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NUM on co-operatives 

Last month NUMSA wrote 
about their experiences in setting 
up SARMCOL Co-op in 
Mphophomeni, Natal. This 
month NUM writes about their 
co-operative projects. Cosatu 
News welcomes more contribu
tions to the debate on unemptoy-
ment and co-operatives. 

In 1984, 1985 and 1986, NUM 
members at Foskor Mine in Phal-
aborwa went on strike, demand
ing recognition of the union. 
Each time they suffered casu
alties, and over 2000 workers 
lost their Jobs. In 1987, dis
missed shaft-stewards came to
gether and called on the NUM to 
support their efforts in setting 
up co-ops. 

They decided to set up a t-shirt 
printing co-op, and went to visit 
SAWCO for advice. The Phala-
borwa Workers T-shirt Printing 
Co-op (PAWCO) started pro
ducing t-shirts in April last year. 
PAWCO has fifty members, who 
work half-day shifts. The first 
months have been difficult, as 
Stanley Mathebula, PAWCO sec
retary explains: "We knew how 

to work underground but we 
didm know how to control a 
project." 

PAWCO members have needed 
to learn many new skills in order 
to control production democrati
cally. All the tasks usually done 
by management in a factory are 
now being done by PAWCO 
members - such as ordering ma
terials, chasing payments, plan
ning ahead, controlling the fi
nances, and keeping disicpline. 

PAWCO has nine different com
mittees which share all the differ
ent tasks and responsibilities in 
the co-op, and in this way, the 
project is building real democratic 
control, based on a high level of 
participation. 

Meanwhile, at the end of the min-
eworkers strike in 1987, over 10 
000 workers were dismissed or 
retrenched. Most of these work
ers were migrants, who face a 
grim future with little chance of 
re-employment. For example, in 
the Transkei, unemployment is al
ready over 50%. Because of the 
strategy used by the NUM during 

the strike, these workers were 
organised into strike-committee 
structures in their home areas. 

The NUM decided to use these 
strike committee structures as 
the basis for organising co-op 
projects in the areas where 
workers live. These projects will 
provide jobs, as well as allowing 
these workers to work near their 
families, and to escape the dehu-
manisation of migrant labour. 

A strike committee chair from the 
Transkei explains his hopes for 
these projects: "Our projects will 
create jobs, they will spread the 
word about the NUM in the are
as that we come from, and they 
will help to develop the communi
t y " 

The Transkei and Lesotho have 
been targetted as the first re
gions in which projects will be 
set up. it will not be possible to 
build enough projects to accom
modate all the workers, so mem
bers will be chosen on a propor
tional basis from the different 
districts. Workers who received 
no compensation at all from the 
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bosses will be first in line for jobs 
in the projects. 

It is not possible to accommo
date all the workers in projects at 
this stage, because each project 
needs a lot of capital to get 
started- This difficulty is one rea
son why the problem of unem
ployment cannot be solved just 
by building co-ops. And while 
co-ops can help limit the suffer
ing of some of the unemployed, 
they do not take away the cause 
of unemployment, and so unem
ployment continues to grow all 
the time. 

Unemployment is a product of 
capitalism, because in the search 
for profits, the bosses replace 
more and more workers with ma
chines. So we can only end un
employment by ending the sys
tem that puts profits before 
people, and we can only end that 
system through a political strug
gle. 

But co-ops do also have a role in 
preparing us for the day when 
we win that struggle, because in 
the co-ops, workers are learning 
some of the key skills needed for 
democratic control of produc
tion. Many of these skills are de
nied to workers in the mines and 
factories. 

But they are crucial for building 
socialism in the future. And they 
can help broaden the base of 
support for socialism, by show
ing that it is possible for workers 
to control production, and for 
production to be based on social 
needs rather than private profit. 
In deciding on what products to 
produce, workers in both Leso
tho and the Transkei have looked 
at the needs of their communi
ties. 

They decided there is a need for 
low-cost building materials in 
their communities, and so the 
NUM started investigating block-
production products. But al
though cement blocks are in 
great demand in both these are
as, the NUM came up against a 
problem: people who live in nous-
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es made of cement blocks have 
many complaints. They say that 
the walls crack; and the houses 
also get very damp, which can 
make people sick. And when 
people cook inside, drops of wa
ter form on the ceiling. 

But many people still build with 
these blocks because they are the 
cheapest. So, the NUM decided 
to try to find a way around this 
problem. And they found that 
this problem can be solved - by 
good building methods, by hav
ing the right mix in the blocks, 
and by making sure the blocks 
dry for the correct length of 
time. 

So, the NUM projects plan to ed
ucate people who buy from them 
about ways of building to prevent 
damp, and plan to make blocks 
that are strong and dry. In this 
way, the NUM will make blocks 
that contribute to the health of 
the people, and improve the qual
ity of cheap housing. At present, 
the NUM has sites in Umtata, 
Flagstaff, Maseru, Outhing, Bu-
tha-Butha and Mokhotlong, and 
workers for these projects are 
being chosen through the strike 
committees at present. 
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