x­
per ienced a maior s urge f orward. Shop stewa rds from
the fir st three or four organised factor i es s t ar ted
meeti ng t ogether i n order t o organise more workers
int o the union . The l-'M-ru organiser Moses reayekts o in
t he area keenly developed t hi s organisa t iona l strat­
egy of encourag i ng shop s tewards t o t ake on r espons­
i bility of organisi ng other wor kers . By the end of
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the year MAWU had grown considerably and could
boast !(X)()() toornbers nationally, many of whan were
recently organised workers on the East Rand.

~ Shoe. Stewards Couocil is formed

The shop stewards continued meeting on an informal
basis until April 1981 when the decision was taken
t o form a council of shop stewards. (3) The idea had
been discussed sane years before in 1976 within l"'iAWU
but now for the first time really took root. The
shop stewards in the Germiston/Wadeville area organ­
ised the Katlehong Shop Stewards Council for the
sale purpose of exterrling the br gan i sat i onal drive
they had already begun. Now shop stewards IOOre act­
ively began to take responsibility for organising
local areas and built the Councils to do this. (4)
~rkers soon began joining MAWU in greater numbers.
It has been shown that there were more than suffic­
ient reasons why workers were keen to belong to an
or gan i sat i on t o fight f or their needs. (5) Food
prices were high. Bread prices had ;ust been inc­
reased by 30-40%. House rents had risen by 30% and
rents in the hostels had shot up by 70%. There was
drought and massive unemployrrent in the countryside
and ERAB was implementing influx control laws harsh­
ly, particularly f or workers living in shacks. (6)

Mi li t ancy grew and developed as workers became aware
of the metal union. WOrkers now began to challenge
their low wages and arbitrary handling and victim­
isation by management. "There were rumblings of
discontent in June." (7) By July workers began to
move ou t on strike. The strike waves which followed
proved to be the most significant since the re­
anergence of the Independent; labour movement •

.'!!!:. July to November 1981 strike wave

Af t e r a long struggle at Colgate Palmolive workers
there came out on strike on the 14 July 1981. This
act ion opened a floodgate as workers at Sa1cast,

101



Hendler and Hendler , Bison Board , Langeberg Co-op
a nd Vaal Metals soon followed . Four-thousand miners
a t ER~ t hen came out in suppor t; of t heir wage
demands . Wor kers were discover ing the str ike weapon .
Twice during this period t he Scaw workers f ought
successful str ikes .

Between July and November over 24cxx:> workers came
out i n over 50 d ifferent str i kes . (8) Wor kers went
on str i ke f or wage increases, for r ecognition o f
their union, t-'AWU, and against managerial cont rol.
Str i ke after s t r i ke was successful l y waged as
workers s tood up against vict imisat ion and sacki ngs .
(9) But by no means were all t he strikes planned and
co-ord i na t ed by the Shop St ewards Councils, which
became dur i ng this per iod , cent res of of ten frantic
wor k i ng c lass act i vi ty . Despi te a general l ac k of
co-or d i na t ion of t hese s t r ikes , it i s no acc ident
that the metal wor ker s were by fa r t he best prepar ed
for this mass mobi l isat ion as a r es ult of the work
o f the shop s t ewards in t he SSC's during the pre­
vious few months. Meta l wor kers s tood at the centre
of this struggle, engag i ng in 24 strike s involving
r oughly 11000 workers. (10)

I n this wave o f s t rikes wor ker s threw up their own
l eaders. The Shop Steward Councils swelled a nd the
general meet i ngs they hel d at tracted c r owds of l OCO
t o 20c0 workers. Workers began t o lead , co-ord inate
and plan their own actions. Whereas "in most cases
worker's t ook act ion and then contacted t he unions "
(11), "the unions generally played a caut ious and
d i sciplining r oke", (12) Although i t wa s c lear that
the SSCs const i t ut ed act ive organisationa l f oci f or
collect i ve work ing class action, it mus t be noted
that they were the product of mas s wor ke r insurgency
r ather than a l ong-te rm s t rategy t o build sound or g­
a nisat iona l foundations. This meant that t he l eading
role of the SSCs was not necessarily r ooted in well
organ i sed shop steward committees. The SSCs reflect­
ed the insurgent rhythm of t he s t r i ke wave s instead
of gu id ing and oo-ord i na t ing them towards coherent
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object i ves based on sound factory organ i sat ion .

By the end of 1981 MAWU had doubled in s i ze after
over 240CX> wor ke r s j oined its ranks . 1l.lthough this
was t estimony t o HAWU' s commi tment t o fighting f or
working c lass interests, t he union or ganiser s and
leading shop s tewa rds were t otally overehehred and
unable t o find ways of ensur i ng tha t the mass of new'
member s were trained and e f fec t i vel y incorporated
into the s t r uct ures of the union. As far as the shop
s t ewards in the SSCs were concer ned , all they coul d
of fe r was a f orum f or discussion where general r eg­
ional strategy coul d be debated . This , however , was
no s ubs t i t ut e for the careful and l e ngt hy process of
devel op i ng durable democratically controlled shop
s tewar d corrmittees within each and every factory.
'fili s was the most important organ i sat i ona l weakness
i n the SSCs whose l eaders were mor e concer ned with
regional strategies and the problems associated with
mas s worker insurgency.

Despi te the or ga ni sat iona l problems , the resul ts and
achievement s of this s t r i ke wave were enortrOus . A
number of small bosses had broken ranks with SEIFSA
and had been forced into granting small wage i nc­
reases at plant level . (13) This was the firs t
ev idence o f MAWU ' s principle of shop floor bargain­
ing being shown t o work . SEIFSA itself recognised
that i t "woul d have t o becorre more responsive t o the
shopfloor if it were to survive". (14)

The second strike wave: February,A-1arch and ~ril

1982

By this time the Kat1ehong SSC was neeting every two
weeks and leading shop stewards were holding plan­
ni ng neetings every week in between . (15) Guidelines
for the Shop Stewards Councils had now becane clear­
er . Two of the obj ect i ves of the SSCs were li t o
organ i s e a recruitment campai gn to organise a ll
workers i nt o FOSATU unions" and most importantly " t o
forge links with community or gani sat i ons to encour-
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age solidar i ty between t he ccmnuni t y and the wor ker s
str uggle . " (16 ) Neither t he Shop St ewards Councils
nor MAWU were, however, able t o gu ide and co-ord fnata
t he fre sh set of s t r i kes which were t o break in t wo
d i s t i nct ive wave s in ear l y 1982.

Meanwh i le workers had r e t urned from the bant us t ans
prepared t o move into mass ac tion once more. They
had found t errible poverty, d isease , hunger and the
worst d rought in living memory when they had r eturn­
ed heme a t the end of the year break . (17) Now 14<XX>
workers went on strike in the Germi s ton/Wadev i lle
area a lone . The two s t r i ke waves of 1982 were o f
shorter durat i on but f ar more intense than the
s t r i kes of the pre vious year. Dur i ng the f i rst f ew
months of t hat year wor kers danands became clearer:
a n end t o t he Nat iona l Industrial Council (NIC) and
a minimum R2 an hour "living wage". Wor kers were
standi ng firm on the l-9.WU princi ples of worker
cont r o l and shopf loor barga i n i ng and were chal leng­
i ng the bosses where t heir s t rengt h was greatest ­
on the factor y f l oor.

At one point i n ear l y 1982 over t en f actories were
on strike a t t he same t ime and wor kers marched
through t he s t reets to t he MAWU off ices . A thousand
wor ke rs or more were attending the general rreeti ngs
organ i sed by t he Shop Stewards Counc i l s . The situa­
tion was becoming incre asingly t ense as wor kers
appeared to be moving t owards open conf ront a t ion
with t he SEI FSA bosses . This situat i on was f ue lled
by the breakdown of t a lks between managarent and
predomi nantly white art isan unions on t he NIC. This
rreant t hat blac k wor kers d id not even get the
cus t exnar y annual i ncrea se. A mont h later 4CXXl work­
e rs a t t he ~Jl,WU AQ1 were t o solidly r e-[ect the Ind­
us tria l Counc il syatern , But "now t housands o f work­
e rs decided they could wai t no l onger and downed
t ools at Haggie Rand , Na t i ona l Bolts , Screentex ,
Frys Metals , Defy and scew; " (18)

In addi t i on workers began t o a rgue that the s se must
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also take up i s sue s beyond t he f actory floor. There
are more people living in shacks in s ane of the East
Rand townships than in houses due t o the serious
shor t age of hostel beds and houses. These shacks
were bei ng threatened with dsmol .i t i .on , The sse began
t o discuss ways in which it could l ead r esistance to
demol i t ion . These discussions were a l ogical out­
gr owth of the expans ion of f actory organisat ion
and t he sense of 'lK>r king class power that was being
gener a t ed by the strike waves.

St rike at Scaw

At t he time Scaw l ooked t o most observe rs and part­
ic i pant s like i us t another s t rike . Workers decided
to openl y challenge the form of collective bargain­
i ng in the metal Indust.ry, (19) On the 27 April the
wor ke r s at Scaw came out on strike . This was the
t h i r d time they had been out i n the past e ighteen
months a nd now t hey demanded a naninal 10 cent s a n
hour i ncrease . Worker s made this demaoo ins tead of
their cent ra l demand of a R2 an hour living wage and
even said that this "could be t aken off t he irxlust­
r i a l council i ncrea se when i t was g i ven" . (20)

I t is d i ff icult to interpret the acti on o f 'lK>rkers
at Scaw other than as a fundamental chal lenge t o
cap i t a l in t he reg i on. I t wa s c lear however that
workers had been moving i n t hi s d i rect ion a ll a l ong
accor d i ng to Moses ~ayekiso' s assessment of the mood
of wor kera during t his per iod : "There were go ing t o
be these IC negotiat i ons . They (the workers) were
talk i ng about that and sa id - Why shoul d we be
r epresented by people who a re not taking a mandat e
f r om the wor kers . Now we are the for ce, bu t the
employe r s c an ' t t alk t o us. Let us t ake this i s s ue
str a i gh t onto the s hopfloor - Then t hey s tar t ed
f ight i ng . " (21)

The fac t t hat 'lK>rkers demanded an i ncrease lower
than tha t wh ich management was pr epared to concede
at the NIC negotiat i ons i nd i cated t hat t heir pr imary
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co-lecetve was the right to negotiate wages at plant
level. According to Fosatu WOrker News, "shop stew­
ards and union representatives were amazed that a
management with a liberal image like Anglo Arrerican
could refuse a 10 cent s an hour increase whi Ie they
had already offe r ed more than that on the Council."
(22) The bosses were perfectly clear why a "liberal II

line was impossible. A management representative at
Scaw gave the reasons: "rn the interests of long
term stability, sound labour relations and an effec­
tive bargaining s truct ur e , it is vital that workers
realise that s toppage s during negotiations will not
win conces s ions . " (23) After three days the police
were brought in and every Scaw worker was dismissed.
At the tirre this mass dismissal was described by
Bobby cocsai i , looustrial Relations Consultant at
Anglo, as a "symbolic sacking." (24)

The impact of this "symbolic sacking" was a me-ier
defeat for the Scaw workers and the organised work­
ing c l as s struggle against the NIC. As far as polAWU
was concerned, it was f orced into a tactical retreat
because "effective opposition to the NIC had been
broken". (25) It was in this context that MAWU dec­
ided t o '[ odn the NIC in February 1983. Coupl ed with
the deepening recession during 1982, the retrench­
trent of a large number of active shop s tewar ds and
ove r a l l demoralisation as the heady abmosphere of
direct action disappeared, it looked as if cap i tal
had won another round.

Two fundanental questions need to be asked: Firstly
why was a regional or even a national strategy not
devised to back up the Scaw workers? secoodry, has
MAWU been co-opted into a bureaucratic collective
bargaining structure ?

As far as the first question i s c oncerned, t".AWlI and
the sse in particular failed to back up the Scaw
workers because o f an over a ll weakness in t'>AWU's
or gan i s a t iona l structures. Despite the fact that
Scaw i s one o f the biggest factories on the East
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Rand, the Scaw workers were not playing a leading
role in the SSC. They did not, f or example calIon
the SSC to back them up in the f orm of a General
St r i ke in the same way that the Colgate PalJoolive
workers did in mid-July 1981. Furthermore, the SSC
was actually trying t o restrain the Scaw workers .
from going on strike at that point as they believed
that the necessary organisational preparations were
absent. During February and March a large number of
strikes had been lost when workers decided unilater­
a lly , without c onsulting tne sse or the union, to go
on strike. MAWU had been unable to keep up with the
pace set in the strike waves. Its arrorphous organi­
sational structures were incapable of providing a
framework f or a strategy which could have taken
advantage of the historic opportunity to smash the
NIC that the Scaw strike afforded.

Despite the decision to enter the NIC, MAWU has con­
t i nued to wage struggles at plant level. The best
exampl e being the struggle at Highveld Steel where
l".AWU has not only succeeded in organising a highly
successful campaign to force managenent to negotiate
at plant level, but it has managed to divide the
white trade unions in the process. This does not
mean that MAWU will never fall into the bureaucratic
trap. Indeed, it is only through vigorous, systen­
atic and continual democratisation of the union from
the botrtrm up, that MAWU will be able to withstand
the pressures in the long run.

The or gan i sa t i ona l weaknesses on the East Rand were
e xami ned by the Fosatu Congress in April 1982. It
was decided that the trade unions needed an organ­
isational focus that would increase direct worker
participation in the structures of the trade union
as well as democratise and rationalise the c0­

ord i nat i on of organisation in specific local areas.
This was accanplished by amending the FOSA'IU consti­
tution in order to incorporate the SSCs into the
s t r uc t ur e of the Federation and extending their
application nationally. The SSCs are now referred to
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as "Iocals'' and i nclude the members of all FOSATU
uni ons in the area covered by the l ocal.

Simul taneous l y , MAWU itself began t o co-ord i na t e its
Transvaal organi sa t i on by initia t i ng i oi nt sse meet ­
ings. The f i rst met i n July 1982. However , i t onl y
began t o meet r egula r l y towards the end of 1983 when
the cr i s i s in MAWU began to surface. Throughout the
f irst s i x months of 1984 i t was the main body that
thrashed out t he issues associated wi th the spli t.
In addition combine SSCs (eq , Barlow Raoo) and sub­
sectoral sses (eq , foundries) began t o be set up .
The establishment of these new forms of fac t ory
organisat ion within FOSATU and MAWU was accompanied
by the employment of s i x new or gani ser s between mid­
1982 and late 1983. It i s clear that l-1.AWU was aware
of i t s organi sa t i onal weaknesses aoo was t aking
steps , a t l east a t t he f ormal l eve l, t o solve these
problems . However , there were much more powerful
structural f orces at work that prevented t hese new
s t r uct ures from taking effect.

As the recess i on began t o se t in, a l a rge number of
workers began t o lose their -jobs , A ma -j or
implicat ion of this f or t he organi sed working class
was that the or ganic or ganisat ional and ideological
ski lls that many shop s t ewards had accumulated over
the previous two years were e ither s impl y removed
from the sse or else they were undermined by the
spread of demoral i sation and t he fear of
unempl oyment.

Defeat and d ivi s ion

In this cont e xt i t was i .nevi tabl e t hat t he remarm nq
worker s began t o depend increasingly on the organis­
at iona l d irecti on and stra tegic experience of the
organi ser s as wel l as a small group of l ead ing shop
stewards. As a f'llAWU or gani ser sa id : "r hey still come
t o the of f i ces but they dont want to fight i s s ues •••
they want the or ganiser t o do ever yt hi ng ••• t hey are
afra id that with t his recess ion they t hink - I must
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not be the f irst one , I must be a qood boy. " (26)
So de sp i t e t he introduction of a number of or ganisa­
t iona l innovat ions that coul d have potent ially f ac­
i l i t a t ed greater rank-and-file participat i on , power
began t o s h i f t towards a leadi ng s tratum of person­
nel wi thin l"'.:AWU.

This cannot , however , be understood a s a "bureau­
c r a t i c " tendency precisely because the pr oblem on
the Eas t Rand was not t oo much organisat i on , but
rather not enough g i ven t he massive e xpansion in
union membership ge ner a t ed by the s t r i ke waves. In
fac t , i ust as amorphous organisational s t ructures
during t he s tr i ke wave s prevented workers from in­
cr ea s i ng the i mpac t of t heir act ions , so dur ing t he
recession they did not provide a framework f or a
de fens i ve s t rategy that coul d have been l ess depen­
dent on the un i on leadership. The i nadequate re­
lat ions h i ps between the sse ' s and the f actor y comm­
ittees ac tual ly worsened as the r ank-and-file were
int imidated by the threat o f r ecession, thus reduc­
i ng their willingness t o play an acti ve r ol e i n the
SSC ' s and the uni on . This also meant t hat the l ead­
i ng shop stewards ' posi t i on became i ncreasingly
d ivor ced from the r ank-and-file as they concent rated
their ac t ivi t ies on t he SSC. The SSC meet i ngs , how­
eve r , were getting smaller and hence the precon-
d i tions f or greater r ank-and-file part i c ipation were
unde rmi ned . In fac t , by August 1982, the Benon i sse
had collapsed .

The organ i ser s and l eading shop stewards that began
to pl ay a mor e di r ect r ol e in organ i s i ng the defen­
s i ve strategies a s the r ecession set in were well
awa re of these probl ems. Howeve r, as they s truggled
to cope with t he r eces s i on, management' s new hard­
line approach , the despondency of the r ank-and-file
and. the need t o consolidate MAWU' s s truct ures ,
d iv i s ions opened up. Disagreements were t o s urface
ove r questions of bureacracy , leadership , derocrecy ,
f i na nc i a l management , po.l i t Ic a .l di rect i on , ccemuni cy
s t r ugg l e s and organ i sa t ional pr ior ities . What
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follows is an attempt t o record the sequence of
events as accurately as possible, given that there
is disagreement over "what really happened". (27)

~ beginning of disunity

In March 1983 the r-:,AWU NEx:: decided that Moses
Mayekiso and Bernie Fanaroff, two Transvaal or gan­
isers, should organise a large chrome factory in the
western Transvaal. The chrome workers subsequently
organised the miners in the four mines that sur­
r ounded the factory. The miners, however, were not
members of MAWU, but were seen as part of a special
project; controlled directly by the f"lAWU Head Office.
The establishment of a separate mineworkers union
was envisaged. This was opposed by David Sebabi, the
general secretary of MAWU who, according to
Mayekiso, saw this plan as a breakaway union that
would have been an alternative power-base for
Mayekiso and Fanaroff. This was the first irxHcation
of open disunity within MAWU.

Mayekiso argued that t-'!AW(J had grown too quickly and
needed to be restructured. He proposed to the Branch
Executive coomittee (BEx::) new strategies that would
target and prioritise the most important factories
and areas in order to concentrate the energies of
the union, rather than continue to expand at the
expense of qualitative consolidation. He also argued
that new structures needed to be created in order to
bring the organisers under greater worker control.
It was these strategies that became the central
source of antagonism.

Mayekiso and Fanaroff argue that workers control was
a threat to Sebabf and that is why he responded by
cultivating his own caucus in the BEC in order to
oppose these new ideas. Sebabi, two of the other
organisers and Sate leading shop stewards {eq,
Andrew Zulu) said at the press conference that they
saw these new plans, not as an attanpt to advance
worker control, but as an attempt by a "white
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bureaucratic eli ten to gain cUiplete control over
the union in order to undermine the pos i t i on of
tnose elarents who had criticised the policy and
d irection of the union. MAMJ , on the other beod ,
argues that these criticisms were never a r ticulated
publicly a t BEX: or sse I1'eet ings end therefore they
are retrospective rationalisat ions ra ther than r eal
grievances . What i s cer ta i n , however , is that there
were underc ur r ents of d i scontent within MAWU from
ear l y 1983. Towards the end of 1983 the di e had been
cast : whatever each s ide said or did simply ser ved
to r einforce t heir r e spect i ve assceot fons , Within
the BEX:' there was a t otal breakdown of carmunica­
tfon , Each side accused the other s ide of manipul a t ­
ing workers in o rder t o f urther thei r r espective
anti-<1anocrat ic and parochial i nterests .

'Ihe divisions~

It was a t this stage that the National Executive
Coomittee (NEe) began t o interve ne. A decision was
taken by the NEX: , which is made up entirely of wor k­
ers , t hat the Head Off ice which is based on the East
Rand, was not s uff icient ly control l ed by wor ker s .
They r eccnrreoded that Sebabi ' s influence be d i mi n­
ished by maki ng s ure that the Transvaal of fice bear ­
er s play a greater r ole in the running of the Head
Office. Mayekiso e od Fanaroff a rgue that 5ebabi
failed t o act upon this recamendation. Despi te the
fact that Zulu , who i s a worker and vice-pres ident
of MAVlJ and FOSA1U, was centrally involved i n the
Head Off ice, Mayekiso a rgues that this does not
necessarily constitute workers control .

In late 1983 suspicions about financial mismanage­
trent a t the Head Off ice began to cfrcuka te , This led
to a decis i on a t the first NB: rreeting in 1984 to
i nvestigate the Head Of f ice 's financial s i t uat ion .
Sebeb.i argues that this was the first direct attenpt
by the "white bure aucratic e lite" t o smear him. He
argues that it i s no coincidence that these a llega­
tions began t o merge at precisely the point when he
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and his group began t o openl y cr i t ici se the organi ­
s a t i onal and pol i t.Ical. direction of the union.
Mayekiso argues that Sebabi deliberately created
these divisions , over what were ostensibly issues of
principle, in order to divert attention away from
the financial irregularities that were clearly
evident i n the management of the Head Office .
~ayekiso further a r gues that Sebabi tried to get hUn
and Fanaroff dismissed for manipulating the BEC
meetings , whereas Sebab i c l a i ms that Mayekiso and
Fanaroff were trying to di smiss him because he was
not t owing the FOSA'ItI line. The BEC meetings in
early 198 4 degenerated into open verbal and occa­
sionally physical fights . The division within the
leadership had filtered down t o the factories and
had became a maior issue for a l arge number of
workers .

The or i g ins of ~~lit

In February MAWU employed Jabu Radebe as the new
organ i se r f or the Ea s t Rand. Radebe - a young or gan­
ic intellectual fran Alexander township who is firm­
ly committed t o democratic trade unionism and an
independent working c l as s politics - became the
focus of the tensions between the two factions with­
in the BOC. Sam Thuli, one of the or gan i ser s who
event ua lly i o i ned l..M".AWSA , said in Ma r ch that Radebe
was Fanaroff I s "puppet " who had been hi red to organ­
i se workers against Sebab i . After a number of bitter
argurrents wi thin the BOC, Radebe was fired in March.
He was only re-employed a f ter the split a t the end
of July.

On the 18 ~arch the annual elections f or the BOC
were held. r-avektsc was elected br anch secretar y .
Sebabi , Thuli , Zulu and another organiser Enoch
Godongwane, s tat ed that the e lect ions were manipul­
at ed by Fanaroff and Mayekiso and were therefore
illegitimate . They called a nother meeting on t he 25
March Where a new BOC was e l ect ed . Godongwane was
e l ected branch secretar y . I t was this BOC that emp-
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loyed Zwelakhe Si peta , an ex-PAC activist and former
Robben Island prisoner. This was done while Mayekiso
was ove r sea s and, according to MAWU, without con­
sulting the NEC.

By the end of March there were two SOC's in the
Tr ansvaa l and both o f them arrived at the NEe
meeting in early April. This prevented the election
of new office bearers to the NEC. In orde r t o solve
the problem the NEe decided to divide the Transvaal
BEC into an last and a west Rand branch. It was also
decided that individual factories could take their
own decision about which branch they wanted t o -iodn ,
The sebabi group gained control o f the East Rand
branch and the Mayekiso-Fanaroff section ga i ned
control of the west Rand branch. The fight that
inevi tably ensued between the two branches for the
factories soon made t his plan unviable.

In early May , Se bab i and Zul u were not re-elected to
the NEX:: although the latter remained Vice-President
of E'()SATU. t-'.AWJ claims that Sebabi and Zulu never
questioned the legitimacy of the NOC elections. HCYW­
ever , Sebabi and Zulu refused t o hand over irrrnediate
cont rol of the Head office's financial resources.
They argued that this needed t o be done gradually.

It was in this context that the NEe appointed a sub­
committee t o investigate the whole situation.
According to Mayekis o, it came up with f our
findings: firstly, that there had been gross
f i nanci a l management; secondly, Sebabi was guilt y of
using racism t o attack Fanaroff and various other
white intellectuals within FOSATU and the university
academics associated with FOSATU; thirdly, that the
Sebabi Ba:: was uoconsti tutional because it had
r efused t o abide by the decision of the or ig i na l BEC
e l ect i ons ; and f ourthly, that Sebabi, Thuli and
Godongwane did not obey NEe instructions vis a vis
the union finances and the employment of or gan i sers .
P. t an NOC meeting on June 17, Sebabi was suspended
on c har ge s of financial mismanagement. Thuli and
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Godongwane were suspended f or not obeyi ng uruon
policy and NEX: institutions. The lM-1AWAS1\ people
argue that t he NEe a l so s uspended Zulu which is not
const i t ut ional s i nce only the BEX: can s uspend and
d i smi s s wcrkera who are of fice bearer s . MAVlJ clai ms
t hat the NEX: s impl y made a recoomendation t o the BEC
which then t ook the final decision.

The suspended organisers and Zulu were asked t o
appear before the NEe on 7 July t o answer the
charges aga i nst them. When they did not appear on
the appointed day, the NEC decided to d i smiss than.
Although rA~ a rgues that this whole procedure was
in accordance with union rules, the dismissed rren
i nterpreted it a s manipulation. They argue that the
NEe was forced to t ake this decision by the same
"white bureaucratic eli te" who had been workdnq
against them since early 1983.

MAWU 3'lits

The split worked itself out in the f ollowing way:

* On the 16 June, in ant ic i pat i on of their
suspension and after they were not re-elected ont o
the NOC, the Sebabi/Zulu group called a ge ner a l
meeting f or all East Rand s hop stewards in Reiger
Park. The divisions within MAWU were discussed
and workers were urged to -jotn the East Rand
br anch .

* A second meeting of this nature was held on the
30 June. On this occas ion workers were act ually
asked t o support those who had been suspended and
the idea of f orming a new union was suggested. The
workers were then asked t o go back to the
f actories in order to ge t a mandate fran the rank­
and-file.

* On the 14 July the final meeting was held. tM1AWSA
c l a i ms that there were 38 fully represented
factories, and r epres entatives fran two semi­
or gan i sed factories, a t this meeting. PI decision
was taken t o f orm a new trade union. lI'Y1AWS1\
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(united Metal, Mining and Allied workers of South
Africa ) was born.

* After the NJo.X: decided to re-amalgamate the
Transvaal branch, e l ect i ons were held for new SEC
of fice bearers on 21 July. Mayekiso was elected
branch secretary. At least on the fonnal level
MAVlJ was back to normak ,

At a press conference in late July, an 1.J't1AWSA.
s poke sper son claimed that they decided to break away
fran Jo1AWU f or four "political" reasons:
(i) Bureaucracy: MAWU is controlled by a "white
bureaucratic elite" that has consistently prevented
working class leaders fran taking control of the
union.
(ii) WOrker control: Although MAwtJ claims to
believe in the principle of worker control, this has
never been itrplemented in practice.
(iii) Political direction: "we don1t want to be
told by white intellectuals that we should not -iodn
UDF, Inkatha or AZAPO. we are firmly ccemi.trted to a
national democratic struggle for the liberation of
this country . If an organisation does this, we will
support it. But instead they tell us what to say to
these or gan i sat i ons . "
(iv) International links: FOSAID has a relationship
with the ICTEU, but this was never approved by the
workers.

The last point was not publicly reported, but it has
since been pointed out that FOSAID is not affiliated
to ICFTU am that Zulu himself had previously add­
ressed workers about this question on FQS1l.1U ' s be­
half. The lOOSt important elements of MAMJ'S position,
which are supported by FOSAID, are as follows:
(i) Corruption: fII.AWU has had no option but to
follow the constitutional procedure to expel Sebabi
for gross financial etsccoecce, Cbarqes of fraud
nave been laid.
(ii) Racism: The three organisers; Sebabi, Thuli
am Godongwane, as well as Andrew Zulu, used racism

115



- MAWU -

to justify their actions which i s contrary t o MAWU's
principle of non-racialism.
(iii)Support: The new union is onl y supported by
seven factories on the East Rand because it was the
workers themselves who expelled those who establish­
ed it ..
(iv) FOSATU does not recognise lMMAWSA as part o f ,
or a s an a f fi liat e of FOSA'IU and therefore it will
not be allowed t o use the fo".AWU's offices , funds and
r esources on the East Ram.

Union~

The central . issue is obviously how much support each
union has. Both are adamant that they are suppor ted
by most of the East Rand factorie s . Sam ThuH said,
at the 1.M'1l!.WSA press conference that ''l-1AWlJ is
experiencing its final death." WithinMAWU , IM-".AWSA,
is written off as an ineffectual "splinter group" ..
The final truth , however, will onl y be known in two
t o three months when the new stop or de r s for the new
union have been negotiated .. The onl y thing that is
certain is that although lJ'AMAWSA is supported by at
least seven t o ten factorie s , the central division
is not between factories but rather within a l arge
number of factor ies throughout the East Rand.

What has happened is that sane l eading shop s t ewa rds
have tended to support l.M1AWSA, whereas the rank and
file have been t otally d i v ided over whether t o
follow them or not . Extensive confusion exists among
metal workers as a r esult. This means that the
conf lict between MAWU and lMlAWSA is not simply
go i ng to be a case of demarcating bourx:laries, but a
fight that will be waged within approximately f orty
factories . The out cane of this struggle will depend
ent i rel y on how successful each union is in re­
e s t abl i sh i ng s t r ong and durable shop steward organi­
sation within the factories . The conflicts and t en­
Slons will , however , remain until workers as sert
their control and demand the unity, not onl y of all
metal workers , but of the whole trade union rroverent ,
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~ pclitic s of worker cont r ol

The growth of the independent trade union movement
has made a rra-ior inpact on the South African pol­
itical c ul t ur e . It' s rallying cry, the principle o f
wor ker cont rol , has become a central organ i sat ional
and ideological object.ive for the new progressive
opposi t i on noveeeote, However, we a re witnessing
splits within these trade unions that suggest that
a l though they are ccemi trted in principle t o worker
cont rol , their f ormal s t r uc t ures have not always
been translated into substantive derocrecy, Why?

Ther e were two basic conditions that made a split
possible in MAWU: (i) amorphous organ i sat i ona l
s t r uc t ures ; (ii) lack of political direction.

It has a l r eady been shown that although the s t rike
waves were cr uc i bl e s of worker poweF on the East
Rand, they were not fiDmly r ooted in s ound organ­
i sational structures in a large number of factories
where strikes occurred. This was recognised at a
gener a l rreeting organised by the Katlehong sse in
Novanber 1982 - as well as by the East Ram organ­
isers. Although this inevitably reduced the e f fect ­
iveness of the strikes and exacerbated the problems
brought about by the recession, the more important
consequence was the limited form of democracy that
ex i s t ed because o f the lack of rank-and-file part­
icipation. This meant that the advanced shop
s t ewar ds who were directly involved in the running
of the sse, or playing leading roles in the unions
and/or the Federation and benefitting fran education
proqr emees , began t o act increasingly autonarously
instead of constantly returning t o strengthen and
educate their bases on the factory floor (28). It
was many of these sere leading shop stewards who
have ; oined lJIlo1AWSA out of a sense of frustration
with MA~. Although sere of them managed t o take the
r est of the members in their factories with than,
sane of than have been re-jected by the rank-and­
f i l e .
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It was Bernie Fanaroff who highlighted that one of
the underlying causes o f the split was the lack of
worker control when he said: "wa out gr ew our re­
sources and didn't develop the s t r uct ur es to facili­
tate this. There is no real tradition that or ga n­
i sers are controlled by the aoc in the Transvaal. II

This supports the argument that mass worker insurg­
ency and "activism" does not necessarily generate
~atic participatory forms of or gan i s at i on f or
the rank-and-file. The relationship between "spon­
taneity" and organisation is, of course, in the
final analysis a political rather than an organi sa­
tional problem because it's resolution depends
entirely on the way the purpose of working c l ass
organisation and struggle is conceptualised.

WOrking class organisation on the ~ast Rand tended
to go beyond the factory floor. The SSCS began to
address the problem of shack housing in the coom­
unity and were firmly carmitted to getting involved
in broader eatm.ll1ity struggles. A significant number
of shop stewards '[o.ined the East Rand People I s Org­
anisation which was formed by Sam Thuli and is
affiliated to the United Darocratnc Front. A worker
described the role of the sse in these terms: "So
the sse has got a role to play not only in the work­
place, but in anything that affects the interests of
the workers in general. In the absence of a clear­
cut organisation that does take these aspirations
into effect, the SSC is going to take action." (29)

It 1is clear, therefore, that the SSCs were a forum
for wider pok i tical action, made possible by the
initial form of trade union organisation within the
factories. As workplace organisation is strengthen­
ed, so workera can take up coamunity and political
issues nore effectively. This does not imply a
"stagist" strategy whereby the political issues are
not confronted and delayed until an unspecified
future date. Taking up political issues does in fact
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s t r engthen workplace organisation if this is done
strategically. This is not, however, what happened
on the East gend, Sane leading shop stewards becere
d i s sat i s fied with the fact that MAWU and the SSCS
were not fOIl1'lJlating a practical active strategy to.
take up carmunity issues. This was due to a large
extent to the weakness of workplace organisation,
but also t o a tendency within FOSATU to de ulq:Oasise
ove r t linkages with coom.mity struggles. One leading
shop steward said he ioined lM".AWSA precisely be­
cause he was dissatisfied wi th ~Jl.WU on this score.
He argued: "The situation of the worker in South
Af rica is that they are oppressed and exploited. The
struggle goes beyond the factory gates. WOrkers must
address themselves t o the problem of rents, shacks,
e l ect r i c i t y tariffs, schools, recreation, etc. In
FOSA'IlJ and MAWU workers have been openly discouraged
from taking up these issues aoo political organisa­
tions have been openly criticised. we recognise that
the trade unions are not political organisations.
But for them (ro'AWU) to say no politics in trade
unions is nothing e l se but to keep their politics of
r eformism inside the trade unions." The views ex­
pressed Indicate a general frustration but should
not be seen as the property of any one group and may
not be shared by all [MolAWSA supporters

The fact that the SSCS did "provide a focus for work­
er s around issues beyond the factory in that area"
(30) suggests that sarething new was anergill3, what
sane have ca lled "working c l a s s politics". Bringing
the SSCS into FOSATU consolidated and exterrled org­
anisation - at a trade union level. But an adequate
response t o this wider working class politics implies
a different form of or gan i sat i on capable of repre­
sent i ng non-factory based working c l as s consti tuen­
c fes , If hoeever , these issues are ccroressed into a
narrow trade union f orm of organisation, workers
beg i n t o make a f alse distinction between "econo­
mic" and "political" issues. This was evident when
one of the most prominent s hop stewards who has re­
ma i ned wi thin MAWU criticised tM-IAWSA in the follaw-
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ing terms: "They are interested in political trade
unionism. They want t o take up politics in the
coomunity. II

Although it 1S clear that MAW[] cannot be called an
a-political or "r e formi s t" trade union, it is
equally true that before and after the split the
present U~~WSA leadership - possibly exluding
Sebabi - were and are mobilising support by arguing
that they intend taking up political struggles ~
yond the factory. That this question of political
direction has been claimed as one of the cause s of
the split, is reason enough to raise sane of the
above issues.

Conclusion

}.ny analysis of the tensions wi thin MAW[] must start
from an account o f the union 's traumatic recent
history - its phenanenal growth, f ollowed by a per­
iod of defeat and retrenctInents. MAWU's record has
t o be measured against the prevailing cond i t ions of
r eces s i on and the paucity of organisational resour­
ces available to the union .

Important questions remain to be answered a How can
regionally developed f orms of struggle best contri­
bute to the building of a national trade union and
workers ' movanent? How do relatively new organi sa­
tions achieve the kind of legi timacy which makes
splits unthinkable? What is the role of a national
federation in combating divisions?

In the final analysis, the process of building
unions aoo working c l a s s organisations based on the
principle of workers control is probably the most
difficult and canpl ex task that faces workers. What
emerges out of this analysis of the MAWU split is
that it is one thing t o have a consti tution and
s t r uc t ur e s that are formally based on workers' con­
trol, but quite another t o translate this into s ub­
stantive danocracy . This implies that workers can-

12~



-MAWU

t rol cannot be achieved through rules and regula­
tions alone. At the sane titre mass i nsurgency has no
inna t e autogenetic tendency towards democratic
s t r uct ures . Both these tendencies , however, were pee­
sent in f'o'.AWU . In fact at one level , the unresolved
tens ion between the necessary expertise of the or g­
ani ser s and leading shop s tewar d s and this "ac t i visrn"
which went beyond the factories, provided an imp:>rt­
ant condi t ion that made the spl i t possible.

The degree of worker control in a particular union
depends on the form of leadership, its willingness
to ccmbat reliance UI;X>0 " e xper t i se" on the one hand ,
and the capacity of the rank-and-file to generate
their own organisational and strategic resources to
take control of the union on the other . It goes
wi thout s ay i ng that this entails a struggle that
needs t o be patiently and painstakingly conducted,

Gi ven that this struggle against ~atic tend­
enci es exists in all trade unions , it f ollows that
spli t t i ng a union ccrpounds the problem i ns t ead of
sol v i ng it. Divisions and disagreutents inevitably
gene r a te emotions that lead those involved to be­
lie ve that the opponents should be purged if they
are the "dani nant tendency" , or if they are on the
l osing end , that they shoul d spli t . Derocrat.i.c or g­
anisa t ion and practices must attempt to s olve
genu i ne differences in political strategy without
re sorting t o either of these options. Obviously this
is not applicable when the central issue is a moral
one like cor r uption. As far as the workers on the
Eas t Rand are concerned, they are now faced with not
onl y the problan of s t r uggling f or workers control ,
but they have t o conf ront deep divisions and c on­
f us i on in their ranks as well. In the final analysis ,
t he political protaganists in the dispute , in not
tackling the fundarrental problems o f l eaders h i p and
worker s cont r o l within l-'.AWU, have s impl y reproduced
them in a not her f orm.
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