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Students campaign with UCT workers

Worldwide many tertiary education institutions have outsourced their general workers.

As at the University of Cape (UCT) Town this has resulted in reduced wages and no

benefits. Tariq Desai and Matthew Grant write about a strong campaign that UCT

students have waged in support of campus workers’ demands.

ey came to the Workers™
Forum. Again. Thay came
bacause workers and studants

forcad them to come.We wrota
many, many lstters.We marchad, we
shouted.Today, thay come to answer
demands that workers have made
again and again - sometimes with
different words but always the same
message: Stop exploiting university
workers! But they ara not here to
meet workers’ demands, as workers
know and have seen. They are here
to keap all of us quiat. We will not
stay quiet.

Hara h is, Prof Nhiapo, the
smooth oparator. One of tha
workers’ demands has already baen
met bacause UCT management is
here. However, Nhiapo tells us, in
many words, that they will not meet
other demands. That workers must
wait even though they hava already
baen waiting for a long time,

Ha also talls workers that the
monay they get is enough because
its higher than the markt rate —
how does he know If it s enough
for them? Soma workers here earn
RA50 a weck. He does not earn
RA50 a week. He says that workers
are not UCT workers;that they
work for outsourced companies. He.
tells workers that UCT is doing

them a favour by meeting them
because they are not legally
responsible for them, They hide
behind th faw.

“This is an account by sympathatic
studants of  racent Workers Forum
meeting, which three
Fapresenativas of the management
of UCT attended,

“The Workers' Forum meets once a
month and emerged in 2004 after a
struggle by cleaning workers at
UCT.The Forum is open to all
‘working at UCT ragardless of their
employer. It i a place whare
‘workers come togethar to resist
unacceptable working conditions.
Most who attend are outsourced
‘workers and attendance has varied
from 20 to 350 workers. There are
at least 1000 outsourced workers
at UCT.

“The Forum providas  platform
for unified action where workers
are represanted by different unions.
Many of the workers who attend
Forum mestings are however not
unionised.

Many public tertiary institutions.
all over the world went through,
and are stil going through,a
Process of restructuring,
Governments, especially in Africa
during the 1990, limited state

expenditure on tertiary institutions
as Richard Pithouse in Asinimali:
University struggles in Post-
Apartheid South Africa puts it by
“downgrading, merging and closing
African Universities and shifting the
cost of education from tha stata to
students and their families”

“This shiftis global and such cost
recovery practices have vast and
torrible consequances for many
insttutions at tha tertiary education
level. Mora students are excluded
due 1o rising foe prices. Th roles of
academics shif from intellectuals to
consultants or fund raisers (‘grant
holders'). Administrative staff are
forced to work longer hours under
more pressure to perform. Not least,
many of the lowest paid workers at
thesa institutions are targeted with
trenchments or outsourcing -
increasing space for private
‘companies to enter public
institutions.

UCT WORKERS
In 1997 UCT startad a process of
restructuring. Claiming to focus on
their "core business” of academic
teaching and research, t retrenched
workers and employed private.
companies to take over the
“peripheral functions” of cleaning,
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gardening, transport, catering,
Security and printing.This process
was not done in consultation with
workers.

Privata sector interests have taken
pracadanca at public insttutions.
like UCT.Outsourcing has allowed
private companias to increasingly
exploit and undermine workers. In
1991, before outsourcing, the
minimum wage was R1 200 plus
benafit. In 2003, ater outsourcing,
the minimum wage was st/ R1 200
without benafits,

Many problems faced by workers
a UCT are faced by workers
everywhere Workers feol abused,
threatenad, and exploited. Such
foalings come from their everyday
experiences. Like many workers,
they ara continuously struggling
against and resisting these
experiences.

Unions at UCT,specifically the
National Education, Health and
Allid Workers Union (Nehawu)
resisted the restructuring through
legal and other means. It however,
lost this struggle. Workers wera

forced into accepting worse
working conditions or
etrenchment.

n 2004, the Workers'Forum was
supported by the UCT Workers’
Support Committee (WSC) and the
suudent group TakeAction! The
WSC i made up of worker and
union representtives,academics
and studes TakeAction! emerged
in 2004 a5  group seeking to hold
UCT to account for the worsening
conditions of the outsourced
workers.

1 2005 the fargest ever student
petition at UCT, signed by over
5000 students, caled for UCT to
take responsibility for improving
working contions and provids 3
tiving wage for al workers at the
university

In 2006 UCT Council accepted
the pattion and implementec a
Code of Conduct for outsourcad
companies to comply with, UCT
admitted that conditions were not
good enough for workers and that
the university bears some
responsibily for improving thern.

Amongst other conditions, the
Coda guaranteas workers the right
t0 organise, implemants a wage
supplement for workers to the
valua of the Supplemented Living
Level determinad by the Bureau of
Market Research at the University
of South Africa (Unisa), and
outlines a process whera workers
submit reports on their own
company’s adherence to the Code.
The Coda is sill in effact and
attempts to mediata the
relationship botween UCT, contract
companies and the workers.The
Coda however i failing in this as
th struggles of the workers are
showing.

Last year the UCT Student
Worker Alliance (Ustswa), anothor
student group, came together once
again around workers' issues. This
is becausa student support for
workers is shortlived as
generations of students changa
every threa yaars. Uctswa emerged
from both the Workers' Forum and
the WSC continuing resistance and
struggle.
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Uctswa began a campaign this year
10 hold UCT resporsible for the
challanges facing workers. It
interviewed more than 40 workers.
on campus from different compares
about thair iving and working
conditions before the campaign.

These interviews show that
outsourced workers face harassment,
job insecurity. weak or inappropriate
channels of complaint and struggle
10 live on current wages Workers
also experience a deep alienation
from the UCT community and its
project of social upliftment.

Without warning, workers have
been threatened with transferral to
other buildings or campuses,or have.
received penalty deductions from
their wages.Thay have also been
transferrad to other sites at which
their companies have clients which
causas workers to osa the UCT wage
Supplement, Supervisors have.
intruded on worker meetings,
threatening those who are
attempting to organisa themselves.

For example, in March ths year;
Uctswa was informed by some.
Securty workers that thair morning
meating was interrupted by their
management, I saems the managers
caught wind of the worker meeting
the day before and issued
memorandum calling security
‘workers to fire drill training,
scheduled for the same time as the
meating.This memorandum was only
sent out around 11pm the night
before, though thair management
used non-attendance at the drill as
grounds to record the names of al
workers at the meeting for possible
disciplinary action,

Despite provious campaigns,
working conditions have not
significantly improved in the period
following tha adoption of the Coda.
In another bid to improve the
situation, the Workers’ Forum tabled a
sat of damands carler this year.The
demands ara that:

1. UCT establish a process, with
clear accessible channels and a
lina of communication so that
outsourced workers may safely
and directly communicate
problems and fssues to UCT
managemen;

2. UCT amend tha Coda to
increase tha minimum wage to
R4 500pm;

3. the provisions of the Code be
extended to all contractors
providing services to UCT;

4. despite changes in employment
structures, UCT commits to
protect the Jobs, security. and
conditions of workers currently
atucT;

5. properly authorized officers of
UCT meet with the UCT
Workers Forum to convey the
responsa of the university to
thesa demands.

Uetswa drew up a petition in

support of thesa demands.

Quotations by workers, gathered
during the interviews, were made
into posters and plastered on walls,
pillars and doors across university
buildings. Uctswa felt that students
should not be able to ignore the

Fealties of working conditions on

‘campus.At the launch of the

petition more than 150 students

and workers filled out a cafateria on

‘campus.This mass meating publicly

endorsed the student patition.

Following the launch, Uctswa
spent a month collecting signatures
from members of the UCT
community, going into residences at
meal times and speaking to
hundreds of students about the

‘working conditions of the paopla

serving thair meals and cleaning

their buildings. Mora than 3 800

peopla signed in support, 3 500 of

‘whom wera students. A number of

organisations within UCT and the

broader commurity added their
weight to the petition

On 30 April, bofore May Day,
more than 200 students and

‘workers marched to Bremner
Building, the seat of UCT
administration to hand over the
petition and th worker letter.The
march showad a strong sense of
Solidarity batwaan students and
workers and was widely covered by
local madia.

During tha campaign, particularly
around the time of the march, the.
management of UCT attempted to
Feassure tha staff and students of
the university, that all was in fact
wall. Having never attended a
Forum meeting. the Vica
Chancellor, Dr Max Price,
neverthaless felt qualified to
portray an image of a contented
work forca in an emal sent out to
allat UCT.

Previous laters of demand by
workers and students had not been
adequately addressed by
management. Uctswa decided that
the only way the workers'letter
would be addrassed was if UCT
management were constantly
reminded, through for example,
pickets and leters, that the workers'
anger would not abate, Ustswa
attempted to maintain the pressure
on UCT management to attend a
Workers' Forum meating, hear the
concerns of workers from the
workers themselves and to address
the demands made,

Eventually UCT made a concession
and Deputy Vice Chancellor
Thandabantu Nhispo attended th
Forum mating in June.

So here we find oursalves. UCT
Council has agreed to a review of
outsourcing. And a small victory:
UCT management has also put a
hold on new outsourcing. However,
once again workers are told to wait
while their problems remain. The
Forum continues to meat, resist and
struggle - together. ]

Tariq Desai and Matthew Grant
are students at the University of
Cape Town and Uetswa members




