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It has come to our attention that in the course of editing an article by
Pieter Ie RouJ(, 'The Retention of lnfluJ( Control' (Vol. 5 No.4), an opinion
to which the author does not subscribe. was inadvertently inserted. The
paragraph in question reads:

"The precise nature of the Riekert Commission's recommendations
affecting influx control is covered elsewhere in this edition. It is, how
ever, necessary to stress the fact that the Commission leaves intact
key aspects of the eJ(isting system of influx control, and that, where
changes are proposed. these are designed to effect a division between
urban and rural dwellers ."

It must be pointed out that the author doesnot subscribe to the final state
ment . SALB wishes to apologise for any inconvenience caused to the author
over this error.



Introduction

The term labour usually refers to wage labour (not just ' work' as such)
and the study of labour to the three aspects of the employment relation
ship: wages, relations of employer and employee ('in<:ustr ial relations ' )
and the size of employment . Where paid and regular wage labour is involved
in most productive activities throughout a society, the study of labour is made
that much easier , since the relations of employer and employee are more
established and obvious, while wage levels. hours of work and numbers
employed are more fixed and widely known and therefore more easily mea
sured and compared .

What this means effectively is that the study of labour in industrialised
countries is easier than in peripheral economies where labour is often not
excha nged for wages . Labour is also of a temporary and not variable nature
and often very small-scale (one or two employees), while the relations bet 
ween employer and employee are inexplicit and undocumented .
The lack of documentation is reflected most strongly in the labour statistics
of peripheral countries: the only employment and wage statistics usually
available are for government employment and for that small part of the pri
vate sector in which employment is fairly large and stable - i.e . the so-called
' formal sector ' . which is defined precisely in terms of the regularity of
employment of labour and the explicitness of the relation between em
ployer and employee andpften,the size of employment per firm .

The consequence is that the working class in peripheral count ries tends to
be defined as including only those workers in 'formal sector ' employment.
This has given ris e to one of the most discussed issues about labour in peri
pheral countries where the ' formal sector' involves only a minority of the
workforce: namely. whether formal sector employees form a ' labour elite '
whose interests are fundamentally divorced from those of other oppressed
and exploited groups . In the context of growing class differentiation ,
typical of an underdeveloped state. are these groups able to forge class al
liances in the struggle against exploitation?

It is clear that fo rmal sector workers constitute a highly exploited section
of the population . Jack Parson shows that the vast majority of workers in
the industria l class receive wages below the Effective Minimum level.
They are also an oppressed group along with the 'peasantariat' (peasants
who are heavily dependent on migrant labour to South Africa for their daily
survival). Both classes remain weak and divided as an effect of political and
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economic domination by the ruling class.

This is not. however. to deny the existence of class differences between
the rural population and the formal sector working class. The precise nature
of the relationship between the two remains difficult to define. and this gives
rise to a debate over the significance for the poorer majority of working class
struggles. To what extent do poor rural families have members working in
the urban formal sector. thus benefitting from higher wages through trans
fers to the rural areas? In other words. how great is the 'internal migration'
of labour within the country between the 'formal sector' and the rural areas?
David Massey. in his contribution on the political economy of migrant labour
in Botswana, argues that such internal migration is large and increasing be
cause of the inability of families to survive either on urban wages or rural
production alone, and that therefore the wages earned in the ' fonnal sector'
to a large extent 'trickle down' into the rural areas

The other issues on which the contributors to the present edition focus
are migrant labour itself and the trade union movement in Botswana. Mig
rant labour to South Africa is still the dominant feature of the labour pic
ture in Botswana. It involves an estimated 30000 to 40 000 persons (of whom
some 21 000 are mine workers). Total 'fonnal sector' employment is currently
about 60 000. For most of the eighty years of colonial rule (1885 to 1965)
the Bechuanaland Protectorate was governed effectively as a labour
reserve for South Africa . With only the minimum of jobs available within
the territory, migrant labour became a necessity for many in order to pay
taxes and to buy the increasingly necessary imported traders' goods . By
the mid 20th century it was the most important single source of income for
the majority of the population. Schapera found that in 1938-42. 47ClJo of the
cash income of the ' native population' came from employment outside the
territory. According to the 1971 census. in three of the most heavily popu
lated southern districts of the country (Ngwaketse, Kweneng and Kgatleng)
some 40% of males in the 15-54 age bracket were absent outside the country,
the vast majority on the South African mines.(I)

In his paper. Migration and Underdevelopment. Erik Lyby paints a vivid
picture of the concrete effects of the migrant labour system on the rural
population. His interviews with migrant workers clearly reflect the way in

1. The information from Schapera's stlMfy snd the 1971 census Is taten from Nai" 'Mlpiiiiiiii
sc.I1. W. " N•• 2.E ,.SedelybiBolsw M' S-buk,'d , ...... ' .. =" ftllevut ...... i ....... "Nado rI M!padoII StM, ..

ppJS.J9.
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which the process of underdevelopment operates to lock the population into
an endless cycle of dependence on the industrial centre in South Africa. It
is in this context that family relations and ideology become a principal bin 
ding force in society.

As Massey emphasises, current changes in the southern African migrant
labour system assume fundamental importance for Botswana. The demand
for foreign workers by the South African mines is decreasing while at the
same time 'internal' migration within Botswana is increasing . Massey's
paper reveals the predicament in which the Botswana govern ment finds
itself with respect to migrant labour to South Africa: on the one hand it re
cognizes some of the devastatin g effects of the migrant system and would
like to end it: on the other hand migrant labour is a major source of income
for the poor of the country for wh ich there is at present no alternative source
available. This same dil emma is reflected in the resolution on migrant
labour passed by the joint meeting of ' the workers' movements of Botswana,
Lesotho and Swaziland' at Gaborone in November 1978. which is reprinted
in this edition .

The trade union movement in Botswana is the final major focal point among
the contributions . The interview with the president of the Botswana Fede 
ration of Trade Unions (Mr. G. Matlhabaphiri) ind icates that the trade
un ionism is comparatively new a nd has been built up to a la rge extent o n
the initiative of the government a nd with the assistance of the Afro.American
Labour Centre and the Frie drich Ebert Foundation. The movement . still
weak and unsophisticated, reflects the backward nature of capitalist indu s
try in the cou ntry. Much of the discussion centres on the obstacles blocking
effective organization. Parson, in his paper on the working class and the
state in Botswana , argues that restrictive and divisive legislation. together
with harsh putting-down of strikes . are major reasons for the movement' s
weakness. Matlhabaphiri. while also blaming some aspects of the legis
lation, is hopeful that these can be altered, and suggests lack of education
among trade union leaders and members as a further major obstacle. It
is likely, howe ver. that the problem is more fundamental. Whether Bot
swana, as a small country peripheral to Sout h Africa can have a vigorous
nationally-based union movement is a question raised by Lyby and Parson .
Both suggest that a closer alliance with workers in South Mrica is needed.
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The Changing Political EconomyoC Migrant

Labour in Botswana

David Massey

Botswana is often favourably portrayed as a country having a demo
cratic government and an increasingly strong economy based on the export
of minerals and beef. Yet, the reality of the political economy of Botswana
belies this rosy portrayal. While beef and mineral production do enhance
the balance oftrade and boost GNP, they have done little to improve the lives
of most Batswana.(l ) A focus on beef and mineral production turns attention
away from another less pleasant aspect of Botswana: the fact that the coun
try is a vast labour reserve in which families survive only by selling their
labour power. For over 80 years, Botswana has supplied mines, homes. fac
tories and farms of its neighbour. South Africa. with male and female wor
kers . As we shall see , due to changes in the southern African political
economy. South Africa no longer requires as many foreign workers as before.
At the same time. the Botswana economy is rap idly developing and its needs
for labour are changing . This paper will examine these changes and analyse
their impact on Botswana.

The 'lntemallsatlon' of Mlgraut Labour In South Afrka

In 1972. 800/0 of th e black workers on the South African mines were foreign
cont ract workers. For nearly a century the surrounding countries provided
a reserve of labour to be drawn on in periods of economic expansion or shed
in periods of recession. Due to the peculiar political economy of the labour
reserve/migrant labour system that evolved. the mining companies dis
covered that workers could be paid below subsistence level without jeopardi
sing the process of reproducing the labour force or arousing a successful wor
kers ' revolt . By utilizing foreign workers as a reserve anny of labour. the
mining corporations were able to maintain th e same low real wage level for
over 50 years .(2) The labour reserves provided for the reproduction of the
labour force and the care of the aged; the compound system provided for
social and polit ical control of workers at the work place; and the migrancy of
workers. itself. provided against any ongoing worker opposition to the sys
tem. The miners ' strike of 1946had been the last challenge to the system and
it had been brutally and successfully suppressed.
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Then some time in the early 19705 the whole system began to unravel. Pet
haps it started in Namibia in 1971 with the Ovambo strike against the con
tract labour system there or at Sever Mine in October 19n when the first of
what were to be over 50 strikes and riots over a three year period took place.
Certainly the unilateral decision of President Banda in April 1974 to stop
sending Malawian workers to the South African mines provided a large spike
in the coffin for the idea that foreign labour reserves were safe sources of
supply to be turned on or off at will. The subsequent loss over a single year
of 100 000 workers. at a time when the gold price was approaching the
5200 an ounce mark for the first time in history, cost the mining companies
millions. As if the Malawi debacle were not enough. in the very same month
of April 1974 came word of the overthrow of the Caetano government in Por
tugal .- an event that immediately put another 100 000 workers coming from
Mozambique in the ' at risk' category. (The total black work force on the
mines is about 400 000) .

The South African government and the Chamber of Mines had badly mis
judged the degree and rapidity of political change in southern Africa . After
an initial period of unease about the coming of independence to some of its
black neighbours in the mid-1960s, South Africa had been lulled into a false
sense of control . So much so, that between 1965 and 1972 -. a period of rapid
economic growth in South Africa -- the amount of foreign labour on the mines
was allowed to increase from 65% to an all-time high of 80%. The choice
between increasing reliance on cheap. abundant foreign labour or raising
mine wages to make them competitive with other sectors of the economy had
been d early made in favour of the former alternative.

As it turned out, however. the loss of direct British control over neighbou
ring territories was to make a great difference . Certainly the British would
have never have acted as preciptately and as 'ittesponsibly' as President
Banda if they had still been in control of Malawi. Likewise for Lesotho where
the unpopular Jonathan government suddenly introduced a compulsory
deferred pay scheme in January 1975 which set off a whole series of riots and
walk-outs on the mines.

In fact. by 1975 all hell was breaking loose on the mines. Before the year
was over there were to be over 26 strikes and riots on the mines resulting in 69
deaths and over 250 injuries.(3) The old ploys of tribal division and rule,
victimisation, blacklisting , and outright physical violence which had pre
viously worked in controlling the large concentrations of workers (up to
15 ()()() on a single mine) necessary to the mining industry no longer seemed
to work.
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Obviously some major changes were in order. In April 1975, a Government
Commission of Inquiry into the mine 'riots' was convened. It eventually
made a series of (secret) recommendations that amounted to a rough blue
print for the re-establishment of control on the mines . In addition to recom
mendations for improved living conditions for workers, better workerl
management communications, better intelligence networks and beefed-up
and better planned riot-control capacity, the commission called for a major
switch away from foreign sources of labour. Reliance on foreign labour. it
argued. had become too risky . The report cited the Malawi cut-off and the
Lesotho deferred pay fiasco as examples of outside political problems having
been imported into South Africa and concluded that "it cannot be permitted
that the Republic be politically injured by actions in which it is not always
directly concerned ."(4) Although no evidence was found of any outside
agitators playing a role in the disturbances, the Commission warned that,

'We expect that with the passage of time (if it is not already happening)
agitators (Communistic and otherwise) and terrorists from outside the
country will attempt to be absorbed as part of the migrant labour
force.. ~(5)

It decided that Mozambique was especially suspect,

~At certain mines there was an attitude among Mozambicans during times
of Frelimo successes. that Frelimo was showing how to deal with Whites.
This particular source of migrant labour is especially exposed to infil
tration by terrorists.I(6)

Regarding rumours that the OAU was going to sponsor the formation of
a suppliers' cartel with the aim of eventual withdrawal of foreign labour from
South Africa, the Commission noted that 'coordinated action may therefore
be expected in the future, with ever increasing demands which may also be
politically motivated .' (7)

Accordingly, an initial goal was set of lowering the percentage of foreign
workers from the then current level of 700/0 to 500/0 . The major means of ac
complishing this was to be the raising of wage levels to a point where they
would be competitive with the lower ranks of industrial employment in South
Africa. In effect. such a programme was already under way. By December
1977. the goal of 500/'0 local labour had been reached and it has since been
surpassed, with rumours that they may go as far as 70% . Figure 1 shows
how effective the wage increases were in inducing South Africans to work on
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Fig ure I.

South African Gold Mines : Changes in Relative Mine Wages and the Per
centages of Domestically Recruited Labour. 1935-76.

80%

70~

50 0/0..

40~

30%

20%

, Relative Wage .

" I

\ ", I, ,, ,
" I

, I

" I "'Jo Workers-v-, , from SA. *----- ... - I-- -__ I

'-----~~-, I
' ... I-.

"'40 ."" ."" ' 70 "eo

* Relat ive wage curve based on cash wages in gold mining as a percentage
of cash wages in manufacturing.

• * Workers fro m South Africa curve is based on South African black mine
workers as a percentage of all black mineworkers in gold mining.

Source: J .A. Parson, How attractive Is Gold Mlnlng To Black Mlneworken'
South African Chamber of Mines . Human Resources labo

ratory . Johannesburg, 1977. p 18.



8

FIgure 2.

S.A . Mine Labour Organisations' Recruitment from Malawi . Mozambique.
Transkei and Bophuthatswana. 1972-77. ( ,000s)
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the mines . The major increases in this internal supply have come from the
two newly inde pende nt Bantustans - the Transkei and Bophuthatswana.
Not surprisingly, the number of workers coming from politically suspect
Mozambique was cut back more than 65OJ'o in 2 years. (see Figure II)

Migrant Labom In BogwlUUl

Before discussing the implications of these changes for Botswana , we must
first briefly describe the role of migrant labour in the historical development
of the Botswana politi cal economy. lbe migrant labour system has been en
trenched in Botswana since the country's creation as a British Protectorate
in 1885. As far back as 1844. there were Batswana working for Boer v eer
t rekkers in the Western Transvaal. By 1880 there were reportedly over
2 500 Batswana working on the diamond mines at Kimberley. Over the next
50 years. Batswana were to be found working in the Soouth West African
diamond mines (until 1930). in France as part of the African Labour Corps
during World War Lon the fanns of the Western Transvaal. for th e muni
cipalities and ind ustries and in the white homes on the Rand. and In Rusten
berg District. and of course. on the gold mines.(81 Many factors contributed
to the transformation of the Protectorate into a steady supplier of labour to
South Africa: the paucity of wage labour upportunities at home: lack of
arable agricultural development: recurring drought and outbreaks of cattle
diseases ; South African marketing regulations which indirectly limited the
sale of ' native' catt le; active collaboration on the part of tribal authorities and
colonial oftkials in pushing men onto the labour market in order to pay hut
tax , tribal levies . and fines ; serious land shortages in the three tribal reserves
from which white farming blocks were carved : the negative developmental
effects of th e loss of manpower and skills implicit in the migration process
itself , etc.

In 1940. after a decade of receiving complaints from tribal authorities
about the increasingly hannful effects of migrant labour on tribal life. the
colonial government commissioned an anthropologist. Isaac Schapera . to
make an invest igation into the problem. A comparison between some of
Schapera's findings in the 1940s and some more recent data is revealing of
how deep and continuous the process of unde rdevelopment has been in
Botswana .

Schapera found that in 1941 28% of working age males and 50/0 of work ing
age females were outside the country.(9) Corresponding figures in the 1971
Botswana Census were 25.50)'0 and 5,1%. Another 10% of the working age
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population were estimated to be missing from the Census enumeration ..
presumably having emigrated either permanently or temporarily to South
Africa since the previous census in 1964.(10)

In 1941 Schapera found that. 'the vast majority of the families in each
tribe reaped either too little or barely sufficient for their needs.~11) A govern
ment study carried out in 1971 (which was considered to be a good crop year)
found that 84% of the households in eastern Botswana did not produce
enough grain to be self-sufficient.f.l.Z) According to Schapera, in 1940. Bots
wana imported about R40 000 worth of maize and maize meal · · the standard
store-bought food.IfJ) In 1975. Botswana imported maize and maize meal
worth RJ,S million .(14)

In 1943. Schapera wrote that,

"On the social side, it (labour migration) has resulted in many evils,
even though they are the direct result not so much of migration itself
as the overlong separat ion of husband and wife, father and children
that it often entails . . . .Unless the periods of absence are greatly cur
tailed. the evils will continue and possibly even spread .' '(15)

Today in Botswana half of all children are born out of wedlock and 150/0 of
all households are headed by unmarried women with children.(16) The num
ber of child-support cases heard in court has increased substantially .(17)
The complaints of older people of lack of support and concern for them on
the part of their relatives are legion .

Schapera's overall conclusion in 1943 was that migrant labour was having a
decidely deleterious effect on 'tribal' life. His primary policy recommen
dation was that the colonial government should put into effect a programme of
agricultural and industrial development to stem the tide of out migration < 

"the only alternative (to continued migration) is to embark on a policy of
agricultural and industrial development."(18) Under the British. no such
programme was ever attempted . Their interests were well-served by allow
ing Botswana to stagnate as a labour reserve. The people generally did not
starve. hut tax was collected and the meagre budget balanced. and the mines,
farms , kitchens. and factories of South Africa were assured a cheap supply
of labour to the ultimate benefit of the enormous quantities of British capi
tal invested in that country.

Since independence in 1966. there has been no indication that the Bots
wana Government intends within the foreseeable future to end, or even wind
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down migrant labour to South Africa. The official view is that it is ' unfor
tunate' but ' inevitable ' that Batswana still seek work in South Africa given
that 'employment opportunities within Botswana will only bu ild up slowly.'
(19) In practice the only discernible policy toward the system has been
that it should be milked for as much government revenue as possible. which
is very much the policy pursued by the British during the colonial
period.(20) For example in June 1916. it was decided to raise the recruit
ment fee due to the government from RI to R40 per mine recruit. In res
ponse. the major mine recruiting agency, TEBA. immediately closed down
recruiti ng operations . This was something the government had not counted
on and. after some hasty negotiations. a compromise was reached with the
recruiters and a RI Ofee ag reed upon. The government had gained several
hundred thousand rand in revenue and TEBA had shown it was not to be
easily pushed around .

More recently, in early 1978, the Department of Taxation decided that
miners in South Africa should be forced for the first time to pay the full
amount of local government tax due on the ir wages. Previously the labour re
cruiting organisations had been paying R6, the minimum amount of the tax.
to the government for each recruit as an advance on his wages to be paid
back to them out of his first month 's wag es. This system of advances is
basically a holdover from colonial times when one of the principal reasons for
going out to work in the mines was to get some cash for paying hut tU .(21)
The present local government tax is a regressive tax with a maximum level of
P84 due on incomes of PI 000 and above. By coincidence, a majority of the
miners working in South Africa in 1978 were makin g just enough money to be
liable to pay this maximum amount.(n) It was estimated that by collecting
the full amount of tax from the miners , the government could bring in an
ea:tra P2 million a year in revenue. Unfortunately for the government, TEBA
refused point -blank to have anything to do with collecting the full tu . (Un
doubtedly the riots, deaths and production losses which had resul ted from the
Lesotho government's sudden introduction of its compulsory deferred sche me
had taught TEBA a lesson). Instead . they convinced the Botswana govern 
ment that it merely had to inform the miners that they must send the appro
priate amount of tall: each month to the government tax office th rough the
existing channels for remittances and they would do so. Two months after
the miners had been informed of their 'new' tax requirements , only one miner
had remitted his tax . Subsequently , a delegation was sent by the Botswana
government to the South African mines to inform Batswana miners in person
of their tax obligation . The delegation wisely decided to cut the trip short af
ter having been chased into their car which was then shaken and nearly tur
ned over by a group of angry miners at one of the Klerksdorp mines. As tbe
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head of the delegation later put it, •'I should have known there was going to
be trouble when the mine manager asked me if I was prepared to give my life
for my country. " (23)

TEBA's relations with the Botswana government have always been cordial.
The former Minister of Home Affairs, whose portfolio included the Depart
ment of Labour, once worked for them. In a more recent coup, they managed
to hire away from government service a very able District Commissioner to
work in their head office. There have been conflicts. of course, like the attes
tation fee dispute . but under the new regime of Tony Fleischer, the TEBA
administration is pointedly Jess heavy-handed than it used to be . An incident
such as occurred in September 1973 when Botswana first learned from radio
reports that 2 citizens had been shot and killed during a disturbance at Wes
tern Deep Levels is not likely to be repeated . When push comes to shove.
however. TEBA is well aware that in the present circumstances , with no effec
tive supplier cartel to face and a successful programme of internalisation of
supply under way, it can bargain from a position of strength. Hence. its fla t
refusal to help the Botswana government collect the local government tax .

Internationally the Botswana government has been embarrassed by the
country 's reliance on South Africa for employment . When the OAU passed a
resolution in 1975 saying that foreign migrant labour should be withdrawn
from South Africa. Botswana had the resolution amended to say that employ
ment at home must be provided first . In April 1978, the Economic Commis
sion for Africa organised a conference in Lusaka to discuss migrant labour to
South Africa including as points for consideration such topics as,

Trade Unionism and the struggle for a birthright by the migrant worker
and the need to radicalize the workers in South African mines .
The need for psychologicaJ re-orientation of migratory workers to see
their progressive role in the liberation struggle,
Organising the solidarity of migrant labour supplying countries as an
economic (anti-apartheid) strike force .(24)

The Botswana government was so upset at the agenda and the thought
of being pressured to take a radical stand on migrant labour. that it seriously
considered not even attending the conference. (Not that there is any doubt
that the government is opposed to apartheid and on those grounds would
like to discontinue sending labour to South Africa). But, as we shall see.
since there are not sufficient employment opportunities in Botswana •• nor
are there likely to be in the future, given present government policies --
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continued labour migration to South Africa lessens the immediate need for a
rural transformation in Botswana. International calls for withdrawal from the
miarant labour system, theref..e. Jwye pretty much fallen on deaf ears in
Botswana. Ironically, it has been left to the South Africans to force the
issue ofdisengagement.

Despite the turmoiJ 00 the mines described earlier. until 1977 Botswana's
role as a labour supplier remained largely uDchanged. It continued to act as a
'safe' source of wbat were oonsidered on the mines to be 'safe' workers.
Unlike the governments of Lesotho and Malawi, the conservative and demo
craticaUy elected government of Botswana has always acted responsibly
in the eyes oftbe Chamber of Mines. Further in its favour, according to the
prev.i1ing ideology among white miners reprding the tribal attributes of
Africans. the Batswana are .a.pplledl1 unaggressive. (25) During the period
whcn the Clamber of Mines was still in the process of inducing increased
supplies of labour from inside South Africa. Botswana was used to pick up
some of the slack. In 1976. it supplied more miners •• 40 000 .- to South
Africa than ever before ill its history. This record Dumber was due mainly to
the substmtial wage increases that bad been instituted to attract South Af
rican blacb to the mines. The avenge cash wage for millers in 1976 was
R91hoonth versus R2l1month in 1972. In January 1977. the usuaJ post
Ottistmas jump in mine recruitment turned into a deluge. In Bophuthat
swana. for example. more men were recruited in that one IDOIItb than had
been recruited in the eotire 1MI' of 1974. The mines were suddenly over
supplied with labour. As a result. resttictions were placed on recruiting in
Botswana (and other foreigh countries) in February 1977.(26) For the nest 10
months. TEBA did not recruit any novice (i,e, firsHime) minen in Botswana.
Meanwhile. in line with the intemalisation strateBY. it did accept novices
from inside South Africa including Bophuthatswana and the Transkel. This
restriction was imposed again in Botswana in February 1978 and has been on
and off since.

OfIDOl'e immediate seriousness for Botswana. in the first quarter of 1978.
mine recruitment &om northern Botswana was cut to a trickle -- a mere 12%
of what it had been the previous year. Since an outbreak of foot and mouth
disease had stopped cattle eJ:ports from this region for over a year. this was a
very bad time indeed for sucb a cutback. There was even talk that recruiting
hom the area would be completely phued out by the end of 1978. Previously
the Wenela depots in the region had acted more as staging areas for the
transit of woden from Anaota. Malawi. and z.,mbia than as actual ,,-
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erutnng centres. Since Zambia has long stopped sending men, Malawians
are now flown direct to Johannesburg via Air Malawi, and Angolans are re
cruited at RUDtu in the Caprivi Strip, much of the rationale for maintaining
these depots has been removed. The writing was on the wall when Wenela
sold its planes and its airport at Francistown in 1977. Given the relatively
small number of workers actually being recruited in the area (0.8% of total
South African mine labour recruitment in 1976) and the added costs to the
mines of flying them to Johannesburg, it seems logical that it could be one
of the first areas to be phased out in a situation of surplus supply .

It is exceedingly doubtful, however. that the Chamber of Mines would stop
recruiting in Botswana altogether. It is in their interest to keep as many
potential labour sources on tap as possible as a hedge against the sudden loss
ofany one source . Although with wages where they are and black unemploy
ment in South Africa as high as it is. there seems to be no short tenn obstacle
to increased internalisation of supply. there is always the possibilitv that the
internalisation of supply could backfire. There is certainly no guarantee that
the mines will find it easier to control increasingly militant and better
educated South African blacks than foreign blacks . Further. there will al
ways be the temptation -- especially if the gold price starts dipping .- to allow
real mine wages to fall and to use the foreign sources once again as a reserve
army of cheap labour to break any internal resistance to wage losses.

But for the short term at least, the number of mine recruits to South Africa
from Botswana will drop and the mines will become more selective. favou
ring 'career' miners to lessen the costs of constantly retraining and recon
ditioning workers for mine work. In the long term , it seems highly unlikely
that there will be an y substantial increase in demand for mine labour. Most
current projections foresee a levelling out of total demand for mine labour in
South Africa in the 19805 and a gradual reduction in numbers from then
until the year 2000.(27)

There is a definite tendency for researchers to focus on foreign mine
workers to the exclusion of all others. This is mainly due to the fact that there
is much more and better quantitative data available for the miners. but also
partly because many of the non-miners are women and because of our
sexist preconceptions we tend not to think of workers as women . There is
every likelihood . since most of these workers are illegal , that they are
grossly underenumerated. Unless they have been working at the same job
since 1963 or have been properly recruited by their employers -- who first
must prove that there is no local labour available -- these workers are illegal



15

immigrants and subject to deportation if caught. Contrary to popular belief,
few of the non-miners from Botswana are employed on farms. Nearly 40%
of them are women who are employed mainly as domestic servants.(28)

There is evidence from my own field work that increased security checks in
side South Africa and the tightening of border surveillance are taking their
toll. A number of fonner workers told of being arrested and imprisoned,
fined, or sent back to Botswana by special train. This has had a tendency to
deter others who might be tempted to seek wort. illegally. In 1977, 2 879
foreign Africans were convicted in the Johannesburg Fordsburg court for
illegal entry .(29) In May 1978, a representative of the Black Sash told me in
an interview that there was a definite increase in the number of alien workers
being deported due to the post-Sowetc increase in pass raids and raids on
places of employment. Further difficulties arise for foreign workers due to a
new law that makes it compulsory for the employer of an attested foreign
worker to appear in court. Previously, the employer merely had to send in the
amount of the fine . It is not surprising. therefore, that my own survey of 200
households in Kgatleng District found that of those people still working in
South Africa. the percentage in the non-mining sector had dropped signifi
cantly from 73'10 in 1971 to 60% in 1978.

The overall picture . then . for Botswana is clear. After 100 years of expor
ting labour to South Africa it is being slowly squeezed out of the market .
The disengagement which the ' radicals ' in the liberation movements had
been calling for is cccurrlng v- forced from the South African side.

Post-lDdependence Development In Botswana

Over the last 10 years the pace of change in Botswana has been dizzying.
GOP has increased nearly tenfold. Minerals have replaced cattle as the
major export. What is rumoured to be the richest diamond mine in the world
is under development at Jwaneng , The urban growth rate since 1971 has
been a phenomenal 12% a year. So many international aid agencies are in
terested in providing funds to government that administrative and technical
capacity not capital is the major constraint in carrying out development
programmes . One would expect in a country making such incredible macro
economic progress that the phasing out of what has been generally accepted
as a socially destructive system of labour exploitation would be on the agenda.
On the contrary , what has occurred is basically a reproduction of the mig
rant labour system on an expanded scale within Botswana itself. What was in
Schapera's time a river of people leaving the rural areas to find work has in
the 1970$ become a flood. In 1943. 8'10 of the rural population had migrated
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oul.(3O) In 1971 . 14~ of the rural population had migrated out and nearly half
of these rural migrants went to urban areas within Botswana.(31) Since 1971.
this process has accelerated.MY Kg_tlena study. doDe in 1978. revealed that
at anyone time 23% of the population was absent from the district and that
fully two thirds of these absentees were internal migrants (ven us ODe third
in 1971 for Kg_tleoK). The vast majority of these internal migrants are os
cillating back and forth between the rural and urban areas in similar fashion
to the migrants to South Africa. The process of development and under
development which defined the relationship between white South Africa
and the black periphery is being duplicated in the uneven development of
urban and rural Botswana.

To understand why and how rural-urban migration in Botswana itself has
developed an oscillating pattern, requires a rudimentary analysis of class
development in Botswana and of the related role of the post-ledependeece
state in creating a structure whjch induces oscillating migration. It is the
Botswana government. in cooperation with the various international aid
agencies and the mult i-national mining companies. which has shaped and
directed economic development since independence. It has not placed a
high priority on employment creation in rural areas. Instead. it has willingly
joined with the multi-nationals and followed the advice of its stilled W«
tern advisors in pushing for rapid development of the beef and mining indus
tries along capitalist lines. This is understandable given the class character
of the government itself.

BasciaJly, the Botswana government represents the interests of a small
but rapidly eme rging bourgeoisie consistina of overlapping national and
bureaucratic segments . The material basis of the national segment is its
ownership of cattle and its access to land, water, and investme nt capital.
For the most part, t his class has been dominated by people high up in the
tribal hierarchies of the various Tswan a e thnic groupings who by virtue of
their standing have traditionally enjoyed favoured access to these income
producing assets and a lso to opportunities for high educat ion.

Holm's study of political office-holders in Botswana revealed that 47%
of MP's had paternal kinship ties with a chief or headman, that 76% owned
more than SO head of cattle (as opposed to 7,5% of the general population) ,
and that all were literate in English (this is in fact a requirement of office
for MP's).(32) Although no comparable studies have been done of the bur
geoning government bureaucracy, many of the middle and upper level civil
servants are also known to be members of this largely cattle-based. national
bouraeois segment_
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Given the class background of the politicians and bureaucrats. it is not sur
prising that the government. together with its embarrassingly large cadre
of Western advisors. (33) has guided the country along a path of capitalist
development. In this way, it serves both the class interests of its own mem
bers •• who are rewarded with government and aid agency subsidies for
their businesses and high salaries •• and the interests of the multi
national banks and companies • such as AnaIo American. American Metal
Climax. De Beers. The First National Bank of Bostoo, etc., who are provided
with the appropriate investment climate for carrying out operations in Bot
swana.

In general policy terms, this has meant the maintenance of an open
economy allowing the unfettered repatriation of profits; the lop-sided invest
ment of resources into urban development and physical infrastructure; the
creation of private property rights in land; an emphasis on production for
export and the earning of foreign excbenge and the provision of a cheap and
disciplined work force. A brief look at those government policy decisions
which have specifically dealt with rural development and urban migration
will illustrate how these have served the interests of the emerging bour
geoisie and the multi-nationals and fostered an internal migrant labour
system in Botswana.

RIII'IlI Povel'ty, Wage Controt.and OrilatIDa MIaradon

A survey of rural incomes carried out in 1974 found that 450/0 of rural house
holds in Botswana were living below a very bare poverty datum line and that
the same percentage owned no cattle -- the principal form of rural weaJth.(34)
An often stated intention of the government of Botswana is to use the revenue
from the newly created mining sector for rural development to alleviate this
poverty.(35)

The government's first major rural development project. the Accelerated
Rural Development Programme (ARDP) of 1973·76, did spend R21 million
on rural schools. clinics. roads and water supplies. However. Almost half of
this money was given by aid agencies and. as a government report concluded.
ARDP was really a ' buDdIDa programme ' and not a 'developmeat pro
gramme. '(36) In other words. it did not address the crucial issues of redis
tributing rural productive assets or of improving rural productivity. Never.
theless. timed as it was to have projects 'visible on the ground' shortly be
fore the 1974elections, (37) it proved to be a good political move on the part of
the aovemment. The ruling party, the Botswana Democratic Party, won
the election handily. winnina 27 out of32 seats.
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To date, the only major government programme dealing directly with the
development of productive forces in the rural areas has been the recently
introduced Grazing Land Policy (TGLP). TGLP is. in effect. an enclosure act
involving the creation of new commercial ranching areas similar to the white
farming blocks established in colonial times. It is envisaged that even
tually this programme will result in the establishment of I 500 or more new
privately run commercial ranches. The inexpensive leasing anangements
and 'soft' loans for ranch development will. it can be assumed. mainly
benefit the 1 SOO largest cattle owners in the country. This would amount to
barely 3"!o of rural households. Thus the budding national bourgeoste is
being well catered for by the government. While there is some disagree
ment about whether or not this enclosure movement will be labour extruding ,
there seems to be general agreement that at best it will not produce many
new jobs. At any rate , it is unlikely to benefit those households without
cattle which , all agree, need help the most ,

The government has done relatively little , then, to raise the productivity
and incomes of the mass of the rural population. This has helped create a
situation of increasing rural out-migration to urban Botswana. At the same
time, the government has set urban wage rates within Botswana at such a low
level that migrants to urban areas cannot afford to break their rural ties com
pletely and become a fully proletarianized urban work force . Unable to get
by on the basis of rural production alone, yet unable to support a family on
their urban wages , the majority of workers within Botswana have, of neces
sity, adopted a strategy of oscillating migration, moving back and forth be
tween their rural homes and urban places of employment. The government
policy on incomes, drawn up with the advice of a consultant provided by the
Ford Foundation, was Introduced in 1972. It is explicitly based on a totally
inappropriate dual-economy model which assumes that in Botswana there is
a modem urban sector developing separately from a traditional rural sector~8

Following from this , the policy argues that modem urban sector wages
must be kept low to minimise rural-urban income differentials <thus lessening
inequality and urban migration): to encourage the use of labour-intensive
technology (thus providing more employment): and to maximise modem sec
tor profits to government and private enterprise (thus providing more capi
tal for reinvestment in further development projects). The underlying as
sumption of this policy that there are separate modem and traditional sectors
in Botswana is simply wrong. The rural and urban sectors of Botswana are
unifiedthrough the internal migrant labour system. Carol Kerven 's study of
migration 10 Francrstown shows quite clearly that. due ro low wage levels
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and lack of job security. urban workers maintain strong rural ties.(39) The
1976 Gaborone Migration Study found that there was a constant flow of
people. cash, goods and services back and forth between urban workers and
their rural homes .(40) My own work in Kgatlens District found that 34"0 of
rural households had members working in urban areas of Botswana (another
30070 had members working in South Africa) and that these rural households
generally carried the burden of providing maternity care. child care, educa
tion and unemployment and old age security for urban workers . The main
tenance of a rural base is an economic necessity for most workers. That so
few Batswana consider Gaborone (or Francistown or Selebi-Pikwe or Lo
batse) to be their permanent home is not just some 'traditional ' hangover.
It is a result of the fact that so many families are unable to exist either on
urban wages or on rural production alone . The majority of households get
by only by combining income from wage labour in the urban areas or in South
Africa with crop and/or cattle production in the rural areas.

One outcome of the incomes policy is that it has provided cheap labour for
the new mining industry . At the Selebi-Pikwe copper-nickel mine, for ex
ample. wage levels for Batswana miners are about one third below what is
paid in South Africa for comparable work, and the average wage is' well be
low the established urban poverty datum line .(41) The low level of wages in
general. but particularly this differential between wages in Botswana and
South Africa. has aroused a lot of resentment.

In July 1975, a wildcat strike over new wage levels nearly closed down the
mine before the strike was crushed by the police. The government and the
mining company (150/0 government owned) joined together in retaliation
against the workers. The entire black labour force was sacked and 'selec
tively' rehired; (42) 34 miners were later sentenced to prison terms ranging
from 3 to 12 months; and (according to the press) a top union official was
publicly thrashed in front of the Vice President who, during the height of
the strike, had been shaken up (while inside his car) by the workers. (43)
In a later speech about the strike, the President defended the government's
actions in terms of the need for maintaining an acceptable investment cli
mate in Botswana.

'It is well to remind you that as a young developing nation we will for
many years depend to a large degree on external assistance for deve
lopment funds. The assistance cannot continue unless we maintain
peace and stability in our country... .Huge sums of money are involved.
The establishment of Selebi-Pikwe cost R2SO million of which R60
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million was borrowed from various overseas sources by govemmeet.
Therefore . in orde r for government to be able to repay th is money.
in addition to making sure the mine ope rates properly and becomes
prufitable . there is an imperative need for industrial peace. '

He then went on to justify the government 's low wage policy in terms of the
dual-economy model.

' It is necessary that wage demands by the fortunate few (those who have
jobs) should be as minimal as possible. You ought to bear in mind that
every wage increase you ask for denies many Batswana the opport unity
to find employment. Not only that. but excessive wage demands also
exacerbate the disparities which exist between the modem sector and the
rural sector and hasten mechanisation.' W)

One of the results of the low wage levels at Selebi-Pikwe has been an
annual turnover rate of over 40'10 Batswana workers (45) who maintain their
ruralUnks and move in and out of wage employment as if they were contract
workers. The bottom line in all this is that common labourers are paid below
their cost of reproduction, the balance being provided by rural production.
Consequently, extra profits accrue to -the mining companies and to the
government. Supposedly these extra profits •• which originate in the rural
areas « are to be used for rural development. The profits ofthe private com
panies mainly accrue to non-citizens and are lost to Botswana. (The cur
rent National Development Plan estimates that no less than 41 lf. of GDP
is appropriated by non-citizens).(46)

With regard to the government's share of profits, it is generally agreed
even in government circles that to date the transfer of mining revenue to
rural development has not taken place. Over the next S-year plan period, it is
projected that only 29% of development expenditure will go into rural deve
lopment and physical infrastructure . (47) The government rhetoric a~ut

transferring resources from the urban sector to the rural sector cannot hide
the reali ty of the situation: through its e:r;plicit policy of low urban wage
rat es and its neglect of mass rural development . the Botswana government
has encouraged the growth of a migrant labour system within Botswana
itself.
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The Coming Crunch

A series of yeats with above average rainfall, high cattle prices and high reo
cruitment levels and wages on the South African mines have created what
the government's employment advisor has called a 'deafening silence ' re
garding a growing employment problem. The movement of workers to South
Africa has been funct ional to the government in several ways . It has supplied
the government with important foreign exchange earnings -- over PIO mil
lion in 197b -. and some extra revenue in taxes and fees . More importantly
it has served to defuse rural discontent and political pressure for a rura l
transformation . The natural increase in the labour fo rce is forecast to total
124 000 betwee n 1978 and 1988. Given th at presently there are 0 0 [\" about
55 000 in wage employment in Botswana; that there are another 50-60 000
employed in South Africa whose jobs are in jeopardy; and that less than 100/0
of rural households are able to grow enough food to subsist on . (48) it would
appear that Botswan a is heading for trouble .

The coming massive expansion in diamond mining is not the answer.
since diamond mining In Botswana uses the most highly capital Intensive
methods possible . This is done fur security reason!'; -- reportedl y with the full
support of the government .

The only imaginable solution 10 the growing employmem prob lem IS a
massive programme of development in arable agriculture .

The emergence of a small group of progressive farmers has demonstrated
that cash-cropping can be done successfully in Botswana. My own investi
gation of a successful crop-farming region and an earlier study done by John
Comaroff of the Barolong farms indicate . however. that in cash-cropping
areas class division s are rapidly emerging.(49) Successful crop farmers
generally tend to be men who already own large herds of cattle and / or have
managed to rai se capita l through wage employment in South Africa or in ur .
ban Botswana . In addi t ion, thcv usually have had favoured access to large
portions of good land tott en b~ dint of their superior positions in the tribal
hierarchies and/ or th rough their political influencer: own tractors which they
hire out for transport and ploughing ; and employ farm labourers at extre mely
low wages . In most cases. rhcv represent the expansion of the catne -owmng
bourgeoisie into cash-cropping activities . Often their workers arc members of
one of the ethnic minorities .. tor example . Basarwa .- or women who have
neither cattle nor fields of their own and are unable to find work in the urban
areas or in South Africa because they are uneducated. too old. nursing chil-
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dren, etc . The men herd cattle, destump and clear fields and do piece-jobs.
Women are often employed as domestic servants or they work ' majako· .
Under the m.., ....o system. a woman will come to work in someone's field at
the time for bird-scaring and stay to help with harvesting, threshing and win
nowing. Her pay is generally " share cf the harvest and can vary anywhere
from a few buckets of grain. if there is. poor harvest . up to 12 bags .• worth
abo ut PI 44 · · if she is working for a generous and successful fanner.

Men and women who work as farm labourers are on the bottom rung
socially and economically in Botswana. They are the people most in need of
government assistance. Present trends indicate. however. tha t the resour
ces that the government does put into arable fann ing will be in the form of
price subsidies. easy credit and improved extension for the small class of
capita list farm ers . The conservative lending policies of the National Develop
ment Bank have already ensured that nearly every new tractor owner is al
ready a success ful cattle owner or shop-kee per, or a government bureaucrat.
(SOl

As t'mploymc.-n: opportunit jes in the urban area!'! and m South Africa be
come scarcer a nd commercial agriculture develop.. turther the number of
people Iorccc .. '>t"do work in tht" poorlv paid farmmg sector will grow sub
"Ianlially. Then" IS already some evidence that big fanners will res ist any
attempt at the redistributio n of land or catt le necessary to aid the rural poor,
Polit ically they have the clout to do so. A proposal for a national education
programme to inform all citizens of their rights to land -- a critical need at this
time as pract jcatly the whole country IS being mapped and allocated -- was
reject ed by the politicians in t97b. In northwest KKatleng District, which is
a carne pust and arable lands area , etternpts by farmworkers to get their own
field.. and to have primary scboots have.' met With ..tron~ opposi tion. Wor
kers have been th reate ned with the Ios:\o of their jobs and evtcnon and the
denial of acce..... h ' water by the big farmers in the area One 'lf the workers
aptl) e xplamed the baSIS for tbese Ihreats as fo llows, .. It we are 10 become
edul'jlh:d and go alloa,' 10 work or 11 we have our own cat t le and fie lds 10
plough , \l.-h., ..\i ll be reft to brina OUt masten. rheu- lea I n the- morn ing'!' "

ConciulOD

Time and again vil lage studies in Botswana mistakenly describe the rura l
population as subsistence termers . when, a'sidr- trom th e large catt le owne rs .
most temutes su bsist on wages earned by migrant workers which are supple
mcnnxl l'- \ cau te and small SlUf:k husband~ and b~ cro p proc\ lI l·tlon , I ~ 1l
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Surprisingly, despite the low yields and increasing costs of ploughing, 15%
of households still do try to arowttops.(52) With both .. relative and absolute
decrease in em pJoymeRc opportunities o n the ca rds, the rim e ill ripe (or •
major push in arable farming finan ced by the available international a id and
the growing diamond m ining revenue.

A naive view of Botswana could lead one to assume that the government
will encourage the creation of family.based. cash<roppina. mbed fanns as a
solution. A more sophisticated vie w would f'eCOgnlse th at the big farmers
who a re in pllitic.l con trol will a ttem pt to consolid a te a n d e . pan d the ir _arl_
cultural holdings. drawing on the returning migrants as • cheap labour force .
As this will only mate . small dent in the employment problem. unemploy_
ment will inevitably grow and, with it , political discontent.
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Migration and Underdevelopment:

Interviews with Migrants on SA Mines

Erik Lyby

MIgration Slndle•• Macro and MIcro

It is well-known that labour migration is a significant feature of the social
economic life of the Batswana and has been so for several generations. How
ever, apart from Schapera's research during World War III until very reo
cently,little attention has been paid to the subject . A few private researchers
have been carrying out basically micro-oriented studies since 1975! and the
Botswana government is presently undertaking a country-wide statistical
sample survey, called the National Migration Study. The International
Labour Office has initiated migration surveys in Lesotho and Swaziland (in
cooperation with the university campuses there), and another survey has been
carried out in Mocambique, so a fair amount of material is now building up
concerning the labour reserves ofSouthern Africa.

What kind of material is it then that we get, and how should it be inter
preted? H we restrict the discussion to Botswana, the National Migration
Study emerges as a macro-oriented, statistical exercise aimed at presenting
all the relevant 'hard facts' on the subject. Such large-scale surveys based on
questionnaires are suitable for collecting simple factual information. They
are less suitable for complicated questions and questions concerning the in
tentions, attitudes and aspirations of those interviewed. They are unsuitable
for finding out about historical changes. The statistics of the National Mi
gration Study, therefore, need to be supplemented by more detailed case
studies and documentary studies, in order to provide a fuller picture of mi
gration.

The research method used by the present author included lengthy inter
views with Batswana workers migrating to the South African mines. This
short paper attempts, firstly, to show the migrant workers' own views in
their own words (translated into English) by presenting a few excerpts from
interviews, in order to try to reveal some common problems. Secondly, it
then attempts to outline a more generalised picture of the migrant workers
and their situation.
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Some Migrant Prom..

The Conn in which the excerpts are presented is a slightly edited (shor
tened) English version of tape transcripts and the excerpts should merely
serve as examples and indicators of problems rather than pretend to be reo
presentative . Some of the basic data (statistics) will be presented afterwards
with a discussion of some of the implications. The interviews used here were
all taken at the Mine Labour Oraanisatian's recruiting effice at Kanye vii
tage in Southern District in 1977,3

Ca) the role of parental authority in the system

The interviewee is 24 years of age and lives with his father, mother, 4 bro
thers and 4 sisters in Kanye . His situation is fairly typical. as can be seen by
comparing it with the generalised statistical picture presented in Section
IUbelow.

Q: Are your brothers older or younger than yourself?
A: (counting) 3 brothers are older. then there is me, I am number 4. One

brother is younger, he is attending primary school .
Q: Are some of your brothers working?
A: Yes. all the old ones work at the mines (in South Africa) .
Q: Did your father ever work on the mines?
A: Oh yes , he went there for mLfly years .
Q: Sohethinksmineworkisgood?
A: Well yes. I don't know. He never said anything about it.
Q: Didyuu never discuss it at home?
A: No. He neversaid anything.
Q: Is your father working now?
A Yes, he is a labourer at the hospital here .
Q: Uoes your father have a field for ploughing?
A" Yes.
Q: Who tends the field when your father is working in the hospital ?
A: The children look. after the field . And my mother.
Q: Is the field close to the village?
A: It is not very close. It takes more than one day to go there by ox-cart.

On a bicycle it takes three hours, or two hours.
Q: Do you have enough oxen to pull the plough?
A: Yes.
Q: How many cattle do you have?
A: I don't know.



29

Q: Could you try to e stimate it t After all you 've been home (or som e time,
so you must have seen the ca ttle . Do you think there are 10 head ? Or

50 head ? Or 100?
A: Well . I don't know, but I think. there are about 30. (After some further

discussion about cattle) .
Q : Do you or any of yo ur brothers buy cattle with the money you earn on

the mines?
A: No, we don't b uy cattle ourselves. We give the money to our parents .
Q: So you send remittances home from the mines?
A: Well. some af my brothers do. but I don' t. 1just keep the money and give

it to them when I return .
Q : Why don '1 you send the money?
A: It is because I can't write , so I don't know how to send money. I don't

want other people to do it for me. Sometimes they can cheat you and
.keep t he money.

Q: What do your parents do with the money?
A: I don't know .
Q: Don't you know if your father buys cattle with this money!
A: NO,I don 't know,
Q: Who do you give the money to!
A: I give it to my father , but I don't know if he or my mother keeps it. But

my mother built a ho use in 1975.
Q; Are any of your brothers married?
A: No, not yet.
Q: Do you know if your brothers are trying to save money for boladl (bride-

price)?
A: No, they never tell me anything .
Q: Do you want to gee married yourself?
A: Yes, J want to, but not now, because I am still young .
Q; Will you be able to pay bogadl when you want to many?
A: I think so, because I hope my father will give me some cattle .
Q: How many t imes have you been to the mines?
A: Since 1913 (counts ) 4 t imes.
Q: Which mines have you been to:'
A: Blyvoor tBlyvooruitsichH. Every time I have been there. and 1 am going

there even this time .
Q: What kind of work have you been doing!
A I am a winch driver.
Q Are vou vensfied with working at Blyvoor?
fit. : Yes. It IS alright . I like it.
Q. What is nthat you like in particular?
A. Well, I am used to it, I am used to the whites there .
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Q: They treat you alright ?
A: Yes.

One conclusion that emerges from this particular interview is that the mi
grant is not in a mood to open his heart and soul to the interviewer. There
can be several reasons for this. One reason is a (natural) scepticism towards
any 'official' • he could be a tax collector in disguise or in some way associated
with the recruiting agency. In the first case.it is better not to reveal too much
about cattle numbers . and in the latter it might be dangerous to criticise
th e conditions on th e mines .

Apart from this it is clear that this young migrant and all his brothers and
sisters Conn part of one extended household, headed by th e father . The fact
that all these full-grown brothers just hand over their total earnings to the
parents without asking any questions (and many interviews show this to be
the common pattern) shows that parental authority is , indeed. very strong.

The parents own enough catt le to plough with , and they are likely to be
able to provide the sons with enough cattle for ooglldf, once they intend to
marry. also considering that bogadI cattle will come iDto the household in
case of the daughters marrying . On the other hand. there is not a very big
herd to share between 9 children, when the parents die. Each son will then
have to start with a few heads of cattle; to keep going to the mines to in
crease his herd; to maintain a field while he is away; and to get many chil
dren who can. in due time, go to the mines or elsewhere, JUltt to keep the sys
lem going. A breakdown of the parental authority could lead to disastrous
consequences. Cohes ion within the extended family provides the only 
very feeb le - life insurance for everybody involved. Without money coming in
from the sons working in the mines. the parents, the young children. the un
married sisters with their children, etc ., would not be able to make a living 
in the literal sense of the word. Parental authority and the system of bogadl
help to preserve this system of reproduction, but at the same time to keep the
level of material reproduction very low.

(b) The deceased parents

Another case could demonstrate some of the difficulties faced by a mig
rant , whose parents are both dead. His attitude towards minework is at the
same time not quite as docile as the first one .

He is 23 years old. his father died when he was a baby and his mother died
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in 1969. He lives in Kanak. village some 40 kms from Kanye and the house
hold consists of 4 brothers and 2 sisters . He is the last-born. The sisters
stay at home. heading the household. while all the brothers wort on the
mines.

Q: Do you own any cattle?
A: Well. not me, I doo't own cattle. but my parents have 15 head of cattle.
Q: Now that your parents are long dead. you mean that their cattle have not

yet been divided between you and your borthers and sisters?
A: Yes. they still belong to my parents, even ifthey are dead.
Q: Who looks after these cattle?
A: My uncle lives nearby, he looks after them.
Q: Does he get the milt then?
A: Yes. but he gives some to my sisters for their children .
Q: Would you like to marry sometime?
A: Yes. I want to, but I have not made my final decision yet. It is very diffi

cult. because I have so many problems.
Q: What kind of problems are you thinking of?
A: Well , it is hard because I don't have any money and I don't have any

cattle, so I will just have to wait and prepare myself to be able to marry .
It will take a long time.

Q: So you want to save money and buy cattle?
A: Yes , I want to buy cattle, because I don't have a father who can help me.
Q: Could your brothers not help you?
A: No, they can't help me, because I don't have a mother or a father who

can persuade them to take a cow from the kraal to help me with bogadl,
I can only help myself. If the cattle had only been divided, it would have
been much better. Now it is only the older brothers who want to keep
the cattle for themselves. It is very bad, but what can I do?

(The discussion turns to the wort on the mines. He has been there J times
before, at Blyvoor, Durban Deep. and Randfontein).

Q: Do you like working on the mines?
A: Yes,Ilikeit.
Q: Is it not a very hard job?
A: I am used to it now. so it is not so hard . In the beginning it was hard .
0: Don't you think it is very hot working underground?
A: Well yes, it is hot, but now I am used to it.
0: Are you satisfied with the way you are treated by t he whites there?
A: Well, I am not satisfied , because the treatment is very bad. But it doesn't
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mean anything , because there is nothing else to do but to accept it. I
mean , we can't leave the job .

Q: What do you mean when you say the treatment is very bad?
A: Ob. you see, anything can happen. If you make a mistake. the Boers can

easily kick you, or just give you some cust , or they can just tell you to go
out from the job. They don't treat us well at all .

Q: Is it because you are from Botswana, or do they treat the other workers
-the same way? .

A: If you are from Botswana.H you are from Lesotho. even if you are from
South Africa. as long as you are black they don't treat you like a human
being, they just treat you like monkeys. They kick: you for nothing. It
is just because they are Boers, these people are very rough . A Boer is a
Boer, they always do this kind of thing, without any reason. They just
call us kafOrs and insult us. They don 't can us by name, they just say
"Kaffir, come here."

(So much for the Boers . Equally generalised statements about other groups
appear).

Q: How is your relationship with the other groups of mineworkers, who
are not Batswana?

A: Well, it is alright for the most part.
Q: Are there any groups that you like or dislike in particular?
A: The Xhosas are often very difficult people, because they don't like other

tribes . These Xhosa boys can fight you or stab you when you are along .
They always go together and live together. The lndDDU somet imes try
to make them co-operate , but they don't want to. Also some IndUDu are
Xhosas themselves , they don't care .

Q: Can you communicate with each other except in Fan.blo (the simple
lingua franca used in the mines)?

A: We all know Fauakalo, so that is what we can talk.
Q: Do you think it is easy to have good discussions in Fanakalo? After all,

it is a very limited language with only a few words in it?
A: It is easy enough for working, but when you want to relax it is no good.

For example . we like telling stories in the evening. But how can you tell
a proper story in FanakaJo? You must plan it before and make it short.
It is not very interesting that way.

Summing up this interview it will be seen that the migrant attributes a
major part of his troubles to the confusion in the household due to the fact
that both parents are deceased and he is not himself able to tell the older
brothers what to do .
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While this worker's particular situation is untyplcal of the family circum
stances of most migrants (as represented by the first interview), deviations
of one kind or another from the norm, and variations within the norm , are
common. The 'deviations ' referred to could typically be: the migrant never
having known his father . and his mother's parents being old or dead with
their household dissolved. old or disabled relatives and a dis-proportionate
number of small children, who must be SIII.pported, an 'unequal ' balance
between the sexes in the household. e.g. many unmarried sisters with cful
dren; any of the above combined with having no cattle for security .

The statements about the conditions in the mines show that the migrant
typicall y starts c ut with a fatalistic attitude ("It is not so bad when you are
used to it. I like it. There is nothing else to do" ), but ends up with a diffe
rent story. It is obviously not out of love for any ' bright lights' that he is on
the way to the mines again .

(c) The man with the brick house

The following interview is with an older migrant. He is 40 years old and
married with 5 children of whom 2 are attending primary school. Like the
others he never went to school himself. He is going to the mines for the
seve nt h time. The family lives in Kanye village .

Q: How long have you stayed home since your last contract, and what have
you been doing ? .

A: It is about a year now since I returned. I haven 't been doing anything
except enjoying life .

Q: Did you not plough this season ?
A: Oh yes . I ploughed and looked after my cattle .
Q: How many head of cattle do you have ?
A: 4 head.
Q: That is not enough cattle to pull a plough?
A: No, but I borrowed some from my brothers for the ploughing.
Q: How did you get your4 cattle ?
A: Well , I bought th e first cow when I worked in Lobatse . Then I got one

from my father when he died . Since that time I bought one, and one of
them had a ca lf.

Q: Are you planning to buy more cattle?
A: Qh yes, I want to buy more.
Q: Did you pay boaadl when you married ?
A: Yes. my father gave me 4 catt le forbogadl.
Q: You are 40 years old now. How long do you intend to keep going to the
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mines?
A: Well, I don't know. but I have just completed building a house, so I

need to buy a lot of things. When I have bought all the house equip
ment, I think I can stop going to the mines.

Q: What kind of house have you built - a rcedevel or a brick house?
A: It is • e-comered house with a tin roof.

It would be a safe guess to say that this man will not be able to ' retire'
to farming before he has at least one child old cnough to support him and his
wife. Four cattle and a bit of farming in a very unreliable climate will not be
sufficient to see the family through. even if they own a brick house with a
tin roof.

(d) The special case

The last case to be quoted here is again a young man· 20 years old . who
follows the general pattern to a large extent, except that he has a 'special'
problem (which again may not be totally uncommon.. •.)

He is the first-born and lives with his parents and 3 younger ones who all
go to school. He never attended school himself. They live at Sekgogc, a
'lands area' 20 miles Southwest of Kanye. His father and himself are the
only ones to earn wages, both work in the mines. It is his second time there.

Q: Does your mother farm while you and your father are away?
A: We don't have our own fields, so she does not farm.
Q: Doesn't she cultivate anything at all?
A: Well, sometimes she does, but she mostly works for people. She helps

them with pick.ing up the beans, or with harvesting. Sometimes they
give her money or some grain or beans. She doesn't plough herself,
but sometimes we have borrowed part of a field from somebody, then
she has cultivated it. But we don't have a plough, so she has been
using a hoe.

Q: Doyou have any cattle?
A: Yes, we have 5 cattle, they are all female . And then we look after some

cattle for a certain man , and now he is to give us one calf every year for
doing that. We have just received the first one. Before we only had 4,
now we have five .

Q: How did you get the other four?
A: My father inherited 2, and then he bought one and then my brother got

one for herding somebody else's cattle.
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Q: Do Y:.1Ulike farming, or wo uld you rather be a mineworker?
A: Well , I prefer to stay in the village and be a farmer. but now 1 have some

problems, so I must go to the mines .
Q: What kind of problems do you have?
A: Well, you see, since I came home I had some girlfriends . Now my two

girlfriends are pregnant . So I must pay a lot for that.
Q: Doesn 't sound very good . What are you going to do?
A: I just don '1 know. because the girls ' parents have not yet reported it to

my parents , so I don't know what they are going to demand . I haven't
told my parents yet . but I am sure I must earn some money.

Q: Are you going to marry one of them?
A: Maybe. but I don't know as that is a matter for my parent s to decide .

Myself. I am still young. If my parents say I must marry. I shall try to
tell them that I am too young, because it is necessary to have money in
the bank or something if you marry, in order to provide for your wife.

The precarious circumstances of this landless famil y headed by a migrant
made it probable that the next generation of males would also go to the
mines . Combined with unwanted pregnancies , it becomes a ce rt ainty.

The GeneralIsed Picture

It should be safe at this stage to present a few statistical data on the mine
workers . The following results are not intended to be regarded as conclusive ,
as they are based on the present writer's relatively small sample from Kanye
which has not been fully analysed as yet. On the other hand, it has been
possible to compare the results with those of Birgitte Krogh (from Lobatse)
and David Massey (from Mochudi l. and since these samples all match very
closely, it would seem that they are not too far off the mark.

The general impression is that the majority of mine migranfs are very
young with little schooling; live with their parents; are unmarried; own no
cattle yet. but are eager to buy some; and bring home some R300-400 in
cash + some commodities bought in South Africa .

(a) Age and marriage

The ages of returning workers differ according to the time of the year
(1977) they are recorded. This is mainly because of the restrictions imposed
by the mines during most of that year, i.e ., supply of labour exceeded the
demand, so the mines could afford not to take on any 'novices' (first-timers).
The consequence of this with regard to age distribution is a higher average .
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as most of the young applicants were turned away .

At different times of the year. the median age varied from 13-15 yean,
i.e. half of the recruits were below this age, and the other half older. Only
34% were above the age of 4S yean. Put differently. the major age group
was 18-29 yean, which made up between 70% and 80% of the total number
of recruits.

Twenty five per cent were married (or engaged with children) (0 equals
286)." Most of the men (even those who were married)" were found to have
their residence with. or next to, their parents ' homestead . Half of the married
men had paid bogadl. the rest said they intended to, but had not managed
sofar.

(b) Schooling

Seventy seven per cent had never been (0 school, while lJlIJo had spent
some time at school (n equals 205. going + returning) .

Table I Scboollng

i Level of Education

i No education at allr --- -- 
, Standard I

Standard 2
Standard 3
Standard 4
StandardS
Standard 6
Standard 7
Secondary School

(e) Cattle ownership

.... migr~nts_l Aocumnlated

_ 770/0 ,o _'-l- 77%

30/0 80%
50/0 85%
20/0 870/0
1% 88%
3% 91%

1
10/0 92%
5% 98%
3% 1000/0

- - ----~ ~--'

As could be expected the migrants. being mostly very young. don 't own
many catt le themselves . Usually a herd is only divided between the chil
dren at the time of the parents ' death . so it is necessary to know the size of
their herd as well . in order to get a picture of the (actual and potential)
* n eqllals siU .. sample. In Ihis cu e , mrxture of soiJtj; and renunina migranu.
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cattle ownership of the son. In some cases,one or more head are 'given' in
advance by the father to the son, although they usually stay in the father's
kraal until the proper time of inheritance . These cattle are called lawalto
and are regarded as the son 's property as in the following table. About 11%
of the paren" had maflu. cattle, i.e. cattle on loan. The maflsa holder has a
right to use mafisa cattle but not to dispose of them. Since m.n.. cattle
arc not automatically inherited from father to son, they are not included
in this ereesdown.

Table D (Attie Ownerahlp

No. of cattle migrant's Accumulated Parents' Accumulated
owncattJe Total cattle Total

no cattle 64"" 64"" 3o"" 30'1,

1-2 head I 16""
I 80"" 2'1. 32%

3·10 head 15% 95% 28'1, 60'1,

11·20 head

I
3'1,

~98""
180Jt 78%

more than 21 2"" 22% 100%
~_OO%

While hardly any of the migrants had more than 10 head of cattle (950/0
had less), 64% had none at all . As could be expected. the figures are m uch
different for the parents: 300/"0 had no cattle, but about 20070 had more than
20 head. About halfofthe cattle-owning migrants were found to have bought
some of their cattle with money earned on the mines . This applied in parti
cular to the older miners.

The Rural Income Distribution Survey of 1974 (RIDS)" in Botswana con
cluded that 450/"0 of the rural households owned no cattle at all. In the pre-
sent survey the corresponding figure is only 300/"0, suggesting that the house
holds with migrant workers are generally better off. However. it wou ld be
dangerous and probably wrong to draw such a conclusion. since the defi
nition of a household in the RIDS is much narrower than the one used here.
S According to RIDS a household is more or less the group of people who are
eating from the same pot, whereas the present survey is concerned with the
migrant 's own idea of the extended family he belongs to . It is very likely
that many of these families would be regarded a number of adjacent house
holds by the RIDS. Nevertheless . it is suggested that the definition used
here is more close to reality. since it is within the framework of this extended
family that social reproduction should be seen . It is within the extended
family that cattle ownership has a significance. as well as the amounts of
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money remitted by the migrants . The parental authority has already been
mentioned as one important factor in this particular kind of reproduction.

(d) The economic impact

Money or goods can be sent or brough home in the following ways (this
applies especially for men recruited by TEBA. the Chamber of Miners' re
cruiting agency):

Remittances: money sent from the mineworker to a relative either through
TEBA or the Post Office . while he is still on the mines.

Voluntary Deferred Pay IVDP]: usually a major part of the earnings which
are paid out to the migrant once he has returned to the recruiting office in
Botswana after finishing his contract .

Cub held by the migrant when he returns from South Africa .

Good. bought in South Africa and brought back by the migrant.

About half of the men send home remittances, typically amounting to an
average of Rl()() per contract (each contract usually lasting 9 to 12 months).
Table III shows a sample of Voluntary Deferred Pay, paid out at Kanye in
March-April 1917.

Table mVolantuy Deferred. Pay (n . 153)

Amount in Rand 0/0 of migrants Accumulated Total

Nothing 6.5% 6.5%

R 0·100 11% 17.5%
Rl00·200 23.5% 41070
R2()()'300 19% 60%
RJ()().400 14070 74%
R400·700 190/'0 930/0
more than R7()() 7% 1000/0

•

About half the migrants had amounts exceeding R2SO paid out to them af
ter returning.
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It has sometimes been argued, for example in the RIDS report. tbat the
migrants blow all their money on women and wine. and bring home very
little. 6 The RIDS claims the median value of cub and aoodI brought home
to be around R60, i.e. , halfof migrants brought home more than that. and the
other half brought less. Although the wages were considerably lower in 1974
than 1976,7 this is certainly Dot likely to hold true. The Central Statistics
Office in Gaborone has made an estimate of the value of all transfers in
cash and kind brought home by approximately 27 ()()() migrants in 1974."
The amount is R6 430 000, which averages R238 per mlDer. The correspon
ding figures for 1976, after the wages had risen, are R18 460 000 and 39 000
miners. an average ofR473 per miner.

A word of warning is necessary here. If someone might consider this a
'substantial donation to Botswana from the Chamber of Mines' they ought to
think again. Firstly, when talking about mine wages, we are talking about
very small sums of money. It should be kept in mind that the amounts men
tioned are related to almost a year of working and living under dangerous,
hard and thoroughly unpleasant conditions. Seeondly, these amounts have to
go a long way to keep a big family going. I'bIrdJy, inflation is running very
fast . The R238 brought home per miner in 1974 must be matched with R300
in 1976, 9 and probably R400 in 1978 to make up for inflation. Rather
than showing prosperity, the figures indicate an impressive determination
on the part of the migrants to save as much as possible out of the little they
earn .

Finally, to indicate the importance of these transfers in a different way,
one could mention that the total amount transferred in this way in 1974
(R 6 430 000) is roughly equal to the total Income of the poore.t 28% of all
rani boaltbold., according to RIDS. 10 That is to say, the poorest 2811J'o
of all rural households, all having annual gross incomes of less than R328,
had a total income equalling this amount between them. One might add
that the 'income ' concept used in the RIDS includes value of such items as
firewood and wild fruits gathered by the household itself; value of dwelling
(hut); weight gained by livestock; value of meat from deceased livestock;
etc. What these figures show is really bow poor the majority of Batswana
are, and how dependent they are on the continued availability of wage labour.

Social ReproductJon In a Labour Reserve

In strictly economic terms, Botswana is 'developing' fast . The National
Development Plan 1976-81 foresees a growth of the Gross Domestic Product
of9,6% per annum. A breakdown of figures shows, however, that the mining



sector is expected to have a growth rate of no less than 26.3% (mainly due to
the expected development at the Jwaneng diamond mine), while the share
from agriculture is only expected to grow at a rate of 4,30/0. 11 The Plan also
states that

'Agriculture is the backbone of Botswana ' s rural economy . It involves 80%
of rural households and contributes 350/0 of total rural incomes. ' 12 A little
further on , the Plan continues: 'livestock production, mainly cattle , accounts
for over 800/0of total agricultural production . ' 13

This does not leave very much for arab le production. and the often-used
phrase 'subsistence farming' is in fact much too optimistic in that it indicates
that this type of small-scale farming is sufficient to subsist on. whereas it is
not. The 'last majority of Betswene, while living in rural areas, are not really
farmers at all , but very heavily dependent on wage labour. Yet they do farm
a little , and they do try to become cattle-owners to the best of the ir ability,
but without any significant success. The 'important livestock production'
referred to above. does not in any way relate to the majority of the rural popu
lation . many of whom either don't own livestock at all. or have herds that
are barely sufficient to pull a plough . Cattle owned by this large section of
the population very rarely enter the market at all . Why is it then. that people
bother to keep any agricultural production going at all? Are they just 'con
servative' or ' tradit ional in outlook?'

Samir Amin suggests the following:

"Emigration impoverishes the region . it also prevents the socio
economic structure from undergoing radical. progressive change; al 
so to defend themselves. to survive, these societies react by reinforcing
those aspects of their traditional structure, which enable them to sur
vive this impoverishment. But at the same time, this impoverishment
reinforces the push -effect on certain elements of the population. repro
ducing the conditions of emigration. The form that this development
then takes is that of a degenerated agrarian capitalism, corrupted and

.. 14poor .

The Batswana migrants live in rural areas . because there is nowhere else
they can stay. The rural home is more important as a home than as a farming
unit . albeit any additional income from agricultural produce is welcome.
The migrant labour system of Southern Africa is one based on forced eyeD.
cal mIgratioa, i.e . there is no way in which a migrant can ever hope to settle
permanently near his place of work. This is one of the main reasons why it is
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necessary to maintain strong ties to the village, and to keep all aspects of
' traditional' life and values alive. The context of social reproduction in the
rural areas involves economic, political and ideological aspects of such In
stitutions as the extended family, brideprice , tawal80 and maO_ loan sys
tems, small-scale farming. chieftainship, religion. perhaps even witch
craft.

Many of these institutions have a completely different content today than
they had a hundred years ago and are as such not really 'traditional ' at all,
even if they look so. The preceding sections should have revealed the impor
tance of parental authority and brideprice , among others.

Of course, farming is not completely insignificant as a source of income.
With good rains and no serious mishaps such as attacks by insects. birds. or
livestock. a migrant's wife may produce enough grain, beans, sweet reed,
etc ., to cover most of the family's requirements. Nevertheless, the market
value of a good year's crop rarely exceeds R50 to RIOO partly because product
prices for agricultural produce are roughly equal to the prices in South
,Africa , which in turn are fixed on the basis of large-scale and highly produc
tive fanning enterprises. The fruits of a whole season's labour for wife and
children is consequently of a magnitude similar to what the husband earns
in 2-4 weeks at the mines .

On this basis it is possible to sketch out what may be a typical reproduction
cycle, involving both 'traditional' and ' modern' aspects . 15

A young man goes to the mines several times and brings home money for
his father. The father uses some money for consumption and some to buy
cattle with. Some of the cattle are used to help his sons to get married by
paying the brideprice . Thus his herd is quite small when he dies, and the
children only inherit very few cattle. But marriage means children who can
migrate in due time and help build up the father's herd, etc. It also estab
lishes a pennanent tie between two families, which may be very useful in
time of need. Getting married with many children is the way to bring about
security in old age, but it also means that each child inherits very little, and
the cycle has to repeat itself all over again.

The situation is slightly different in the case of the increasing internal
migration in Botswana. The rural-urban migrants may settle permanently
in the towns some day, but the evidence seems to show that the very limited
security in the urban situation forces them to maintain their rural ties for a
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long time to come.

The Integrated Economy of Sonthem Afrlca

Migration is only one factor in the dependency pattern between South Af
rice and Botswana, although an important one. Other factors are the open
ness of the market and the differences in productivity levels, which at the
same time serve to block any possibility of a diversified, capitalist production
in Botswana. Anybody with capital to invest in, say, a manufacturing enter
prise. would have to face competition from the big capital-intensive com
panics in South Africa; and he would have to deal with an unskilled labour
force . high transportation costs, and a limited home market. If he wanted to
go into fanning, he would again compete with capital-intensive and state
subsidised South African fanners . What he typically does, then, is to buy a
trading store, a bar, or cattle for his money, leading to an 'agrarian capi.
tellsm, corrupted and poor. '

This is what we mean by underdevelopment· a process of growing class
differentiation and dependence upon the economic centre, in this case,
South Africa.

Those who benefit by the present arrangement are obviously the mining
capitalists in Johannesburg and elsewhere, since it makes it possible to pay
the migrants extremely low wages . It could be said that the mines only pay 
for the reproduction of the worker bIm.elf and not for the worklna e1u.
as such, as this ought to include the wives , parents, children (next genera
tion's migrants), etc. , who are now being partly provided for in the rural
areas- at an appallingly low material level of reproduction.

The government of Botswana can do very little to break this dependence,
and- made up largely of wealthy cattle-owners • does not seem to have much
interest in trying. The core of the problem lies within South Africa itself,
and if the workers of Botswana want to playa part, they will serve their own
interest best by siding with their fellow workers on the mines in South
Africa .
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The Working Class, the State andSocial Change

in Botswana

Jack Parson

latrodactloD

The working class in capita lis t society , broadly defined . consists of those
persons who sell their labour in order to purchase the means of substs
tcncc . In expe nd ing this labour they create the wealth of socie ty. but them 
selves receive a wage representing less than the value created . That value
(8 surplus value . in excess of that required for subsistence) accrues to those
who employ labour , those who own the means of production . those who have
capital . This article is concerned with the working class in more or less full 
t ime employment in commercial and industrial enterprises and in the
state apparatus (local and central government) in Botswana.

A major implication of this rough definition of the working class is the ob
vious opposition of capital (the bourgeoisie) and labour ttbe proletariat).
This opposition takes the form of classes locked in struggles at various
levels . BUI these struggles take place in conditions where capital is domi
nant. This domination conditions the s truggle s of the working class and is
characte rised by the complex mediations of the struggles through the state .
The state , in its enactment of laws , use of force. and policies adopted, acts
to organise and reproduce the domination of capital and to disorganise the
dominated classes .

Generally the working class in Botswana is numerically small. badly edu
cated . divided horizontally in 'economic' sectors , and vertically within enter
prises . is poorly paid and lacks an authentic working class organisation .
It is generally politically isolated from other classes in society with whom it
shares cert ain objective characteristics . In particular, the ' interna l' working
class has few links with the peasantarlat , or migrant workers who work out
side Botswana. The working class is dominated by a state which repre 
sents capitalist interest!'> including those of the metropolitan bourgeoisie in
alliance with a local governing petty-bourgeoisie . The present article brief
ly examines this situation historically , then looks more carefully at the post
independence era, concluding with some comments on problems and pros
pects for the future .



4S

The Working Cia•• In Historical Perspective

The history of the working class in Botswana is primarily the history of
imperialism in this country. That history has been one of the subordination
of the people of Botswana to the requirements of international capital, speci
fically to British and South African capital. A concrete manifestation of this
is the drain of manpower from Botswana to the mines, farms and factories
of South Africa, the whole system of migrant labour. 'Bechuanaland' became
a 'labour reserve' for the South African economy.

It is important to see that this is something that happened to Botswana .
It is not , in other words a ' natural' fact . The natural environment of mar
ginal soils and unpredictable rainfall did not alone cause labour migration;
this was mainly the result of the imposition of taxation, the enforcement of
internal and external boundaries, and the undermining of then existing pro
ductive capacity in agriculture and manufacturing beginning at the end of
the 19th century .

The colonial government was the instrument engaged in creating and
maintaining this situation. Through the imposition of taxation. and its other
activities. the colonial government created conditions causing men to search
for work and then facilitated their emigration to South Africa. In particular,
virtually nothing was done to develop the productive capacity of African
agriculture in the colonial period . The colonial government , throughout most
ofthe colonial period. channeled virtually no resources into developing social
services and industrial capacity.

The consequences of this for the development of the working class in Bots
wana were significant . The total number of workers was very small . As
there was little development of manufacturing, there was no rapid growth in
the number of workers. Secondly, the working class constituted largely
agricultural workers on freehold farms, in commerce and on the railway.
All these sections were geographically dispersed and isolated, making it
difficult for workers to be in touch with one another. Thirdly , the enterprises
tended to be very small. each employing only a few workers. No single enter
prise, with the possible exception of the railway, provided a numerically
strong base for working class organisational development. Fourthly, through
out most of the colonial period the development of working class organi·
sation would have been viewed with hostility by the colonial government.

The results of such factors were predictable. By 1964 there were only
about 31 600 workers in employment in Botswana and this includes self-
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e mployed tracers and other petty-bcurgecis elements . I The first union was
only formed in 1949 in Fraocistown and th e first and unsuccessful attempt at
establishing a federation of unions came only in 1966. the year of indepen
dence .2 Despite these facts, the urbanised working class did have an im
pact on politics during the nationalist period . It largely supported the then
Bechuanaland Peoples ' Party, and was involved in several impressive pub·
lic: demonstra tions against the colonial government. notably in Francis
town and Lcbatse .

The Worldog CIa.. In tbe Pod·lndependence Period

The p urpose of this section is to outline some of the lead ing characteris
t ics of the working class si nce 1966. In doing so, mention will be made of
th e size. concent ra tion , wages, and organis ation of th e working class . There
are problems in es timating the size of th e working class because most govern
ment statis t ics are based on total number employed rather than figures
based on whether this is wage labour, self-employme nt, etc . One can get a
more realistic figure by looking at wages paid, but here again the result will
be somew hat imprecise. Officia l figures of total employment show signifi ·
cant increases over th e independence period . Total formal sector employ
ment increased to 47 804 in 1972 and by 1976 reached 71 380.) However.
if one takes a more realist ic look at wage levels, th e actual working class com
ponent of these figures is smaller. In reality. the clearly identifiable working
class in 1973 was ro ughly 44 000 and in 1976 was roughly 48 000." Thus,
in 1976 with a total labour force numberiog 37J 000, roughly 12% were in the
working class properly speaking. I.e.. io more or less full -time wage labour
in Botswana.S

The working class is also geographically dispersed and divided in small
un its into a va riety of d ifferent activities . More th an half (57 "7. ) of the wer
king class live in urban areas, but th is is divided into four towns with
Gaborone having 27%, Selebi· Pikwe 12%, Francistown 10 "7. and Lobatse
9"70 .6 The rest work in villages and more rural areas . The average size of
enterprises lends to be small which means that th e working class is divided
amona a large number of small enterprises . In 1976, in th e private sector
there were I 368 enterprises some 97% of which had 100 or fewer employees .
68% of enterprises had 10 or fewer employees . Of th e 46 e nterprises with
more than 100 e mployees , 13 or 28"70 were in construction (where th e work is
carried out on geographically dispersed sites), 4 were in min ing and quarry
ing , and 5 were in manufacturing ,7

In terms of th e division of work those in employment were distributed
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among a varie ty of types of work . In 1976 of those in formal employmeot
(regardle ss of wage level). 13.1 0/0 were in mining and quarrying. 14.4 % in
construction. 19.50/0 in commerce and 19,4 % in the indust rial class . Only
11.I GJo were in manufacturing and 8, 10/. were in (freehold) agriculture .
The remaining 14,4 % were divided among electricity and water 0,8 % ),
trans port and communications (3.5%), finan ce (5.2%), and community
and social services (3,9010).8 In terms of the d ivision of labour as skilled
and un skilled. in 1976 about 52% of all employme nt was Skilled in the formal
sector, although this varied from 10% in freehold agriculture . 28% in trans
port and communications. to 93% in education. 64% in central government ,
540/0 in manufact uring and 40 0/0 in mining and quarrying. 9

The working class as a whole has been paid very low wages . Agriculture,
commerce, manufactur ing and construction were the least well paid , and in
none of these areas did more than 400)'0 receive wages of more than P 50
(I Pula equals Rl ) per month . Ofthose rece iving no regular wage. 22% were
in agricult ure and 38 111, we re in commerce .

In 1976 there we re also differences between wages in the privat e and public
sectors . 55 0)'0 of workers in the private sector, as against 13% of workers in
the public sector . earned P 50 or less per month, although at the very top
3.6% of 'private' workers and 1,1% of ' public ' workers earned P 151-200
per month . The bulk (88%) of 'public' workers earned P 51-100 per month .
10 Th e advantage of public over private workers in 1976 is , however. mar
ginal when one compares wages to an arbitrary measure of the s ta ndard of
Jiving of th e working clas s , Here we find tha t 88% of workers in the Indus 
trial Class receive wages below the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) and 99 C1J'o re o
ceive wages bel ow the Effective Minimum Level (EML). In the private sec 
tor. there are 87% below the POL and ( 60)'0 bela,", the EML. The differences
are s light and demons trate the essential similarity in the condition of workers
in the public and priva te sectors . II Thus. despite the criticisms of this
particular PDL by the Employment Deve lopment Adviser, 12 the number
below acceptable levels is \ e ry large indeed .

According to 1978 fig ures . minimum wages in the public sector have just
kept pace with inflation s ince 1974 and although the proportionate increase
in pr ivate sector minimum wages during the period has been greater. in
1978 private sector minimum wages were st ill only two-thirds of those in the
public sector . 13 There are as yet no minimum wages for agricultural WOf '

t ers or domestic servants. who are among the lowest paidlif paid In cash at
aUI of a ll workers . 14
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The State aad the Worldll. CLua 111 the P_t.1IIIdepeadeaee Period

The above description helps build. picture both of the condition of the war
kina class and of the prospects for its sustaining permanent orsanjntionaJ
Sirenath. The former picture is one of poverty and instability; the latter is
one of problems arising historicaJly from the size and divisions of the class.

The colonial period created these conditions . It was the interests of
British. South African and Rhodesian capital which dictated colonial policy .
The effect, was the creation of Bechuanaland as a labour reserve and the
reproduction of this through its integretlon in the Southern African Customs
Union. the lack of any development in Bechuanaland. and the domination of
the colonial government which represented the interests ultimately of
British imperialism . The effect on the working class has been severe as noted
above.

This general situation has been "produced in the post-colonial period
where the direct domination or the rr.ebVpoZitan bourgeoisie has been re
placed by the domin.tion or that c1.ss through an alliance with a dependent
but local capitalist class in charge or the post-colonial state .pparatus. And
this state, through its laws, policies. etc. , is principally responsible for the
continued politic.1 weakness or the working class despite several signifi.
cant working class struggles. Through this, Botswana as a point or capl
ta! accumulation is reproduced, meeting for the time being the needs or the
dominant and governing classes.

Organisationally, the domination of the working class is illustrated by the
Trade Unions Act under which all unKms must be registered and with which
they must comply under threat of he.·..,.. penalties. The disorganising effect
of the post-colonial state is evident in several respects. each or which m.y
have • small impact . but the cumulative effect i! devastating. First, the
very definition or • "trade union' in Botswan.·s law is debilitating. A union
is defined as ......ny combin.tion of mote than thirty persons ... associated to
gether primarily for the purpose or regul.ting relations between employees
and employers or between employees and employees in .ny industry, trade,
or occupation . .•" 15 Where the size of the working class is small, the reo
quirement or JO persons may prevent organis.tion. More significant is the reo
quirement that unions must be defined in tenns of individual industries.
trades and occupeticns . The Act makes illegal a alnale trade union for all
workers in the country. Further on this point the Registrar of Unions .....
shall refuse to register any trade union ifhe is satisfied that.. .the combination
seetina reKistration is an oraaniution consisting of persons eng.ged in or



49

working at more than one trade or calling , and that its constitution and rules
do not contain suitable provision for the protection and promotion of their
respective sectional industrial interests ..;" 16 Where workers are thus
divided, individual union membership will be small and being poor, each
union 's fmances will be inadequate. Additionally there will arise individual
sectional interests with each union defining itself very narrowly. not clearly
perceiving its joint interests with all other workers.

Another area of legal disability is that the Registrar must refuse registra
tion if" .. .any of the proposed officers ofthe trade union or any other commit
tee member thereof is a person who is not a citizen of Botswana:' t7 In a
situation like Botswana's where colonial history denied to the working class
any opportunity for formal education and where some of the more articulate
and skilled workers are non-Batswana, this provision denies the working
class the services in unions of some of its more educated, articulate, and ex
perienced members.

Furthermore. the unions representing the largest numbers, being unskilled
workers. were subjected to a severe restriction in 1974. An amendment to
the Act provided that "in no trade. industry or occupation shall persons em
ployed in a managerial. supervisory or administrative grade become mem
bers of the same trade union as the remaining employees in such trade, in
dustry or occupation" , 18 the effect of which was to " ...remove from the
field of existing trade unions those better educated and more senior em
ployees. In a trade union movement which relies so heavily on honorary
officers it has been largely from these categories that the leaders were drawn,
ranging from Shop Stewards to General Secretaries." 19 Additionally, this
allows management to silence the less skilled unions simply by promoting
their leaders to minor supervisory positions.

Moreover, unions may not require an employer to recognise them as the
"representat ive body for the employees unless the union" ...obtains 25% of
the eligible membership in any undertaking."':;1) In a situation where
unions are weak, the benefits of union membership are not self-evident, and
where there are few protections for militant workers, this requirement may
prove a stumbling block. "H the objective is to facilitate the development
of strong trade unions it could be argued that prior recognition could be more
beneficial ...very often workers will only join a trade union after it has demon
strated its worth .. .Granting unconditional recognition could thus break a
real vicious circle and open the door' to union membership growth." 11

Finally, by way of illustration. there is no closed shop which limits the
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ability of unions to compel membership by those who benefit from union
activity, constrains the ability'of unions to achieve financial viability. and to
speak effectively for all workers.

Capital through its control of the state imposes such laws on the working
class introducing divisions and severe organisational problems. It is there
fore. not surprising that the trade union movement in Botswana remains
weak and divided. In 1971. the President of Botswana said

'We have made considerable progress over the last two years in es
tablishing industrial unions which are hopefully in a position to advance
the interests of all workers in a given industry - skilled, unskilled and
semi-skilled . and irrespective of tribe or region.TheGovernment would
like to see ... a united central organisation develop in Botswana.' 22

But the fragmented unions did little about forming a federation; in fact it
was not formed until 1977 and then two of the five founding member unions
were the Bank Employees and Diamond Sorters. unions which represented
petty-bourgeois interests in alliance with the local governing class . This
was not lost on the latter which argued that such unions " .. .have a special res
ponsibility to brother trade unions in assisting to educate workers in the
meaning of trade unionism and its role in the development of the country."
2J In other words, the unions are invited to form a united front from a
divided base (reinforced by the Government), to be led by the 'white collar'
unions who would then negotiate by itself tripartite decisions dominated
by a coalition of government and employers .

In direct contrast , such legal disabilities affecting the working class do not
apply to capital which is able more or less to organise as a united block with
out serious divisions and is able to seek out the most effective leadership.
Capital is organized in the Botswana Employers' Federation (BEF) member
ship of which is open to all employers regardless of 'industry, trade or occu
pation'. Capital is indivisible, Labour is not. Elected leaders of the BEF
need not be citizens and frequently are not. How can this possibly be recon
ciled with the disabilities imposed on the working class? The simple answer
is that it cannot .

These conditions against which the working class must fight are not iso
lated; they form part of a more general pattern of ' industrial relations ' .
Important in this regard is the government's response to union strikes . The
general fact is that strikes have often been met with force, threats, and little
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sympathy from the state . For example, in 1974 a strike at the Orapa diamond
mine was caused in large part by the state' s negative attitude toward a wage
increase although the mining company was prepared to increase wages .
The 1974 bank workers' strike was broken by the government's declaration of
the action as illegal and the threat of dismissal of the strikers . In 1975. the
then equivalent of the army (the police mobile unit) broke up a strike at the
Selebi- Pikwe mine . Subsequently, the government allowed the company
to dismiss workers and rehire selectively. In addition. scores of workers were
put in jail by the state . 2-4 In 1978 the meagre rise in minimum wages was
met by protests from the working class which were ignored by the state .

Given these facts , it is not surprising that the trade union movement has
not prospered . In 1971, there wen: 8 unions with a total membership roughly
of 6 722 25 and in 1978 there were 11 unions while estimated membership
dropped to 5 772. 26 Of the 11 unions in 1978, four represented ' public'
sector workers including the industrial class, the Botswana Meat Commission
and the non-academic staff of the University College of Botswana. It is also
dear that unions represent only a smal l proportion of all workers. Further,
three of the eleven unions (bank workers, diamond sorters and cooperative
managers) dearly represented white collar workers whose interests are
closer to those of capital than to the rest of the working class.

For the time being, domination of the working class is quite comprehen
sive and this domination is materially reproduced in the operation of laws,
policies and administrative activity. Ideologically, this domination is repre
sented by the specifically petty-bourgeois idea of the ' labour aristocracy' in
Botswana. The urban manual worker is told he/ she is 'privileged ' to have a
job at all, regardless of the wage, in comparison with the rural farmer. If
the worker is so ungrateful for the job he/ she can easily be replaced by some
one from the labour reserve hinterland. This is reproduced as well in the in
tellectual gymnastics accompanying the political act of setting working class
wages. The so-called legal minimum wages policy for the unskilled " ...is
that it should equal the average rural income of fanners with an allowance
for any differential in the overall costs of urban living ," 27 a policy which has
two major problems. One is that it means that minimum working class wages
are more or less unrelated to the value produced by that working class ,
which means that exploitation of the working class is almost certainly in
Creased. Secondly, it is the case that historically ' the average rural income of
farmers ' has been one of marginal subsistence. Agriculture has historically
paid part of the cost of reproducing the ' urban ' or ' fonnal sector' working
class . This is the meaning of the labour reserve as a source of ' cheap' labour.
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Thus, urban and rural 'wages' are not .comparable and separate things.
They are closely tied together. Wb-tever other inducements force people
to wort for ".5, the induced marpwity of the avenge rural fanner for
ces members of his family iDto wage employment to supplement agricultural
produe:tioD. At the same time it is mlde to appear as if the returns to agri
culture are somehow aD adequate 'wasc' apiDst which to independeDtly
aJllllpuetbe 'urban' wqe.

The bypocric:y involved here is evident wben ODe considers the fact that
such wage determinations are not applied to capitalist aligned bourgeois
d"seI . Outside ofthe wOltiD. class. wage detenninatioos depend UpoD con
stituting an arbitrary 'high ' cost of living and c:ompuiDg salaries against it
as well as compariDg income with other bourgeois cl,sses in southern Africa
and beyond, not with 'the avenge rural income offumeis' with whatever due
differentials might be appropriate. Fortbe capitalist cllSSes, for example. the
1978 Salaries Commission 11 •••had also to consider bow competitive salaries
aDd c:ooditions in Botswana are hi the intemation.l martet." 28 For the wor
king class this means of wage detenniD.tion was most certainly not usedl

Con' ' I N...... W..... a ,$tntp.,.

It is aW*opriAtc to conclude this very brief review on a 'down·to-earth'
Ide, as it were, because of st..Clal serious practical issues arising out of the
substance ofwbat hu been said above. Such prac:tic:aI issues have serious im.
plicatioas fOl'the political strategy of the worting class. both short- and 1001
term. However. such comments as can here be m'de can be nothing other
than 'pointers' or DOtes for consideration; the real struggle is on·going within
a changing situation and that struggle's concrete course will be determined
by those engaged actively in it. My intention here is to bighlight a few
aeneraI issues that provide. aH.tjllWna basis for political decisions.

The two general issues bigbligbted here are those of organizational strug
aPes aDd the question of class aIlianc:es. The worting dass will and must
cootinue the struggle to build a genuine working class org-a;zaoon. A major
device is to persist in building worker solidarity across the artificial divisions
in ensteoce. Increased inter-union rontacts. formal and informaJ. should
be enoouraged in the interests of political solidarity. AU efforts should be
made to develop common positions on issues of wages and ronditions of wort.
Uaions might consider. for enmple. bearing in mind very limited resources.
involvement in organizing community action programmes in working class
living areas specifically for the purpose of political mobilisation. Institu·



53

tionally, the struggle for more effective organizations must continue . Con
sistent pressure for changes in the law must be brought to bear to change
those aspects of the Act which are divisive . One should have no illusions
about the short-term prospects of success, but unless such pressure is exer
ted there will certainly be no change. Here the working class must look care
fully for allies in Parliament and the public service and should very instru
mentally choose whom to support or not. In other words. more generally.
the working class needs to look very long and hard at its condition and the
reasons for this condition and formulate some very specific responses to this .

The second general set of considerations has to do with the question of
class alliances . There are a variety of exploited classes in Botswana and as
yet very little political contact among them. The working class in particular,
being small and weak, has not sought in any consistent way to examine its
position with a view toward developing alliances with other exploited classes .
In large part, this is because of the induced division among the exploited by
the activities of the state , but to the extent that these divisions are induced
they can be overcome. The working class cannot allow itself to develop in
antagonism with or separately from the peasantariat (i.e . the migrant wor
kers). It can and should seek to develop close ties and joint strategy with it .
In like manner, the exploited classes must evaluate carefully the nature of
petty-bourgeois classes and what, if any, identity of material interest they
have with the capitalist-aligned classes . Such an evaluation may lead to the
real possibility of developing alliances with fractions of the petty-bourgeoisie
under working class and peasantariat leadership.

Finally, but not least important, there are issues of class alliance that ex
tend beyond the borders of Botswana. Here the issue is two-fold . On the one
hand exploitation is an international phenomenon. It is metropolitan non
Botswana capital that imposes certain relations of production in mining for
example, though in alliance with certain local capitalist classes and working
class struggles must take this into account. Secondly , there is a danger that
the exploited classes will adopt a wholly nationalistic outlook and in doing so
fail to seek alliances with other exploited classes across national boundaries,
e.g . in South Africa, classes often exploited by the same capital. Such issues
need to be explored in detail and appropriate strategies formulated .

There is nothing easy in all of this, nor are the issues simple no matter how
superficially they can be stated. But at the same time, such issues cannot
be wished away or ignored. They exist in concrete reality, are a matter of
day-to-day struggle and it is up to those whose vision is a better life for all
to pursue these and other issues as a matter of urgency.
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TheViews ofthe ChairmanoftheBotswana

FederationofTrade Unions

An interview with Mr. G.U.S. Matlhabaphiri, Chairman of the Botswana
Federation ofTrade Unions (BFrU) .

Baekground

Q: What is the background of the trade union movement in Botswana and
which unions are currently in existence?

A: The trade union movement in Botswana has really only got off the ground
since the earty 19705. following the Trade Union Act of 1969 and the set
ting up of the Trade Union Education Centre in 1971. There are pre
senti) thirteen unions in Botswana. Their names and membership,
actual and potential. are as follows;

Actual
Membership

I . National Union ot Oovt . Manual Workers
2. Botswana Bank Employees Union
J . Botswana Commercial & General

Workers Union
4. Botswana Construction Workers Union
5 . Botswana Railway Workers Union
o. Botswana Mining Workers Union
7, The Meat Industry Workers Union
~ . Botswana Non -Academic Staff Union (at

University College of Botswana)
tJ . Botswana Diamond Sorters Valuators Union

10 . Botswana Local Government Workers' Union

4 000
550
6SS

7 000
600

2 000
650,

45
600

Approx. No. of
Potential
Members
8000

550
10000

20000
600

4000
6S0,

45
850

All the ten unions above were registered during the 1971 to 1976 period .
Since 1977 three more have been registered:

t 1. Central Bank Workers Union
12. Botswana Railways Staff &

Artisans Union
1.1 . Botswana Cooperative Managers Union

?
100

,

,
100

.,
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Q: Why are there two unions for bank employees and two unions for rail
way employees?

A: In the case of the railway employee this is because the 1974 amendment
to the Trade Union Act stipulates that no employee in a supervisory
role may be in the same union as the workers under him. Thus the
Railways Staff and Artisans Union represents mainly white collar em
ployees . In the case of the bank employees, part of the problem was the
difference in job categories between the central bank and the commer
cial banks; also. the central bank is a parastatal organisation and there
has been some disagreement over whether the white collar workers in
it should legally be able to form a union at all, or only a staff association .

The OrgllDlsatioD of the UUDa

Q: Which of the above list of unions are mainly white collar employees?
A: Nos .2,9,l1, 12and13.
Q: How well organised are the trade unions? In a speech to a conference of

the Botswana Local Government Workers Union, the Minister of Edu
cation, the Hen . K.P. Morake , said: "looking at the way in which trade
union leaders ignore their own constitutions, fail to hold annual con
ferences. act unilaterally without consulting their members. it would
appear to me that some of you have really failed to learn the fundamen
tals of Trade Unionism." Is this true of the entire trade union movement
in Botswana?

A: It applies to some unions but not to others. The unions which are pre
sently suffering from considerable administrative problems are Con
struction, Commercial and General and the Local Government Workers
Union. In addincnctwc others, the Botswana Cooperative Managers
Union and the union of Non-academic staff at the university college.
are more or less dormant at present.

Q: What are the reasons for the weakness of some unions?

A: The main reason has been weak leadership . This has been caused both
by the lack of education of trade union members and leaders and by the
exclusion of ' supervisory' personnel from being members of the same
union as other workers in the industry, thereby excluding the most able
leaders from the movement. This is a real stumbling block. A leader can
be removed from the trade union ranks by ' pseudo-promotion ' by the em
ployer. The very least that is required here is an adequate definition of
'supervisor' in order to prevent this clause being exploited by em
ployers in the manner described. Another factor is the present policy
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on National Incomes . which restricts wage increases according to job
categories : the only way that an able employee can raise his income is
by accepting promotion · and then he's lost to the union. Yet another
reason is communications. The serious organisational difficulties ex
perienced by the Commercial and General Workers Union is in part due
to the great number of work places involved and the distances between
them . By comparison, the railways unions are among the best organi
sed because all their members are along the railway line.

0 : You've mentioned the problems stemming from the restriction of ' su
pervisory" employees in regard to union membersh ip. Do other aspects
of the laws help or hinder effective organisation of trade unions?

A: The provision of the Trade Union Act that an employer is forced to re
cognise and bargain with the trade union once it has 250/0 of eligible em
ployees regist ered is in itself very helpful. since it gives unions the legal
backing they need in order to secur recognition from employers. But
' recognising' the union can have many meanings: the re has to be some
definition of what is negotiable and what is not negotiable. At the pre 
sent time several of the unions' leaderships have been too weak to nego
tiate a strong agreement regarding recogn ition - just accepting the
standard contract offered by employers (which has been drawn up by
the Botswana Employers Federation).

In the Trade Disputes Act the clause stating that both parties to a dispute
must agree to it being put forward for arbitration to an industria l tribunal is
another obstacle . What this means is that a dispute can remain unresolved
because of the unwillingness of one party to refer the matter for arbitration.
This is (he reason why there hasn't been a single legal strike in Botswana .
because it is only legal to strike aft er the dispute has been arbitrated .

I've already mentioned how the National Incomes Policy weakens trade
un ion s leadership. It also restricts collective bargaining between unions and
employers. All the negotiated agreements between unions and employers
regarding pay. have to be approved by the Government's Wage Policy
Committ ee . In terms of the National Incomes Policy. this committee must
try (0 ensure parity between state sector and private sector wages by rank of
employee. This leads to comparisons, often very unrealistic, between pub
lic sector and private sector jobs and has the effect of keeping some private
sector wages and salaries down.

Q: What about the provisions of the Trade Union Act encouraging indus
trial unions (rather than craft unions or general unions) and the pre-
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vention of expatriates from being office bearers in the unions?
A: We feel industrial unions facilitate collective bargaining and that the

legislation is therefore correct in this respect. Regarding expatriates
as office bearers: this prohibition hasn 't been a disadvantage . We feel
that trade union leaders need to have an intimate knowledge of stan
dards and conditions in Botswana, and thus citizens are most suitable.

Q: Is there any chance that the restrictive clauses in the labour legislation.
as you 've identified them. will be amended or removed t

A: We are currently appealing for this and have already obtained some sig
nificant support in the Government. Therefore we are quite hopeful.

Q: How much cooperation do unions get from employers?
A: It varies widely from active opposition to active support by way of run

ning a 'check-off' syste m for union dues from members pay packets .
Q: Is cooperat ion generally better from larger or from smaller employers?
A: Again , it varies widely - but not according to s ize of employer. Very

often . the reason why an employer might appear uncooperative (e. g .
no 'check-off' system ) is because the union hasn 't even approached
the employer about the matter.

Q: How much support do the unions get from the Labour Depanment?
A. Generally very good support - with the exception of course , of the oc

casional uncooperative individual. In fact , I would say that often the
Labour Department ends up carrying out tasks which individual unions
should have carried out but have failed to .

Q: Do any of the unions run benefit schemes for their members?
A: Yes . Credit unions are run by the Railway Workers and the Min ing

Workers . The Railway Workers Union also run a funeral insurance
scheme. The Bank employees are starting a child day-care centre. The
BFTU plans to open a lunch counte r for workers at the industrial s ite in
Broadhurst. The Diamond Sorters and Valuators and Bank Employees
plan to stan credit unions .

The Botswaua Federation ofTrade UnlonslBFI1J]

Q: As early as 1971 the President called for the formation of a trade union
federation . Why was it only formed in 1977?

A: As I mentioned earlier , the trade union movement in Botswana really
only got underway in the early 1970s. In the early years, the individual
unions were concentrating on building up their membership and organi
sation rather than on fonning a federation. It was after repeated ap
peals by the government and after the bringing in of assistance from the
Friedrich Ebert Foundation to help set up the Federation, that it was
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begun in 1977.
Q: Are all of the thirteen registered unions affilliated to the BFTU?
A: So far only eight are affilliated . We expect the remaining five to affil

Hate once they've held the necessary ballot among their members.
Q: What is the structure of cont rol of the BFTU?
A: The supreme authority is the delegates' congress , held every two years.

In between delegates congresses the General Council is in command
Under the General Council is the Executive Committee. the Finance
and General Purposes Committee , the Education Committee. the Indus
trial Relations Committee and the Labour & Wage s Advisory Committ ee

Q: How is the BFTU funded?
A: There is an affilliation fee of PSO, and affilliated unions pay 15 thebe

per member per month to the Federation . Whi le the running costs or
the Federation could be covered in th is way, there would be no funds
available for projects . So at the momen t we are st ill heavily dependent
on the donations of our two ' friendly organisations ' - the Friedrich
Eben Foundation and the Afro-American Labour Cent re .

Q: From which unions are the members of the present Executive Commit·
tee of the BnU drawn?

A: The Chairman is from the Diamond Sorters and valuators : the Vice
Chairman from the Government Manual Workers : the General Sec
cretary from the Bank Employees: the Treasurer and the Assistant
General Secreta ry are from the Railways Staff and Artisans . The fi ve
additional members are from Bank Employees Union , National Union
of Government Manual Workers , Botswana Meat Industry Workers
Union , Botswana Commercial and General Workers Union and Bank
Employees Union .

Q: Are all the positions on the Executive Committee unpaid and volun
tary?

A: Yes. We also have a full time Education Secretary and Administra
tive Secretary .

Q: In recent months there have been rumours of an internal quarrel within
the BnU. Is this the case? If so, what were the reasons and has the
quarrel now been resolved?

A: Yes , there was disagreem ent with in BFrU which effective ly prevented
it from operating for the first eighteen months of its existence -- that is ,
until recently, The main issue was over whether office bearers in the
BFTU should be allowed to have any party political affilliation in their
personal capacities. The Trade Union Act doesn 't bar union office
bearers from being members of political parties or from holdine nests in
political parties : it simply prohibits union offices from being used to.
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serve party political purposes. in order to ensure the independence of the
trade union movement. However, there were some who felt that BFI"U
office bearers should have no party political connections at all. The
issue has now been resolved alona the lines laid down in the Act. Thus
evee though I myself. as Chairman. am an active member of the Bots
wana Democratic party (being General Secretary of the BOP Youth)
this has nothing to do with my activities as .. trade unionist. On the BFTU
' executive Committee at present, the Chairman and the General Sec
retary are both BDP members . but the Vice Chairman is OPP (Bots
wana Peoples Party), and we all work together to further the aims of the
trade union movement. independently of our party political affilliations.
Also there was a queSIK:)R of donor organisations . There was evidence
that some of the previous leaders preferred certain donors to others .
which. of course , was dangerous to our movement. This lost the system
"its non-alignment which this country encourages .

Migrul Wolken

Q: The 30 000 to 50 000 Batswana migrant workers at present in South
Africa amount to the largest single group of workers in Botswana. Does
the BfiU intend to make any attempt to unionise them?

A: Th is is a very difficult matter because it involves an agreement between
the governments of Botswana and South Africa. We would like to
unionise them. But what could we offer them? We recently held a semi
nar on the subject of migrant labour and forwa rded our recommenda
tions to the Labour Department, But so far we 've had no response on
the matter. Here is a copy ofour recommendation (attached) .

Role o(the 'frleadly oqanls·tlna.'

Q: Finally. could you please comment on the role that the two ' friendly
organisations' (the Afro..American Labour Centre and the Friedrich 
Ebert Foundation) have played in building up the trade union movement
in Botswana?

A: In a nut-shell, I feel both organisations have played the major role
in our new labour movement. both financially and technically, BFTU
urges the organisations to work harmoniously with us by fulfilling what
has been laid out in their contracts and this, I assume , they will not
fail to do,
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Botswana, Lesotho and SwazlJand Countrles Symposium
On Migrant LaholU Symposium held In Gaborone,
Bot8w8Da6~10November, 1978.

In an endeavour to assist the social life of the migrant workers try and reo
ducc the number of migrant labour. the workers movements of Botswana,
Lesotho and Swaziland countries gathered in Gaborone on 6·10 November,
1978 to study and identify problems of Migrant Labour with a view oftrying
to seek possible solutions .

During this gathering, constructive suggestions were brought forwa
by participants . It goes without saying that supplier countries economie
are pegged to the South African economy.

Having realised the inhuman conditions under which the migrant worker.
are subjected and that the poor labour supplier countries are subsidising
the economy of South Africa. the participants hereby resolve that :

the labour movements of the Botswana. Lesotho and Swaziland coun
tries encourage their respective governments to further spearhead
possible ways of creating small scale industries in the rural areas thus
to gradually reduce the outflow of labour.

trade unions in the Botswana. Lesotho and Swaziland countries be in

volved in job creation by forming cooperative movements.

not ing thai complete withdrawal is a long process project . the trade
unions in conjunct ion with the Botswana. Lesotho and Swaziland coun
tries should negotiate with the Chamber of Mines to better the condi
tions of Migrant Workers. that is to say. better shelter and working
conditions.

each supplier country should undertake to plan its economic develop
ment in such a way as to restructure its economy through industriali
sation . agricultural and rural transformation and the development of
other productive activities .

as an interim measure . the Botswana. Lesotho and Swaziland countries
should undertake immediately to monitor the socio-economic conditions
of the migrant workers with a view to eventual complete withdrawal.



in order to enable the phasing out of migratory labour system to occur
with the minimum dislocation to the economies of the Botswana. Lesotho
and Swaziland countries . by the migratory system should ope rate and
coordinate their activities to this end .

motivate people in the rural areas to grow vegetables for sale .

cash crops lite cotton be produced.

money should be directed to rural areas to as to create employment.

whether be it in town or bush . machines deprive people of employment.
In economic terms this is termed technological unemployment .

the aforesaid is meant to highlight the question of capital intensive
methods used in the Mining Industry which is unfavourable to the
Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland countries .

governmen ts of Botswana. Lesotho and Swaziland countries with par
ticular reference to Botswana and Swaziland should promote tourism
as this is a source of national income.

minerals should be processed into finished goods. i.e. in the case of
Swaziland ta) pulp should be processed into paper (b) suga r should be
refined.

in Botswana the government should establish the mining of secondary
minerals. e .g. (a) sulphur plants at copper mines (b) copper ware manu
fact uring industries (c) plants for processing asbestos products Cd) the
diamond industry should establish cutt ing and polish factories.

there should be decentralisation in industries.

Botswana and Swaziland countries should ins ure that migrant labour
to South Africa are provided with better houses and other social secu
rity and st rongly urge the governments to set up a standing commit
tee which will wort out and review from time to time the working con
ditions of migrant labourers .

To sum up.ehe participants extend their sincere gratitude to the Fried
rich Ebert Foundation and Botswana Federation of Trade Unions for having



organised this very important symposium.

long Live the Working Class

SoUdarity for Ever

Adopted this 10th day of November 1978 at Gaborone , Botswana.


