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The issue of AIDS entered the agenda of trade unions approximately 5 years
ago. The major problems workers encountered were testing without consent,
dismissal of HIV positive workers and the unilateral implementation of AIDS
programmes and policies at the workplace.
Those unions which were directly affected began to take up the issue of
AIDS with the development of AIDS policies and awareness programmes
within their structures. However, the limited resources available to the trade
unions have limited the success of these programmes. This article will look at
some of these activities, obstacles and how these could be addressed.

AIDS: A Union Issue
The issue of health and safety at the workplace has always been an area of
conflict. Management believes that the area of health is always their responsibility
and workers and their organisations have no role to play, AIDS is no exception.
When management realised that AIDS will begin to have a major impact on the
economy, unilateral AIDS programmes and policy development were
implemented at the workplace.
When workers attended their routine medical monitoring programmes i n
some cases they were also tested for HIV, They were tested without consent
and results were not kept confidential. In the mining industry, workers from
neighbouring states who tested positive did not have their contracts renewed
until the intervention of the National Union of Mineworkers. In some cases
workers who tested positive were dismissed.
Management began to develop their own AIDS policies and education
programmes. The majority of these programmes reflected the biases of
management, were insensitive lo the social and economic conditions, practises
and beliefs of workers.
HIV positive workers were discriminated against. Those who were not
dismissed fac^d reduced medical and pension benefits. In some cases, inadequate information led to victimisation of HIV positive workers by their fellow
workers.
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Unions Take Up the Challenge
The growing conflict on the shop floor forced unions to take up the challenge
to address the concerns of their membership. At a federation level, both
COSATU and NACTU developed policies. In addition, NUM, FAWU,
MEWUSA, SACWU and TGWU began to engage employers on the issue of
an agreement. For most unions, this proved the beginning of a long and
arduous task.
The agreements covered areas which directly affected the membership
of the unions. The areas included: testing, job-protection for HIV positive
workers, care counselling, medical support, education and training, and
confidentiality of medical results.
The various trade unions began to conduct education and training within
their structures. Awareness raising pamphlets, posters and videos were pro*
duced for the membership. Some unions held national conferences bringing
together hundreds of delegates from all parts of the country to discuss and
debate policy guidelines. In some cases, the health and safety service organisations in various parts of the country assisted in union education.

SACCAWU workshop - unions engaging health, AIDS NGOs
Photo: Ismail Vawda
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In the early 1990s, unions began to develop AIDS education programmes. These programmes have looked at two major aspects, thai is, basic AIDS
information, policy and workplace issues. Thousands of workers have been
through these training programmes. The service organisations alone trained
over 3000 workers during the last 5 years. Over the last two years, trade unions
have been developing AIDS trainers for their programmes.
During 1992, COSATU produced two videos: "AIDS a Union Issue" and
"Women and AIDS", Both were screened on SABC-TV. The Workplace
Information Group has been involved in two major AIDS projects over the last
three years. The first project was a proactive survey which was conducted
amongst trade union members from various unions throughout the Transvaal
and the second was a joint project with the Transport and General Workers
Union.
The proactive survey interviewed 77 workers to determine their knowledge, attitudes, and perceptions about AIDS. The survey identified that
approximately 25% of the respondents had misconceptions about haw the
disease was transmitted and only 5% of the respondents had an AIDS policy at
their workplace. Forty five percent of the respondents indicated that management was not doing anything about AIDS,
The survey amongst long distance truck drivers also indicated similar
trends. The results from this survey were used to develop a trainers programme
for the union. Approximately 20 trainers were trained in each of the union's
7 regions,

AIDS Programmes: A Difficult Path
The trade unions have placed the issue of AIDS firmly on their agenda
Awareness seminars and workshops are a regular feature of some unions'
education programmes. Thousands of workers have attended trade union based
education workshops.
Major successes include the negotiation of agreements between unions
and management at various workplaces. These agreements protect workers
against discrimination, and grant workers the right to training programmes
acceptable to the unions. Recently, agreement was reached between the
National Union of Mineworkers and the Chamber of Mines
However, these successes have been mostly limited to the well organised unions within COSATU and NACTU. Even within these unions, the programmes have been hampered by the lack of adequate structures, limited
financial and skilled human resources. The capacity for unions to develop and
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implement AIDS education programmes will ultimately depend on the structures
existing within the union, the resources available and the skilled personnel
available to the union.

Structures and Resources
Most unions do not have developed health and safety departments. The
implementation of the AIDS programme becomes the responsibility of the
already burdened education and training departments. These structures have to
deal with the various other issues high among the priorities of unions. The
focus of most education programmes are on the economy, political negotiations,
violence, wages and, lately, voter education.
The labour movement has a responsibility of ensuring that it contributes
and exerts an influence in debates and discussions about future government and
policies. Hence, COSATU and NACTU are currently engaged in discussions
at different forums - for instance, the National Economic Forum, National
Manpower Commission and National Housing Forum. COSATU has also
initiated a voter education programme which is gaining momentum, in
preparation for the coming elections. Rank and file membership is also
contributing to these crucial matters, and attention is absorbed by such discussions. These are all urgent matters, where decisions must be taken within strict
deadlines.
Political issues tend to have an immediate effectt whereas the impact of
the AIDS epidemic is yet invisible in our communities and the workplace.
Access to resources also poses a major problem for union programmes.
Adequate AIDS programmes require a massive amount of resources, including
financial and skilled human resources, both of which are not easily available
to the trade union movement.
Training programmes require that workers have paid time off to attend
such programmes, or they would have to forfeit a large portion of their meagre
wages. In addition, these programmes also require the services of persons
trained in Ihe field. There are very few skilled persons who are willing to work
for unions.

Addressing the Difficulties
The development of successful AIDS programmes will require unions to
develop their capacity to implement these activities. Their capacity building
will require the development of adequate structures to develop, implement and
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Workers must get time off to attend programmes. Photo: Medico
evaluate AIDS programmes. These structures should, where possible, be
linked to union health and safety structures.
In the long term, unions should develop a skilled human resource pool.
In the meantime, however, they should determine how they could best use the
skills available within service organisations, primary health care groups and
even state and management personnel. These structures could be used for basic
AIDS education. Organisational issues should, however, still be dealt with by
union structures.
The important aspect of this relationship is that workers and their unions
should be integrally involved in the development of these programmes and in
the evaluation. In this way, unions would be able to develop the capacity to
undertake these programmes themselves
Unions could negotiate for funds from a number of sources. However,
many of these sources may pose problems for workers and the content of the
AIDS programmes. The sources for funding could include foreign trade unions
and funding agencies, state funding and funds from the company. In some
cases workers have successfully negotiated for management to pay for AIDS
education programmes. Strategies should be developed on how to deal with
each of these agencies. However, the over-riding principle should be worker
control of the content of the programme.
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Health and Safety Structures
AIDS programmes within trade unions are obviously at an elementary stage.
While there have been impressive successes, a number of obstacles stand in the
way of greater success. Suggestions have been made on how some of these
obstacles could be overcome, so as to facilitate progress in implementing AIDS
programmes.
The issue of HIV/AIDS, in the context of the workplace should be
inseparable from the broader health and safety issues that affect workers.
Emphasis should be placed on the importance of developing viable occupational health and safety structures within trade unions. Without this, it would
be virtually impossible to initiate or sustain any health and safety (or AIDS)
programmes.
Workplace Information Group is an occupational health and safety
service organisation to the trade union movement. It is affiliated to the
Occupational Safety and Health Organisation of South Africa (OSHOSA).
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