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The squid strike

Squid fishermen still labour under outdated laws. Mafaniso Hara discusses their conditions

and why this is the case. He also highlights how negotiations following a strike have

provided an important stepping stone in resolving grievances in a difficult industry.

in the Eastern Cape Province,

including those in the squid
fishery, went on strike. Th issues.
wera the poor working conditions.
on board fishing boats and the lack
of protection of legal rights under
the Labour Relations Act (LRA) and
the Basic Conditions of Employment
Act (BCEA)

In September 2008, the craw
members went on strke again for
eight months over the same
grievances.They only went back to
sea after an interim agreement had
been resched.

I ' Juna 2006, vessel craw mambers

SQUID FISHING IN SA
South Africas squid fishing is based!
on a species localy called Chokka,
the most common species in the
country's coastal waters. Fishing for
sqid started in 1984 when
fishermen realied that the species
could be sold commercially.

According to Marine and Coastal
Management (MCH) the industry is
worth about R24T-million and it
generates more than R180million
annually. Currently, 128 commercial
enterprises have been granted rights
to operate 138 vessels authorised to
use about 2 400 crew.

Most o the squid vessels are
based in the Eastern Cape around St.
Francis Bay and Nelson Mandela Bay
s most of the squid is caught
between Plettenberg Bay and Port
Afred.

Squid fishery is export based, with
more than 95% of the catch going to
the European Union, particularly
Ialy. Craw mambars sign a contract
for each fishing trip which s 14 to
21 days depending on the size of
the vessel at the end of which the
contract expires. The majority of
craw have been working in the
fishery for more than 15 years.

Although crew members form the
bedrock of squid fishery since thay.
catch th fish, they have not
benefitad from the new LRA. Firstly,
the catching technique rewards
individual crew member's
productivity Secondly th fishery
was exempted from the BCEA. And
finally, there is a lack of unionisation
partly because of high labour
mobilty.

For these reasons,crw members
have not been able to organise as a
group and have not been abla to lay
claim to the benafits and rights
under labour legislation.

INDIVIDUAL PRODUCTION
Squid fishing is based on hand
Jigging.A.jig & a fsharman's lura
“with one or more hooks that is
Jerked up and down in the water.
The amount of a fisherman’s catch is
based on an individuals fishing skills
and hard work.This i rewarded
using a pay system based on each
fisherman's total catch for ach trip.
At the end of the trip,the total catch
by each crew member is added up

and this is used a the basis for
payment

Fishermen are not rewardad for
tho time they take to weigh,sort,
glazo and put the fsh in bags, pack
them i fraezers, offload at the
factory and cloan the boat.
Employers aso donit pay UIF or any
benefits

In additon, costs for running the
vessel ara shared among all crow
and deducted from their earnings.
This means that i  fisherman docs
ot catch enough to cover his cost,
e will earm nathing and might end
Up owing the vessal owner money.

Ouwners argua tha they are
merely offering them the
opportunity to go out ishing,rather
than employing them. Crew
members are viewed as private
producers who salltheir catch to
the vessal awners.But the
fishermen complain that the awnrs
dtermin the price or the catch
without negotiating with therm

The price paid or a catch has
romained the same in the last five
years at betwoen RA.50 to RS per
Kilo.According to Fawu (Food &
Allod Workers Union),the sales
price of squid s R23 pr kilo —
more than four times what the crew
aro paid for the squid.

Also, these figurestal us nothing
about what s paid on the export
markets for squid. The owners argus
that squid fishing has declined in
profiabilty in recent years dus to
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the strong rand against other major
currencies, especially the Euro. They
also argue that competition with
cheaper squid exports from other
parts of the world such as South
America and Asia has made it mora
difficult,

The craw also complain that the
weight of thair catch is usually
under reported. I they start
questioning the weight, the skipper
labals tha fisherman a"sea lawyer”
and may kick him off tha boat. Word
passes around that you are a trouble-
maker and this makes it hard for the
craw member to get another job on
a boat,

Share contracts ara common in
most agricultural sectors and smalk
scale fisheries. Normaly they are
associated with risksharing. They
are also intended to reward workers
o the basis of what they produce,
thereby pushing individuals to raise
thir productivity.

LACK OF ORGANISATION
In the past, the craw members wera
ot organised because employers
told them they could not belong to
a union as they wera not
permanent employees. According to
the LRA, most craw members
qualify a fulltime employees since
they have signed on with th sama
employers many times.

Fawu points out that the problem
lies in a contradiction between the
LRA and the BCEA.The BCEA

excludes employees working on sea
vessels at sea (excopt for severance
pay) in accordance with an
agreement made at Nediac
(National Economic Development
and Labour Council)

The owners have taken advantage
of this contradiction in . They
continued to use the Merchant
Shipping Act of 1951, which allows
vessel owners o sign on seamen for
a voyage and releasa them at the
end of tha tip.

Cosatu rosearcher Rudi Dicks
however argues tha the fishing
industry Bargaining Council (EC)
applios to the whole ishing
industry in South Afrca including
the squid sector and not only in the
Viestern Cape as often thought.
However, this application i
restricted in Schedule 1 of the BC
which only idantifes two chambers
namely Deep Sea Trawling and
“Inshore Trawling'.

s fishermen were not organised
into a union beforo their 2006
strike, it was ilogal. No negotiations.
took place until Fawu intervened.
This lack of organisation among
squid fishermen can be contrasted
with industral fiherios in the
Wiestern Cape whero organised
labour has significant influence in
the policy process which led to a
rovised fisherics Act They also had!
the clout to secure shares in th
industry and to negotiate improved
conditions.

Sqidis maiy eporedfo e U,
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HIGH MOBILITY
The 2006 strike led to most craw
members in the Eastern Cape joining
Fawu.The union soon discovered
that one of the challenges is the high
mobility of fishermen from one.
employer to anather. Tha union also
confronted tha lack of protection of
rew members'rights under existing
labour laws.

Fawu went through a procass of
verification for squid fishery with
the employers'organisation,
Caphalopod and Associated Fisheries
(Eocaf).In June 2007, Eocat
recogrised Faw as reprasenting
most of the crew members. Fawu
and Eocaf then formed a BC for
squid fishery

According to Favau's Eric
Watkinson, Nedlac s going to
discuss Virgil Seafield's proposal for a
process of amending tha Merchant
Shipping Act in ordar to align it to
current labour laws.

THE PUZILE
In squid fishery bacausa fisharman
arn as individuals, they may not
accept that everyone should gat
qual wages bacause productivity
varies among crew members. For
employers,  minimum wage could
act agairst higher productivity.
Coming up with a minimum wage
had thus to take into account how
to reward individual’s productivity
In order to overcome the problem
of high mobility.the BC has to find
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Squid fish strike

“The squid fish stike lasted for a very long eight months.In this period workers stayed sold.

A first strikers mat near the factories but as the strke got longer Fawu was anxious about intimidation
and attacks on norstrikers 5o they changed the venue, Each group met daily at a central place in thair local
area such as Zwide and New Brighton and then onco a waek sach section cam togather in a venuo that
strikers could walk to. In meetings workers discussed strike tactics,raport backs and particular probloms
they wero having

A the end of September they organised marches to the Department of Labour, and to the employer's
factory in Humansdorp whero they presented a patition. At least 2 000 fishermen marched with about a
thousand people from local communities carrying placards and singing songs They marched again in
Docember in Port Elizabath to New Brighton's city hall. Many of thesa fishermen stay in Port Elizabeth
although their families come from communities anywhara betuween Port Alfred to Titsikamma in the
Eastorn Cape,

Workers also marched to the Department of Environmental Affairs. The Dapartment provides squid
fishormen with permits to fish which th owners of boats ara dependant on. The fishermen wanted to
know from the Department why it rants the fishermen parmits whila vessal owners raap all the beneits.

The Cosatu (Congress of South African Trade Unions) region assisted workers wherever possible and st
the point when it was clear thatfishermen and ther families did not have enouigh to eat the Department of
Social Development supplied food parcels to familis

A fow fishermen went back to work because of unbearable pressura from their families but mostly
strikers'attitudo to the long strike was,"It’s been lika this for 30 years so what is another 7 morths?”

Although workers are not entiely happy with the settlement of a basic wage of R30 a day whilst out at
503, thoy neverthaloss feal they have won an important stapping stone from which to negotate 35 they.
have never carnod a basic wage beforo.

Information from Fawu squid fsh shop steward, Miuloki Qoba in an interview with Kally Forrast




