
LABOUR ACTION 

DEVAN PILLAY looks at some of the 
developments in labour during 
November and December 1990. 

A TUCSA 
revival? 
Are we likely to see the re-emer
gence of a 'moderate*, 'apolitical' 
trade union centre, with a member
ship of over 3 million? If Freddie 
Swartz, general secretary of the 
Transvaal Leather & Allied Trades 
Industrial Union (TLATIU), is to be 
believed, the dominance of CO-
SATU is under real threat. CO-
SATU and NACTU combined 
represent around 1,5 million paid-
up members. 

But the situation is more compli
cated for the independents. 

Firstly, the potential member
ship of the proposed new federation 
is considerably less than the 3,5 
million figure Swartz apparently ar
rived at from scanning a trade 
union directory. If the total 
unionised workforce is only 
around 2,5 million then, says the 
Labour Research Service (Bargain
ing Monitor No 43) COS ATU and 
NACTU represent around 58% of 
the total unionised workforce. The 
combined membership of the 176 
unaffiliated unions is only 1 041 
920 - that is, an average member
ship of 5 920 members per union! 
Most of these unions apparantly 
have memberships of a few hun
dred each. 

Swartz, who is also the secretary 
of the steering committee of the 
proposed federation, admitted to 
the Labour Bulletin that he has also 
begun to wonder about his initial 
figure of 3,5 million. 

Of the 176 unions TLATIU sent 

letters to, inviting them to a Novem
ber conference of unaffiliated 
unions, only 53 turned up. Then 8 
of the more organised black inde
pendents, part of the 28-member 
United Front of Independent 
Unions (UFITUSA), walked out in 
protest at the attempt to form a rival 
to COSATU and NACTU (and for 
regarding COSATU as the 
'enemy'). One of the unions re
maining behind at the conference 
was the Inkatha-aligned UWUSA, 
which claims 270 000 members. 
The Financial Times (29/11/90) 
comments: "there is no evidence 
that UWUSA has anything near as 
many paid-up members". 

In addition, the white-dominated 
Confederation of Mining & Build
ing Unions (CMBU) (representing 
about 150 000 blue-collar workers 
in 8 unions) and Federation of Sala
ried Staff (FEDS AL) (representing 
250 000 white collar employees in 
14 affiliates), have indicated that 
they want to form their own feder
ation of 400 000 members. 

The remaining 45 unions at the 
conference formed a steering com
mittee to draft a constitution, and 
hope to launch thenselves as the 
Federation of Independent Trade 
Unions by next March. Swartz 
claimed after the conference that 
the 45 unions represented 750 000 
workers. But, he told Labour Bul
letin, this figure includes 
UWUSA*s imaginative 270 000, 
and FEDSAL/CMBU's 400 000. If 
these are excluded, then Swartz is 
left with less than 80 000 to play 
with. 
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Secondly, while another 
federation could be a trouble
some rival to COSATU and 
NACTU, its influence will be 
severely constrained by its 
predominantly ex-TUCSA, 
white and coloured complex
ion. Seven of the 11 steering 
committee members are ex-
TUCSA, the most notable 
besides Swartz being Norman 
Daniels (ex-TWIU, now of the 
Trawler and Line Fishermen's 
Union) and Dulcie Hartwcll 
(National Union of Distribu
tive and Allied Workers). 
Other members include Eve
lyn Seloro (Textile Workers 
Union, recently expelled from 
NACTU), Martin Deysel (SA 
Typographical Union), Glen 
McGill (Johannesburg Mu
nicipal Combined Employees* 
Union), Audrey Rose (Radio, 
Television, Electronic and Al
lied Workers Union), Philip 
Masia (Municipal, State, Farm 
and Allied Workers' Union), 
Mabindisa (Bloemfontein 
Municipal Union), Ted Fraser 
(Jewellery & Goldsmith 
Union) and Mani Du Toit 
(Building Workers* Union). 

Swartz admits that the 
TUCSA image represents 
whitedomination, closeness to 
government, tamencss and a 
bureaucratic style. Given that 
Masia is the only credible Af
rican unionist on the 
committee, Swartz's insist
ence that the pitfalls of 
TUCSA will be avoided is 
highly suspect. TUCSA dis
solved in 1986 mainly because 
it's 'moderation' had no ap
peal to the majority of black 
workers - it served to en
trench, rather than confront, 
the injustices experienced by 

low-paid black workers. 
Swartz's confident prediction, 
therefore, that NACTU affil
iates will join his new outfit 
because 'workers are fed up 
with boycotts and strikes', 
seems highly fanciful. 

Thirdly, most of the inde
pendents are largely unknown 
to each other. They represent 
different interests, and are 
usually preoccupied with the 
narrow interests of their own 
membership and industry. 
There does not seem to have 
been any consultation at a 
broader level with the unions' 
leadership and membership. In 
the view of Finance Week, "to 
get consensus from such a 
loose and varied grouping of 
unions will be remarkable". 

Despite all aiese obstacles, 
it is very possible that some
thing will emerge out of the 
independents in the near fu
ture. Their white and coloured 
complexion need not be an 
issue with a higher income 
constituency that feels threat
ened by the militancy of black 
workers. If the CMBU and 
FEDSAL unions affiliate, it 
could represent a significant 
force in a future South Africa, 
as a valuable ally of capital 
against a new government's 
attempts to alleviate the condi
tions of lower paid black 

workers - which will inevit
ably have direct implications 
for the privileges of the higher 
paid (mainly but not exclu
sively white). 

Docility under a capitalist 
government could very easily 
turn into a militancy against a 
socialist-oriented government. 
While the signs are that, at the 
most, a small and relatively 
feeble grouping may emerge 
in the near future, in the long 
term anything can happen. 

But Swartz has since re
treated somewhat from his 
initial anti-COSATU stance. 
He told Labour Bulletin that 
describing COSATU as "the 
enemy" was a "bad choice of 
words". "We are not looking at 
forming a rival to COSATU", 
he said, conceding that "CO
SATU has done some brilliant 
things for workers". He said he 
shared the ultimate objective 
of COSATU and NACTU to 
"forge the unity of all workers 
in the country", although he 
could not tell how far down the 
road that was. *> 

United action 
in crisis-hit 
transport 
sector 
The transport industry is fac

ing such a severe crisis that 
forces which have tradition
ally been opposed to each 
other, are now coming 
together. The three main black 
transport unions, COSATU's 
Transport & General Workers' 
Union (TG WU) and South Af
rican Railway & Harbour 
Workers' Union (SARHWU), 
and NACTU's Transport & 
Allied Workers ' Union 
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(TAWU), planned joint mass 
marches in many major cen
tres in December, to demand 
decent bus subsidies and an 
end to privatisation and de
regulation. 

These demands have the 
support of the employers' 
body, the SA Bus Operators 
Association (SABOA), who 
are directly affected by the 
massive cuts in state subsidies. 
Up to 1000 buses may have to 
be taken out of circulation next 
year because of the cuts. 

Crisis in the 
bus industry 
The TGWU claims that its call 
for the nationalisation of the 
bus transport industry has sup
port from some members of 
SABOA, although SABOA's 
Jackie Walters feels that pri
vate ownership is still the 
solution, but with decent state 
subsidies, and state co-oper
ation with bus companies 
about the running of the ser
vices. He says that the unions 
and the bosses are conducting 
a "dual strategy", where 
SABOA puts pressure on the 
govemmemt throught its con
tact with the Dept of 
Transport, and the unions en
gage in mass action on the 
street Bus owners indicated 
that they would not penalise 
their workers for participating 
in the 1 December marches. 

Marches did not take place 
in Johannesburg and Veree-
niging because permission 
was not granted (although the 
Pretoria march, which also did 
not have permission, went 
ahead, with some arrests). The 
marches in Ladysmith, New
castle, Pictcrmaritzburg and 

Port Elizebeth had an "in
credible turnout", says the 
TGWU, with "encouraging" 
support from the community, 
the ANC and S ACP. The three 
unions presented the following 
demands to the Minister of 
Transport 

r >increased and continuous 
subsidisation of the bus in
dustry; 

=> subsidies for school-child
ren regardless of race; 

=sfull subsidy for all pensio
ners; 

•^full state responsibility for 
passenger transport; 

•oan end to privatisation and 
deregulation 
The three unions also re

solved to approach their 
federations, COSATU and 
NACTU, to convene a con
ference of all trade union 
leaders as a matter of urgency, 
to address the problem of the 
withdrawal of subsidies from 
all basic services and needs, 
including milk, bread and edu
cation. TAWU general 
secretary Meshack Ramela ap-
pealed to "all concerned 
people to put pressure on the 
government to increase the 
subsidies". 

White railway 
workers take action 
Meanwhile, 500 semi-skilled 
and skilled white workers 
went on a 24-hour stoppage at 
Transnet's telecommunica
tions and signal department in 
Natal at the end of November. 
(Depots on the Reef were also 
hit by co-ordinated work stop
pages earlier this year). 
Members of the predominant-
ly white 15 000-strong 
Artisan Staff Association 

(ASA), the workers demanded 
market-related salaries. 

The increased militancy of 
lower-paid white workers has 
opened up more space for 
SARHWU to organise them. 
In Port Elizabeth the entire 
white workforce at a Transnet 
depot joined the union, and ad
vances have been made in 
Bloemfontein, and DF Malan 
airport. SARHWU, says or
ganiser Johan Beaurain, is 
targetting shunters, who face 
dangerous working condi
tions, and train drivers. 

Many of the lowest-paid 
white workers do not earn 
much more than their black 
colleagues, and the potential 
for cross-colour solidarity has 
increased recently. White wor
kers usually face intense 
intimidation from manage
ment, fellow white workers 
and their communities if they 
join black unions. Black wor
kers at the PE depot threatened 
a work stoppage if their white 
colleagues were victimised for 
joining the union. 

Retrenchments 
at Transnet 
Another predominantly white 
union, the Transnet Union of 
South Africa (TUSA), has ex
pressed great concern about 
expected retrenchments at 
Transnet, as a result of ration
alisation since SATS was 
'commercialised* earlier this 
year. The union's Phillip 
Straus is reported to have said 
that workers were being sacri
ficed for company profits. 
Between 40 000 and 60 000 
jobs are at risk, unions feel. 

COSATU's National Un
employed Workers 
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Co-ordinating Committee 
(NUWCQ has an agreement 
with Transnet that new wor
kers will be recruited through 
it. It is part of the strike settle
ment made with SARHWU 
earlier this year. But the 
NUWCC is concerned that, 
with daily retrenchments, "the 
bosses could fuel tension be
tween retrenched workers and 
those being recruited" through 
the NUWCC. 

Dan Phiri, president of 
NACTU's Black Trade Union 
(BLATU), which also or
ganises at Transnet, said that, 
in a meeting with Transnet, the 
union was told that there 
would be no massive job cuts. 
Management has opted for 
long-term training, and wor
kers were offered early 
retirement and voluntary re
dundancy packages. 

Prospects for 
unity improve 
Prospects for unity between 
TGWU, TAWU and SARH
WU seem better than ever 
before. TAWU's Ramela told 
Labour Bulletin that "we are 
heading towards" the forma
tion of one giant transport 
union, although there were still 
large obstacles to overcome. 
The major obstacle seems to 
be the political alignment of 
the TGWU and SARHWU. 
Nevertheless, Ramela believes 
that the united front activity 
has at least brought the unions 
together at leadership level, 
and this must continue. He re
vealed that prospects for unity 
have also increased between 
TAWU and the two other 
transport affiliates of NACTU, 
BLATU and the Transport and 

Omnibus Workers Union. 
There are no signs as yet of 

an easing of tension between 
BLATU and its main rival, 
SARHWU. According to New 
Nation (26/10/90), SARH
WU, with 40 000 members, 
has become the largest union 
in Transnet, while the eight-
year old BLATU has lost more 
than half its members in recent 
years. 

But BLATU now has a new 
leadership, and is likely to 
benefit from its recent affilia
tion to NACTU. If NACTU 
and COSATU edge closer to
wards a common 
understanding, then a re
vamped BLATU's 
relationship with SARHWU, 
or with a new transport union, 
might very well improve. • 

Significant 
victory for 
Zebediela 
workers 
Workers at the state-owned 
Zebediela citrus estate near 
Pietersburg scored a signifi
cant victory when manage
ment finally agreed to 
negotiate with their union, the 
NACTU affiliated National 
Union of Farmworkers (NUF). 
Management also agreed to re
instate all permanent workers 
who were dismissed as a result 
of a 15-week strike, without 
loss of benefits (including full 
bonus and leave pay), full pay 
for December and an immedi
ate increase of R30 a month. 

According to NACTU 
general secretary Cunningham 
Ngcukana, an agreement was 
signed on 7 December, com
mitting both parties to enter 

into wage negotiations by 23 
January 1991, and reaching 
agreement by 23 February. 
Proposals from each side 
should be accepted by 15 
January. The conditions of 
seasonal workers will also be 
addressed, and there will be no 
discrimination against them, 
he said. 

The workers were or
ganised by NUF over two 
years ago, but the union has all 

along been refused recognition 
by management The estate is 
owned by the SA Develop
ment Trust Corporation 
(STK), which has members of 
both the Dept of Development 
Aid and the Lebowa govern
ment on its board. FW De 
Klerk is a trustee of the Devel
opment Trust. 

Workers, according to the 
union, earn as low as R120 a 
month (management said that 
the lowest salary was R 156,86 
a month for workers on prob
ation). NUF has been 
demanding a minimum wage 
of R500 a month, and an im
mediate monthly increase of 
R200. Since a strike earlier this 
year, the company has pro
vided services such as a 
creche, sewing school and sub
sidised clinic for the workers. 

The second strike began in 
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PPWAWU members on strike against Nampak and 
Barlow-Rand 

Photo; William Matlala/COSA TU 

August. The central demands 
remained recognition, and a 
wage increase. It was met with 
mass dismissals, and evictions 
from the estate. The evictions 
were overturned by a court 
order. Eleven weeks through 
the strike, management agreed 
to talk to the union, but conti
nued to refuse to 
unconditionally reinstate the 
workers, and to grant the wage 
increase. However, by that 
stage management was begin
ning to feel the pinch. NACTU 
had gathered international 
support for the striking wor
kers, and was threatening 
national action. 

A month later management 
agreed to negotiate wages with 
NUF. "This isa very signficant 
victory," says Ngcukana, "as it 
opens a lot of doors for farm
workers." • 

Nampak m 9 strike ends in 
defeat - but 
workers 
make some 
gains 
The 8-weck long national 
strike at Nampak (see Labour 
Bulletin Vol 15 No 4) finally 
ended on 19 November with a 
settlement that was highly un
favourable to the workers. 
However, the union. Printing, 
Paper, Wood and Allied Wor
kers* Union (PPWAWU), be
lieves that the workers made 
gains in terms of organisation 
and experience. 

The central demand of the 
strike was over centralised 
bargaining, which Nampak's 
parent company. Barlow 
Rand, has taken a firm stand 

against. The union demanded 
a company investigation into 
electronic bugging, and the 
unconditional reinstatcmentof 
all striking workers. 

The union won the rein
statement of most of the 
dismissed workers, but the 
strikers had to forfeit half their 
annual bonus. Some workers 
face retrenchement. The wor
kers lost over RIO million in 
wages, with no concession on 
their wage demands. Perhaps 
the greatest blow was the ninc-
month moratorium on 
discussing centralised bar
gaining with management. In 
terms of the bugging demand, 
Nampak was only prepared to 
agree to "a joint accord be
tween COSATU, PPWAWU 
and Nampak stating their ab
horrence of 'bugging* as a 
practice in industrial rela
tions", and commiling 
themselves to ensuring that 
such practices are outlawed in 
Nampak. 

The union's position is that, 
while the strike is over, "our 

struggle is not over". A 
pamphlet issued after the 
strike states that the union did 
make some gains. A spirit of 
unity and strength was built in 
what was the biggest national 
strike in the industry; the wor
kers themselves built the 
strike, and "not the union of
fice or lawyers"; and the strike 
built solidarity links with wor
kers in other unions. 

The union also believes that 
"our strike was important politi
cally''. At a time when the 
debate on the economy is being 
dominated by capital, the union 
feels that the strike kept "the 
voice of workers alive". This 
vital point, PPWAWU na
tional organiser Rob Rees 
feels, did not penetrate deep 
enough into the consciousness 
of the union's allies. Solidarity 
action from COSATU, while 
the most sustained and wide
spread in its history, was 
insufficient to shift the balance 
of power in a struggle the Nam
pak workers could not win on 
their own. ft 
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