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Workers demonstrate in the centre of Gaborone - they stayed for 
four days, refusing to leave 

Photo: Labour Bulletin correspondent 

Botswana's biggest 
strike ever 

Thousands of Botswana "indus
trial class" workers downed tools 
for a week at the beginning of 
November in an historic national 
strike that paralysed the whole 
country and turned the capital, 
Gaborone into a veritable rubbish 
heap. Workers went on strike to 
demand a living wage. Botswa
na's lowest paid workers in their 
thousands turned the centre of the 
usually sleepy capital city into a 
vibrant scene of action. Toyi-to-
ying and chanting songs, workers 
made it clear they wanted justice. 

Each day of the week an 
estimated 6 000 workers milled 
around the African Mall shopping 
complex in central Gaborone, 
where the Botswana Federation of 
Trade Unions is based. The 
workers were demanding a 154% 
pay rise over the minimum of 
P237,00 (about US$95) a month. 
According to the striking workers, 
they need at least P280.35 a 

month just to buy food. Botswa
na's house rentals are probably 
the highest in Southern Africa and 
they absorb much of workers' 
earnings. 

TTie strike was sparked off by 
the refusal of the Botswana gov
ernment to accept the wage 
determination made by the NJICC 
(National Joint Industrial Coordi
nation Council) to bring wages in 
this sector into line with the Pov
erty Datum Line. Ideally, the 
ruling of this industrial council, 
bringing together representatives 
of employers and the unions, is 
legally binding, but the Ministry 
of Finance declared it to be in 
conflict with its own wages and 
incomes policy. The same was not 
held to be true in the recent salary 
increases for higher paid govern
ment employees. 

Botswana is known to have a 
sound and vibrant economy -
which, unlike many African econ
omies, has shown remarkable 
growth in the present decade. In 
spite of this, distribution of wealth 
has remained sharply skewed. 

January 1992 



LABOUR ACTION 
with a tiny minority of 
people absorbing more than 
eighty percent of the national 
income. 

Botswana government's 
Daily News put the figure of 
those on strike at 25 000, 
while two other independent 
publications The Botswana 
Guardian and The Botswana 
Political Diarist put the 
figure at 60 000. 

Both figures are signifi
cant because most of the 
working age people in 
Botswana's 1.3 million 
population are not in wage 
employment Of those who 
are, the great majority are 
employed by government de
partments and parastatals 
such as the Botswana Hous
ing Corporation, Botswana 
Telecommunications, the 
Botswana Power Corpora
tion, and the University of 

Botswana. 
Contrary to assertions that 

"industrial class workers are 
not productive" and that their 
labour counts for little in the 
economy, their strike seems 
to have affected every nerve 
and vein of the Botswana 
economy. Industrial class 
workers include government 
drivers, groundsmen, store
keepers, maintenance staff, 
cleaners, tea-makers and 
cooks. They were absent 
from work throughout the 
strike period. 

In schools, teachers had to 
cook meals to ward off 
possible strike action by stu
dents. A few schools were 
reported closed as there was 
no water: the pumpmen of 
the villages were on strike. 

On 6 November many 

workers received letters of 
warning and calls to return to 
duty. On 7 November govern
ment workers received 
official letters firing them. 
The note, headed termina
tion of Service: Yourself*, 
charged workers with ab
sence without leave and 
concluded: "I consider you 
to have terminated your ser
vices as from November 4". 

Botswana government 
strongman. Minister of 
Presidential Affairs Lieutenant 
General Mompati Merafe, re
ceived but did not accept the 
workers' demand. He argued 
that the unions had not fol
lowed the labyrinthine 
procedures required to enter 
into strike action. 

This comes as little sur
prise since, with the Labour 
Act of 1982, and the Na
tional Security Act after it, 
strike action in Botswana is 
effectively proscribed. The 
unions' answer was that the 
government itself acted 
illegally in rejecting the rul
ing of a properly constituted 
industrial council, and that 
their last resort response was 
justifiable. 

Questions 
There are questions, how
ever, whether the unions 
themselves entered into the 
strike with an effective 
strategy: 
•Were preparations made 

to sustain the workers 
during the strike? 

•Did they expect 
government to grant their 
demands and, if not, what 
was to be their bargaining 
position? 

• Had they anticipated how 
the Minister of Presidential 
Affairs, his intelligence 
service, police and military 
forces would deal with the 
striking workers? 
The unions seem to have 

been very inadequately pre
pared for this showdown 
strike. On Monday 11 No
vember striking workers 
reported their dismissals to 
the union leadership who 
simply advised them to re
turn to work. Upon reporting 
to their different workplaces 
they were reinstated but lost 
their pay for the period of the 
strike. What is more, they 
also tost all their accumu
lated benefits such as 
gratuities and terminal pay. 

"It was as if we had not 
worked at the same place for 
fifteen years. We were told 
we were now going to be 

subject to new contractual 
arrangements, while some 
workers were told to sign 
papers pledging never to go 
on strike again", one worker 
told us. 

Did union leadership fore
see such a sudden and 
unsuccessful end to the 
strike? Certainly many 
workers believed when they 
sang: "we will not go back 
to work until you give us our 
rights". Yet today, two 
months after the strike, it is 
clear that the workers have 
come out of it worse off than 
when they went in. Now the 
workers say they have been 
betrayed and accuse some 
officials of their unions of 
being sell-outs. •> 
(Labour Bulletin 
Correspondent) 
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I SARHWU'S 
crisis report to 
be tabled soon 

A commission which is 
looking into the suspension 
of the entire management 
committee of the South Afri
can Railway and Harbour 
Workers Union (SARHWU) 
is about to complete its re
port. 

Tte Commission drawn 
from COS ATU, S ACP and 
the A N C was mandated to 
look into SARHWU's crisis 
which caused the leadership to 
be suspended after workers oc
cupied the union's head office. 

Since September 1991, 
SARHWU has been riddled 
with discontent Expressing 
their anger against the 1991-
92 wage agreement signed 
by the national management 
committee and Transnet with
out their mandate, workers 
occupied the union's head 
office in Jeppe Street (Johan
nesburg) from 5-25 October, 
during which time they held 
the general secretary, Martin 
Sebakwane, hostage for three 
days. 

Proceedings with the 
newly established Transnet 
industrial council were sus
pended. Unity talks between 
SARHWU ancl the Transport 
and General Workers were 
also moth-balled Everything 
came to a standstill for two 
months. It was difficult for 
journalists to gain access to 
SARHWU's head office. 

Interviewed late in January, 
SARHWU spokesperson, 
Vanguard Mkhosana, sounded 
very optimistic when he said 
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Storm clouds still hang 
over SARHWU 

that things have improved 
from what they were three 
months ago. ITie office op
ened and the staff is working 
normally, though the leader
ship is still out of office. 

The President T. Langa, his 
first vice president P. Moshoe-
shoe, second vice president T. 
Majalisa, general secretary M. 
Sebakwane, assistant general 
secretary J. Potgieter and 
treasurer J. Makhavhu have all 
been suspended. 

SARHWU workers claim 
that the wage agreement they 
signed with Transnet was 
prejudicial and it barred them 
from taking mass action. 

According to Mkhosana, 
the agreement was that 
workers would get R900 a 
month, whereas they were de
manding Rl,500. There were 
no negotiators from the re
gions when the agreement 
was signed, although they 
had attended all the 15 meet
ings which were held with 
Transnet prior to the signing. 

"What pushed the leader
ship to sign the agreement 
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was fear that violence could 
occur should workers em
bark on a strike and this 
would result in mass 
retrenchments. They took 
this position against the 
National Executive Commit
tee decision which was taken 
just five days before they 
signed the agreement 

The NEC had decided on 
strike action as negotiations 
with Transnet had reached a 
stalemate, but the top leader
ship decided otherwise. This 
created a lot of problems." 

The situation was very 
tense for some time. Workers 
continued to occupy the of
fices despite appeals by the 
NEC. A second NEC meeting 
was held in Kimberley on 31 
October which took a decision 
that the entire six-member 
management committee be 
suspended and a commission 
ofenquirysetup. 

The terms of reference 
were that they should look at 
the circumstances surrounding 
the closure of the head office, 
the signing of the document 
without a mandate from the 
workers and examine the 
accounts of the management 
committee as well as those of 
the secretary of Southern 
Transvaal. "What forced them 
to look into their accounts is 
that it was alleged they may 
have been bribed into signing 
the agreement." 

The Commission is 
expected to conclude its find
ings by the end of January. It 
will then submit its report to 
the NEC of SARHWU which 
will then take an appropriate 
decision on the matter. •> 
(Snuki Zikalala) 
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Leather dispute 

The suspension on 12 De
cember of the Western Cape 
branch leadership of the 
National Union of Leather-
workers may cost the NULW 
several thousand members in 
the region. 

Shop stewards are set to 
meet late in January to de
cide if the 7 000 workers in 
the Cape Town and Welling
ton branch will stay in the 
union, or defect. COSATU'S 
South African Clothing and 
Textile Workers Union 
(S ACTWU) is a clear alterna-
tive if workers do decide to 
pull out of the NULW. 

At the centre of the dis
pute is the dismissal of a 
Cape Town organiser by the 
union National Executive 
Committee in late October. 
Workers in the Western Cape 
have challenged the union 
NEC to reinstate the or
ganiser, or face mass 
defection. The union's Cape 
Town Branch Executive 
Committee (BEC) was sus
pended for allegedly refusing 
to enforce the NEC's deci
sion to fire Irwin "Che" 
Kinnes. 

Kinnes said he was fired 
for political reasons by what 
he called a pro-NACTU 
union leadership. NULW 
general secretary Kessie 
Moodley denied this, saying 
the union was politically non-
aligned. Kinnes, he said, was 
found guilty and dismissed 
for not respecting union 
structures. 

Kinnes - who used to 
work for the Amalgamated 

Clothing and Textile 
Workers Union, a forerunner 
of S ACTWU - ignored the 
NEC order and carried on 
with his job. 

"I've been accused of pro
moting SACTWU and 
COSATU. The Western 
Cape has been a stumbling 
block towards the NULW 
going into NACTU," he said. 

But, said Moodley, the 
NULW had taken a congress 
decision in August not to 
affiliate to either COSATU 
or NACTU. 

"It would be very easy for 
me to take the union into 
COSATU or NACTU. but 
this would be unfair because 
workers must decide," he 
added. 

Moodley said he had re
signed as NACTU'S regional 
co-ordinator in Durban be
cause he had been forced to 
take orders from people who 
were politicians, and not 
trade unionists. 

Kinnes has launched an 
urgent application with the 
Industrial Court in Cape 
Town for his reinstatement 

Meanwhile, workers in 
the region are without a 
branch leadership - and close 
to reconsidering their mem
bership of the NULW, 
according to Kinnes. 

While a shop stewards' 
council in late January is ex
pected to take a final 
decision, several options 
have been suggested: 
O workers can stay in the 

union; 
> they can split from the 
NULW and set them
selves up independently; 

^ a merger could occur with 
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the Transvaal Leather and 
Allied Trades Industrial 
Union; or, most likely, 

< t̂hey could move into the 
South African Clothing 
and Textile Workers 
Union, which has targeted 
leather as a key sector to 
organise. • 

(Labour Bulletin 
Correspondent) 

Survey of the 
November 4 and 5 
stayaway 

The Labour Monitoring 
Group(LMG), in association 
with Markinor, conducted a 
natbn-wide telephone 
survey to measure the 
extent of the stayaway. The 
sample included 509 
companies drawn from the 
CSIR data base of South 
African companies. The 
sample included firms from 
every sector of the 
economy. The complete 
results of the monitoring of 
the stayaway are 
summarised below. 

O f the entire South African 
black workforce 68% stayed 
away from work on Monday 4 
November. We conservatively 
estimate that at least 3,7 mil
lion workers heeded the 
stayaway call on the first day. 

The figures dropped off 
slightly on the second day of 
the stayaway, 5 November, 
when 60% of the entire black 
workforce stayed away from 
work, representing 3,4 mil
lion workers. 

These results are substan-
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tially higher than those re
corded by the LMG during 
the September 1989 
stayaway (called to protest 
the Labour Relations Act), 
an event which led to a sub
stantial reworking of the 
legislation. They are com
parable to the results for the 
June 16 1986 stayaway, pre
viously the largest stayaway 
on record. 

African 
workers 
The stayaway was strongest 
amongst African workers na
tionwide. Nationwide, 73% of 
African workers stayed away 
on the first day, and 64% on 
the second day. The following 
table shows the regional break
down for African workers: 

Region 
PWV 
OFS 
WCape 
ECape 
Durban metro 
Rest of Natal 

Mon 
81% 
80% 
78% 
74% 
84% 
73% 

Tues 
68% 
73% 
76% 
73% 
82% 
72% 

The Eastern Cape figures 
can be disaggregated to show 
a 98% stayaway in the Port 
Elizabeth/Uitenhage area as 
opposed to a 67% stayaway 
in the East London area. The 
stayaway amongst African 
workers in the Western Cape 
is substantially higher than 
that previously recorded by 
the LMG. 

Furthermore the stayaway 
in Natal, both the Durban me
tropolitan area and the rest of 
Natal, showed a very high 
rate of participation in spite 
of the Inkatha Freedom 
Party's opposition to the 
stayaway. 
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Indian and coloured 
participation 
The extent of Indian partici
pation was assessed for the 
Natal area only: 

Region Mon Tues 
Durban Metro 60% 77% 
Rest of Natal 23% 25% 

Coloured participation 
was assessed for the Western 
and Eastern Cape: 

Region 
Western Cape 
PEAJItenhage 
East London 

Mon Tues 
30% 26% 
86% 86% 
62% 62% 

Despite the relatively low 
level of participation in the 
stayaway by Coloured 
workers, these percentages 
matched the highest levels 
previously recorded by the 
LMG in September 1989 and 
June 1986. 

Management 
responses 
We also surveyed manage
ment responses to the 
stayaway for the entire 
country. On the whole, man
agement has responded in the 
traditional manner of ap
plying the principle of "no 
work/no pay/no penalty". At 
those companies where some 
form of stayaway took place, 
the following occurred: 

Percentage 
Management response 
no/work/no pay 
/no penalty 79% 
dismissal 6% 
other penalties 
(eg warnings) 15% 

The dismissal percentage is 
relatively higher than that re
ported in previous LMG 
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surveys. In 1988, for 
example, only 2% of com
pany respondents reported 
that they would be taking dis
ciplinary action which could 
include dismissals. Trie 6% 
of companies which have dis
missed workers during the 
current stay-away could 
reflect the fact that many 
companies are looking to re
duce their workforce during 
the economic downturn. 

Stayaway by sector 
The Central Statistical Services 
reports a figure for the econ
omically active population of 
11 073 00 and estimates an un
employment rate of 25%. For 
the purposes of our calcula
tions, we operated on the basis 
of a far higher unemployment 
rale of 40%, which yields a 
total unemployed population 
of6643 800. 

Economic 
sector 
Finance/i nsurance 
Manufacturing 
Construction 
Retail/Wholesale 
Transport 
Personal services 

Mon 
94% 
81% 
73% 
71% 
59% 
46% 

Tues 
91% 
60% 
73% 
68% 
56% 
44% 

The results conclusively 
show broad support from black 
workers in all sectors except 
mining and agribusiness. *•• 

The LMG is an independent 
group of academics based at 
the University of the 
Witwatersrand, which has 
monitored national and 
regional stayaways since 
1984. Markinor is a private 
and independent market 
research firm based in 
Johannesburg. 
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Mineworkers reject productivity deal 
Worker delegates at NUM's Central Executive Committee, held at the end of January, 
voted overwhelmingly against negotiating any kind of producth/ly deal or performance 
bonus in this year's wage bargaining. The rejection comes as something of a shock to 
empbyers, who had haled last year's path-breaking agreement in the gold mining industry 
as opening a new era in collective bargaining. 

According to union sources, 
the mine worker delegations 
from the regions expressed 
"very strong feelings of dis
satisfaction" about the im
pact last years agreement 
was having in the gold 
mines. The agreement pro
vided a framework for nego
tiating performance bonuses 
at mine level, and committed 
the mines to disclosing rele
vant information to the 
union, discussing targets 
with shaft stewards, and 
negotiating the implementa
tion of the scheme. (See La
bour Bulletin Vol 16 No 2) 

Workers reported that the 
mines were not disclosing in
formation, refused to discuss 
performance targets, and im
posed the scheme unilaterally. 
Management was also making 
work behaviour a condition 
for receiving the bonus. On 
many mines management has 
stipulated thai workers who en
gage in industrial action or 
stayaways, or who are absent 
from work, will not receive 
the bonus. Delegates' over-rid
ing criticism was that the way 
the scheme was being im
plemented was causing 
enormous division between 
workers at the same mine, 
some of whom received bo
nuses and others who did not, 
and workers at different mines. 

According to NUM's 

assistant general secretary. 
Marcel Golding, "Trie 
scheme is not achieving the 
desired results. The em
ployers are using it to sow 
dissension, dissatisfaction 
and confusion." Accordingly, 
the CEC decided to reject 
totally any such scheme in 
the 1992 wage bargaining. 

The union is clearly angry 
about the way the scheme 
was implemented. But appar
ently there was also strong 
opposition expressed to pro
ductivity or performance 
deals in principle, on the 
grounds that they undermine 
union policy. The union has 
firmly rejected the negotia
tion of similar schemes in the 
financially stronger coal and 
other sectors of the industry. 

The 1991 performance 
agreement in the gold sector 
was clearly a response by 
NUM to the deep crisis in this 
industry. If the union is now 
rejecting a renewal of this 
agreement, what alternative 
strategy does it have for nego
tiations? Golding agrees this is 
a problem, and says that, be
yond endorsing the demand 
for a living wage and the pol
icy of negotiating a uniform 
wage structure for the indus
try, the CEC has made no 
decisions. 

However, it appears that 
NUM has not rejected pro

ductivity/performance bar
gaining in principle. The 
union will convene a special 
workshop in about a month's 
time, to examine the issue in 
the light of international ex
perience. 

What will this mean 
on the mines? 
The collapse of the scheme 
raises many questions for 
NUM. 
a Clearly there are sections 

of workers who are bene
fitting from the bonus 
scheme. Rejection of the 
scheme could lead to ten
sion between them and 
the union. Golding says 
NUM will have to 
educate workers about 
the reasons for the 
union's decision, but this 
may not be adequate to 
overcome such tensions. 

• Many mine managers may 
choose to exploit such 
tensions and continue to 
implement the scheme 
unilaterally. It is difficult 
to imagine workers who 
are offered bonuses reject
ing them. This could lead 
to increasing conflict - far 
from a 4new era' in indus
trial relations! 

D The performance agree
ment, for all its weak
nesses, did give the union 
a framework within which 
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to fight for some control 
and some access to bonus 
payment. Without an 
agreement, it will be ex
tremely difficult for the 
union to combat manage
ment action in this area. 

• Rejecting any productiv
ity deal leaves the union 
with a somewhat weak
ened bargaining position 
as it enters wage negotia
tions in the crisis-ridden 
gold industry. How will it 
deal with the fact that de
cent wage increases may 
lead to huge job losses in 
unprofitable mines? 

D On the other hand, em
ployers themselves see in
creasing productivity as 
essential for the industry. 
They may well decide that 
unilateral implementation 
of bonus schemes - against 
the resistance of NUM - is 
counterproductive, and 
offer a better deal than last 
year. Golding left this 
possibility open at a NUM 
press conference, saying 
any new offer would have 
to be referred to workers. 
But it seems it will take a 
lot to convince workers to 
enter such a scheme again. 

What about the struggle 
for worker control? 
The workers* rejection of the 
performance bonus scheme 
also raises a broader ques
tion. In his interview with 
Labour Bulletin, Gold i ng last 
year put forward a project of 
struggling to increase 
workers control duough union 
initiatives on productivity and 
worker participation. This is a 
project which is being dis

cussed by some unionists. 
Do the problems that have 
arisen with the implementa
tion of this agreement mean 
that such projects are not 
viable? Does its rejection by 
the NUM CEC mean the end 
of such projects? 

Several points can be made. 
Firstly, productivity bargain
ing is often rejected by union
ists because it exacerbates divi
sions among workers. NUM's 
agreement did not succeed in 
overcoming this problem. 

Secondly, management will 
often try to take short cuts and 
avoid making real concessions 
in exchange for productivity 
agreements. This will tend to 
raise tensions and create con
flict - unions will have to 
guard against this. 

*niirdly, the mining indus
try is possibly the worst place 
to test out new ideas of partici
pation. The industry is 
characterised by authoritarian, 
racist and violent management 
regimes. Workers have re
sisted this by building a 
militant and defiant mass 
workers movement. Any shift 
towards more participatory 
management structures -
which could open up new 
arenas of struggle for worker 
control - would depend on im
mense changes of attitude, 
primarily from management, 
but also from workers. It may 
be Utopian to imagine this can 
happen on the mines before it 
happens in other sectors. 

Fourthly, the struggle for 
workers control in the pro
duction process, the struggle 
to engage with issues of par
ticipation, productivity and 
work organisation, is ex

tremely complex. It raises 
new organisational issues 
and new issues about knowl
edge and training. If unions 
are going to enter mis terrain, 
they will have to provide 
comprehensive education 
and discussion forums so mat 
workers can really take con
trol of the process. Without 
that, the struggle for workers 
control can only fail. 

Fifthly, whatever unions 
decide, productivity and par
ticipation are on the agenda. 
Economic stagnation and man
agement strategies are placing 
them there. Unless the unions 
develop a strategic initiative 
of their own, they will be 
driven into a permanently 
defensive posture. • 
(Karl von Hold:) 

Buthelezi fills in for 
Crompton in top 
position at CWIU 

Musi Buthelezi (right) of 
Chemical Workers Industrial 
Union, has been appointed 
Acting General-Secretary of 
the union while Rod Cromp
ton (left) goes to work at the 
Industrial Restructuring Pro
ject, UCT. 

The next issue of 
Labour Bulletin will carry an 
interview with Buthelezi, in 
which he outlines recent de
velopments in the union. *& 
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