
HUDDLED in cardboard boxes 
to keep out the cold, some 800 
workers at the B B Bread Bak
ery in Durban's Sydney Road 
kept up their night-long vigil to 
prevent the company sneaking 
in scabs. 

Their week-long occupation 
of the biggeBt bakery in the 
area effectively cut off the sup
ply of standard bread loaves to 
Durban. 

The B B Bread workers, to
gether with about 1 200 work
ers at six other bakerieB, went 
on strike on July 22 in support 
of their demand for a living 
wage. 

The bread strikers were de
manding an across-the-board 
increase of R23. However, their 
employers were only prepared 
to offer a R l l , 4 0 week ly 
increase. 

For the first time, the power 
of worker strike action was 
brought home to every Durban 
household. 

The only bread available for 
the duration of the two-week 
strike was that baked by the 
small bakeries in the major su
permarkets. And this was not 
enough I 

Lengthy bread queues be
came a common sight in most 
s u p e r m a r k e t s a n d by 
lunchtime most of the bread 
and rolls had been snapped up 
by shoppers. 

Some traders even trucked in 
loaves from as far as Johannes
burg and sold the standard 
bread at prices way above those 
laid down by the government. 
Irate shoppers said they were 
paying as much as R1.10 for 
white and 90c for brown loaves. 

But, in the local townships 
and hostels, where the strikers 
had managed to get support for 
their struggle, the standard 
loaves of bread were boycotted. 

One u n f o r t u n a t e hos te l 
dweller made the mistake of 
buying a rare standard loaf. 
Discovered by fellow workers 
on his way home, the loaf was 
taken from him and then was 
stamped on. 

At the outset, the four unions 
i n v o l v e d i n t h e 
Durban/Tongaat bakeries — 
the Sweet Food and Allied 
Workers Union (FOSATU), the 
Food and Beverage Workers 
Union (CUSA), the Black Al
lied Workers Union and the 
Natal Baking Industry's Em
ployees Union — presented a 
un i t ed front a g a i n s t t he 
employers. 

At the industry's industrial 
council, the unions agreed to 
put forward joint demands and 
when the wage talks dead
locked they jointly decided to 
call a strike ballot in which 70 
percent of the workers voted for 
strike action. 

But cracks in this unity be
gan to appear when three of the 
unions signed an agreement 
with the employers to vacate 
the premises when the strike 
began. 

Only SFAWU members, at 
B B Bread and at Blue Ribbon, 
occupied the two bakeries to 
prevent the employers bringing 
in scabs to break the strike. 

It was only after the employ
ers took Supreme Court action 
at the end of the firet week that 
the workers marched out of the 
premises. 

53-year-old, Mkhulumiseni 
Zulu, who has worked at B B 
Bread for 33 years left the bak
ery only once during thei r 
week-long occupation and that 
was to give his family some 

money. 
'I was terribly sick because of 

the cold, but I was determined 
to stay inside as long as I could. 
I was fighting for the survival 
of my family/ he told FOSATU 
Worker News. 

In a n i n t e r v i e w w i t h 
FOSATU Worker News , a 

. group of B B Bread strikers 
told of how they had initially 

used company bags to cover 
themselves at night but these 
were taken away by manage
ment and they were forced to 
use cardboard boxes. 

"The company also closed the 
canteen. Management thought 
that they could starve us off the 
premises,' one striker said. 

However, strikers' families 
brought food to the factories 
and workers at the nearby Clo
ver Dairies donated crates of 
Amahewu. 

One of the highlights of the 
period of occupation for the B B 
Bread workers was when dur
ing one lunchtime the Clover 
workers marched singing down 
Sydney Road to the bakery's 
gates. 

Similar solidarity demon
s t ra t ions were held at the 
Congella brewery and Dunlop 
(both on Sydney Road) and also 
at Universa l Mil ls , Forbo 
Kromenie and Metal Box. 

In the second week, it be
came obvious that the other 
three unions were not prepared 
for a lengthy Btrike. 

Their members began to drift 
back to work and the union offi
cials s tar ted to push for a 
settlement. 

At the end of the week when 
mediation did not bring an im
proved offer from the employ
ers, the other unions signed a 
return-to-work. 

With the crumbling of the 
united strike, SFAWU mem
bers decided at a meeting on 
the Saturday to return to work 
the following day and continue 
the Fight for a living wage from 
within the factory. 

The decision was to accept 
the employers' offer as the 
minimum for the industry but 
to push for an improved in
crease at plant level. 

However, when the strikers 
went back to the bakeries, the 
management refused to let 
them in unt i l the workers 
signed an undertaking stating 
that they accepted the employ
ers' offer and that they would 
not raise the issue of wages for 
another year. 

This the workers refused to 
do, so they were locked out by 
management. 

On Monday August 5 after a 
mammoth six-hours of negotia
tions, SFAWU managed to get 
the employers to agree that 
wages and conditions of em
ployment could still be raised 
at plant-level. The workers 
then returned to work. 

The experience of the Durban 
bread strike has shown once 
again the importance of having 
only one union per industry. 
Had there been only one union, 
the division among the strikers 
would not have occurred. 


