
COSATU AND INTERNAL
DEMOCRACYThe Congress of South African TradeUnion’s media officer Pat Cravencontends that Cosatu is ‘remarkable’in its democratic practicesparticularly compared to unionfederations around the world. Itsformal structures mirror theprinciple of workers’ control.Federation policies are made at anational congress every three yearsby affiliate members with directrepresentation. Prior to thecongress each affiliate hasconducted a similar process soCosatu resolutions reflect members’concerns. This process is replicatedin provincial congresses and localAGMs. After congresses the role ofleadership is to implementresolutions and decisions. Craven believes that two keyelements underpin Cosatu’sdemocracy. These are itsaccountable shop stewardstructures based on mandates andreport-backs and that workers‘employ’ union officials through thepayment of subscriptions to theirunion. In turn, affiliates pay dues toCosatu so that, technically, its officebearers are employed by workers.In theory members can withdrawtheir subs if they are not satisfiedwith their union or Cosatu’sperformance. A Cosatu unionist and member of

the SACP (South African CommunistParty) concurs that Cosatu is moredemocratic than most organisations.In Cosatu and its affiliates, forexample, the secretariat report isdistributed well before a congressso that members can question itscontents. Likewise, agendas andcommissions are distributed well inadvance of a congress or CEC(Central Executive Committee). Bycontrast, at the SACP Congress inJuly this year no agenda orcommissions had been circulatedbeforehand so there was “nothingto ensure internal democracy”. In Cosatu and its affiliates ifdocuments are not circulatedbeforehand workers have recourseto postponing the meeting. “Somewould say this is bureaucratic, butsuch rules can be used to rallyproper organisational democracy,”says the unionist. When comparingCosatu’s democratic culture withthat of Fedusa’s (Federation ofUnions of South Africa), the secondlargest federation, Cosatu shows alevel of worker participation that isnot present in Fedusa. Part of this democratic culture isexpressed through widespreadcollective action taken in Cosatuunions, often in the form of strikes.The substantial action taken in 2006by security guards and by publicsector workers this year are part ofthis assertion of a democratic voice.

Robust campaigns are alsoconducted by Cosatu and itsaffiliates in such areas as health andsafety, sexual harassment andviolence against women, aroundfarm workers and on transportissues. Through such actionsCosatu’s affiliates return to theirmembers the respect that capitaldenies them.Yet is it as simple as this?Definitely not, implementingdemocracy is never simple. 
LIMITATIONS TO ORGANISATIONAL
DEMOCRACYIn reality wide ranging participationin national congresses is preventedby a number of factors such asgender, language, skill andconfidence. Take women’sparticipation. Women are oftensilent in affiliate structures. Theyhave learnt that if they raiseobjections or ask for moreinformation they could beembarrassed or humiliated or haverules of engagement thrown atthem. Comments labour researcherLiesl Orr, “Male leadership usesjargon to intimidate people. Womenneed to stand up when they aresilenced and ask, ‘How am I out oforder?’ Women have to be tough toengage. They are bulldozed inmeetings through such bureaucraticmeans as ‘It’s not on the agenda;we’ll get a task team to look into it;
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we’ll discuss it at the next meeting;we’ll have to postpone it’ and soon.”Also, as unions have becomemore resourced and their pensionfunds have grown, leadershippower struggles have erupted andthe potential for corruption hasgrown. As Orr comments, “There isnow more at stake because unionsare operating within a capitalistsociety rather than from outside asformerly. Amongst leadership thereis a degree of manipulation ofworkers and recourse to ethnicinsults, story telling and rumourmongering.”In some unions there is atendency for leadership to ignoreits base and visiting local structureshas become rare. Many unions havedone away with workplace generalmeetings, which had in the pastallowed membership to voice theirissues. Such worker participationpreviously generated creativity andinitiative at the workplace level. Locals or area-wide shop stewardcouncils are also not as vibrant as inthe past, although Craven citessome lively locals such as inJohannesburg, the Carletonvillelocal that has been active aroundthe Khutsong issue, and the WesternCape local that has taken uphousing, crime and fishing rights. Inthe past a strong workers’ voice at alocal level filtered upwards andgave direction to the union andfederation.In theory, workers’ paying

subscriptions disciplines and makesofficials accountable. In reality aworker disillusioned by a union’spolitics, lack of workers’ control orbad servicing simply drifts away.When leadership struggles eruptedin Nehawu (National Education andAllied Workers Union) for example,disenchanted members simply leftthe union. It was only through thehard work of the new generalsecretary who visited workplacesthat some membership was wonback.When workers pay their duesthey are paying for the right to adecent service. Democracy is thusabout delivery. But this right is oftenabused in unions. One union officialtold of how her union had in 2007obtained a worker’s reinstatementafter dismissal in 2002. In heropinion this five-year delay was dueto union inefficiency and a lowwork ethic. The malaise that plaguesthe government civil service is alsoapparent in unions.But why don’t members complainif they are technically theemployers? They do. They phone orcome into union offices andcomplain (and sometimes wait longperiods without attention), but theyare not heard. It is a failure ofdemocracy. In response someunionists have mooted the idea of aService Charter which could behung in all union offices toempower workers to demand theirrights. Perhaps too the structure of

Cosatu militates against workers’voices being heard. As Cosatu’s1997 September Commissioncommented, “Issues and mandatesare filtered through the nationalstructures of the affiliates beforebeing voiced in the CEC orcongress. This serves to filter outthe realities and issues being facedby the federation... at regional andlocal levels;... it may filter out alarge part of grassroots issues facedby workers in communities andprovinces... ” The Commissionsuggests that “... the local andregional voice could beinstitutionalised in the major policy-making structures of the federation.For example, regions could have10% of the representation and voteat national congress and in the CEC;locals could have 15% in bothstructures. Likewise, regionalcongresses could ensure 20% oftheir representation comes fromlocals.”It may also be that Cosatu’sdemocratic principles areundermined in other ways by itsstructure. Cosatu is structured in ademocratic centralist manner wheremajority decisions are binding. Aformer Numsa (National Union ofMetalworkers of South Africa)official has concerns about thissystem. He recalls the decision toestablish a Numsa InvestmentCompany. Five Numsa regions votedfor it and four against. “That was amajor policy decision andconstituted a significant minority
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who didn’t agree. In parliament youneed 75% in favour to change theConstitution.”In Cosatu’s minutes the minorityposition, however, strong is neverrecorded and so cannot berevisited. Such minutes do not allowthose not present to truly engage inthe debate and to thus developmore complex positions.Acknowledging (sometimes strong)minority positions could inject newlife into debates and allow for morevibrant participatory democracy. Anobserver, who was impressed atCosatu opening its SeptemberCentral Committee to the media,was nevertheless surprised thatwhen debating the issue of theAfrican National Congress (ANC)presidential succession there was solittle discussion, despite certainunions having strong minorities thathad reservations about the finalresolution. It may be time for Cosatu toconsider a different model whichcould open its ranks to a moregenuine democracy. A model thatenvisages voting on the basis ofestablished platforms may be one tothink about. The current practice, say in aleadership contest, leads to asituation where once leaders havebeen elected they then control theunion apparatus and it is difficult tovote them out. The acceptance ofdiffering platforms could preventthe current situation whereleadership has access to theorganisational apparatus to promotetheir candidacy whilst theopposition is left to campaign insecret. All sides would get resourcesto campaign. Comments unionistand academic Dinga Sikwebu, “Thisabsence of enabling mechanismsresults in leadership and otherpolicy battles becoming highlypersonalised and fractured. Theprocess of coming to a majority is

very important.”The Brazilian federation CUTmakes decisions on the basis ofplatforms. A CUT representativewho observed Cosatu electionsexpressed the view that the processwas too orderly and contained thepotential for weakening unions. TheFinnish labour congress operates ona mixture of representational andproportional democracy.Communist, Christian, and socialistcandidates stand and delegates candecide with which position to alignthemselves. In the internationallabour and progressive movementthe concept of platforms is readilyaccepted. Comments Sikwebu, “Thetruth is we will never have anhomogenous working class – thereare differences of age, sex, regionand so on. There cannot be one line,one army.”Permitting the existence ofdiverse platforms would alsodispense with the uncomfortablepractice of delegates beingnominated to argue a position, or ofjustifying a national congressdecision, which they don’t agreewith. Mbuyi Ngwenda a formerNumsa general secretary recalled thedifficulty of reporting back to hisEastern Cape constituency whenNumsa made the decision in 1993 toleave the Tripartite Alliance. Anotherunionist remembered the difficultyof speaking to his union’s oppositionto a quota on women leadership at aCosatu Congress when he did notagree with the position. This practicecan stifle robust debate. Historically, the South African lefthas not embraced diversetendencies arguing from differentplatforms in one organisation. InCosatu this has partly been due to afear of creating divisions whereunity is considered the basis ofpower. But suppressing the airing ofdiverse views also runs the dangerof even deeper splits emerging. 

DEMOCRACY AND COSATU’S WEAK
CENTRECosatu deputy general secretary,Bheki Ntshalinshali, concedes thatimplementing democracy in Cosatuis complex. The issue of mandatingand report-backs can sometimes becomplicated.At times, he believes, negotiationsmove too rapidly for involvementby membership. He cites talks atNedlac (National EconomicDevelopment and Labour Council)as an example. At Nedlac, unlike in unionnegotiations, continuous report-backs and mandating is not part ofthe culture, especially as there isoften pressure to reach a decision.This can sometimes result incompromises unfavourable toworkers’ mandate as happenedduring negotiations on the LabourRelations Act in 1995 which inmany other ways wasgroundbreaking. On the UIF(Unemployment Benefit Fund)Cosatu ended up agreeing to thepayment of UIF only when exiting ajob voluntarily and not onresignation. Also whilst Cosatu wonthe right to strike, employers wonthe right to lock out. “Sometimesleadership do not foresee things inthe give and take of negotiations.You only see the distortions whenyou report back. In other situationsyou simply see workers rejectingthe result,” comments Ntshalinshali.He also believes that Cosatusometimes fails to enforce workers’
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rights when affiliates defy or fail toimplement Cosatu policies. Cosatuhas few powers to intervene. Itusually waits for an affiliate orfaction within an affiliate to appealfor assistance before it getsinvolved. Then it meets with theunion and involves other affiliates.This can result inrecommendations going to the CECfor discussion. Historically, in inter-union splits Cosatu has achievedsome success in unions such as thecommercial/catering unionCcawusa (now Saccawu), Nehawuand Fawu (Food and Allied WorkersUnion). But as Ntshalinshali remarksif the CEC condemns a union forpractices such as poor servicing ormembership poaching, affiliatesoften don’t propose action as theythemselves are guilty of similarpractices and so the issue drags on.The September Commissionfocused on this issue of Cosatu’sweak centre saying, “Cosatu hasvery limited implementation and co-ordination structures. It has onlytwo full-time national office bearers(NOBs). The role of Exco is to makedecisions about how to implementpolicy and to monitor theirimplementation; in reality it doesnot participate in implementing orcoordinating... Cosatu is driven byits secretariat of two... and has arelatively weak engine...” TheCommission cited a more effectivealternative, “The LO Norway has an

NOB structure and an Exco whichare strong working structures. Theystrategise, make decisions,implement and co-ordinate... LONorway has two strong engines todrive its work - the full-time NOBs,and Exco.” Cosatu has not, however,acted on the recommendations ofits Commission.
COSATU AND DEMOCRACY IN
ALLIANCECosatu has experienced bitterdisappointment with its majorAlliance partner, the ANC. Itsconsultative democratic traditionhas not been reciprocated andrepeated complaints and crisismeetings have not borne fruit. On broad policy Cosatu and itsAlliance partners, including theSACP, often agree. According toNtshalinshali conflict arises whenthe ANC in government translatesbroad positions into concretepolicies for implementation. Hecomplains that Nedlac, a tripartiteinstitution representinggovernment, labour and businesswhere genuine discussion takesplace, is in the end only aconsultation forum. Outside ofNedlac, the ANC government can,and does, lobby against agreementsmade and argues that it doesn’tneed the Alliance to tell it how torun the country.In theory an Alliance summitshould meet twice a year to

evaluate the implementation ofprogrammes but in realitycomments Ntshalinshali, “We onlymeet when there is a crisis betweenus and shake hands and go away.Lack of consultation then leads tofurther tensions.”  This patternendlessly repeats itself. “It’s like anabusive husband who beats his wifeand then goes back and says he’ssorry and then does it again. Whenwe met in Stellenbosch in 2002, forexample, we agreed to halveunemployment by 2014, whichmeant creating a certain amount ofjobs per annum. This was negotiatedat Nedlac. Now government saysthis is not possible. But we took thisdecision and it must beimplemented. There is often tensionbetween government and ANC’sinterpretations. The content ofpolicies gets changed by people ingovernment,” observes Ntshalinshali.Cosatu, however, feels this state ofaffairs can be changed through amultipronged strategy. In thisprocess it hopes to strengthen thevoice of the ANC outside ofgovernment to be able to challengethe ANC in government.Firstly, it believes that a strongpolitical centre needs to be createdwhere policy matters can bediscussed and which also addressespolicy implementation, although“not in small detail”. The ANC andCosatu engaged constructively atthe ANC’s June policy conference
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Government delegation engaging in Nedlac structures. Outside, the ANC government can, and does, lobby against

agreements reached in Nedlac.



and the federation came awayoptimistic that consultation andagreement was possible. Yet alreadyproblems have arisen as Cosatu hasdisputed the content of documentsemerging from the conference. Another strategy that Cosatuembraces is that of the SACPfielding its own candidates as aworkers’ party in elections. TheSACP Congress however rejectedthis possibility. Cosatu has also mootednegotiating a pact with the ANCbefore the 2009 elections in thespirit of, “What are you going togive us in exchange for deliveringthe workers’ vote?” Up to this pointCosatu has not produced thecontent of such a social contract,but will presumably do so next year.However, the ANC has shown littleinterest in pursuing it. There are

dangers too for Cosatu in entering apact where the ANC is clearly themore powerful partner. Finally, Cosatu has adopted astrategy of changing thecomposition of the ANC NEC toreflect a more democratic, labourfriendly and pro-poor position. Theleft has, however, been unable toproduce a strong candidate for afuture ANC president. Cosatu hasthrown its weight behind thedeputy president, Jacob Zuma, buthis policies remain vague andpoorly articulated. The BusinessDay also recently reported that in aspeech to investors from MerrilLynch, one of the US’s biggestinvestment banks, Zuma stated,“There would be no major shifts oneconomic policies post Polokwane[ANC December Conferencevenue]…”.This top down approach topolitics has had a negative effect onCosatu’s culture of democracy. Ithas eroded the voices of memberson the ground,  especially womenin the federation. The ANC’s ‘macho’political culture as Drew Forrest inthe Mail & Guardian observedseems to have tainted Cosatu. Thesuccession race has led to a climatewhere it is permissible to humiliateand embarrass individuals in anenvironment devoid of contestedpolicies, programmes or ideas. Despite Cosatu general secretary,Zwelinzima Vavi, calling for aleadership gender  balance there islittle evidence of this in Cosatu’sleadership, or in its list of preferredANC executive members. Womenknow if they raise objections toZuma they may be marginalised andhumiliated. There is evidence thatsome women in Cosatu supportZuma’s candidacy despite hispatriarchal stance and his poorrecord on gender equality. But thereis also evidence that women (andmembership in general) are ill-

informed. Orr cites a Cosatumeeting where women supportingZuma were surprised to learn thathe is not a member of the SACP.They had also trusted Cosatu’sleadership to promote a leader withpro-worker policies and were againconcerned to hear that this was notnecessarily the case.Considering the above, it appearsthat Cosatu’s tactical approach willnot strengthen democracy and mayyield few changes. In this dead-endlandscape the left needs to seriouslyposit alternatives. In this regard Sikwebu proffersthe idea of moving away from asingle centre of power. This couldmean, amongst other things, theelectorate voting for the president.In such a process a wider range ofcandidates would canvass theirpolicies and programmes, whichwould result in more meaningfuldiscussion on the country’s politicaland economic policies. Orr believesthat because of a fear of opencontestation around policies andpractices, politics becomes pettyand back stabbing. Shecomments,“We have leadershipslagging each other off in public.Such tactics are not questionedbecause you need to defend yourfaction. This undermines democraticpractice and is opposed to thetraditions of the labour movement,which is about thinking for yourselfwhen employers exploit you.” Whilst Nshalinshali speaks ofdeveloping a strong political centre,Sikwebu contends that differentcentres and contested positionsmay be a lot healthier for thecountry. He observes, “Formalisingthe Alliance could in fact lead toless vibrant politics with adeadening effect on Cosatu’sconstituency who will sit outside ofAlliance trade offs. Contestation isgood for the country and creates avibrant democracy.” LB
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humiliated or face rules of engagement


