interview

Building a fighting force

Chemical Workers Industrial Union
(CWIU) President, Abrabam
Agulhas, talks 1o Deanne Collins
about the union’s campaign for
centralised bargaining, the
prospects for socialism in Sotith
Africa and unity amongst
chemical workers.,

Labour Bulletin: What are the mam 1ssstes
note fucing the CWIU?

Agulhas: The main issue, of course, is the
centralised hargaining campaign we are
currently imolved in If we do not achieve
centralised bargaining we will remain in a
weak position What we have been doing is
to molulise every single arganiser, staff
member, shopstenard and waorker behind the
campaign We have stopped all our
negotiauons with the bosses at plant level
and we are only inten ening in arcas where
workers are, for example, facing
retrenchments and serious restructuring

We have also organised our union’s financial
resources — not that we have a lot of money,
But at least we have made sure that
organisers in different branches will be able
to go out and campaign Our structures are
weaker because of the violence and the

political issues in the country. But our locals
are beginning to revive again.,

We have had a couple of meenngs with the
employers Just to recall, in 1991 we had a
stohe in the petroleum sector Three
compuanies ~ BP, Caliex and Toral - came out
to demand centralised bargaining There was
an 11 day stnke countrywide, Subsequent to
that, we engaged employers every year on
this issue We want an industrial council for
the Chemucul Industry which wall be a
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strategy body. That is for everybudy including
SACWU (South African Chemical Workers
Union), our sister union in NACTU. What we
are tellbing employers 1s that we want a
bargaining foram with 2l chemical
employers. Of caurse in any bargaining (orim
we will have different sectars. We have
idenufied a couple — glass, plastic, petroleum
and consumer. These are the man sectors we
are looking at.

We wanl an agreement in principle first
because we do not want to negotiate details
and ¢nd up setthng with different sectors and
doing different agreements. [ think the
employers are trying to buy time. They are
saying that they are not agasinst centralised
bargaining as such, but they want 10 have
sectars 1 am sure they are gong 1o put
forward a lot of different sectors We are
using the Industrial Classification System,
which is the internationa) classification [or
chemical companies,

Labour Bulletin: /t /ias been suggested that
fabour minister, Tito Mbawenld, has been
helping the chemical workers, becanse be
called emplayen to meet bim where be told
them they bad to accept contralised
bargaining Is this your perccption?

Agulhas: I won't say assisting us as such |
think the minister played a role in facilitating
the meeting and also in getting more
employers (0 the meeting,

I think the minister's obligation is 1o support
warkers, whatever the newspapers or the -
basses want to say. Centralised bargaining is
in the Reconstniction and Development
Programme (RDP). 1 do not know how
people expect the RDP to Jeliver unless there
i 2 commitment to Weiniag acd skilllng
warkers,

Labour Bulletin: Wl there be a national
strite in suppont of centralised bargaining in
the chemical tndustry?

/

Agulhas: We are planning for a national
strike, Previously the tendency has been to
occupy the factones and stop production and
things like that, This time we discussed in our
locals thar we have 1o be strategic and also
{arget particular paints

For me, it is a question of power. The
employers still wwant to live in the old
situation — they have been protected quite a
lot. They will not gwve up their power easily.
Then there is also the double talk: the
employers say they want warkers to co-
operate, but what they want is of course a
form of co—option. 1 think they want to delay
the process. They keep information to
themselves so as to control people, They
make changes which pretend to be
affirmative action but in real terms it is only
cosmetic, Most of our companies in this
country make huge profils. Many of our
companies are multinationals. They are
returning 1o this country precisely because
things stay so much the same

Labour Bulletin: /i your sector yout have
workers who are carning arottid R11 an
botir and then you have workers earning
much less than that, Tow do you reconcile
those things? And if you are going to negotinie
teages on a central level does that mean you
tedll be setting one minimum or are you going
to negotiate a munimum wage for each sector?

Agulhas: We obviously want to uphft the
stanclard of living of workers in our industry. 1
am not saying that we need to neglect higher
carners, but the focus is to uphlt everybody, We
have some places, especially in the (former)
bantustans, svhere people are still carning R40 a
week. We cinnol have a sinsation where we
have a so~ealled demoeratie South Alrica and
then peaple are still carning that. We are
fighting for a minimum wage of R GOO for all
waorkers irrespective of which sector ey
belong to We are also fighting for 4 207
increase in the industry.

!

(1}

48

34 Labour Bulletin



ABRAHAM AGULHAS

In NEDLAC we are talking about disclosure of
information. We will be able to see exactly
how much companies can afford in this
industry. Hopefully we will Js0 give workers
other rights to decide on infestment and
technology and things Iike that which 1 think
will capture the higher paid

Labour Bulletin: There is a tendency these
days to see any worker who bas a jol as a
member of an ehite, particrlarly those uho
work in the better-paid sectors Does CWTU see
ftself as acting i solidanty teith the so-called
marginalised workers, such as domestic and

Jarm-workers? How can your union take up
the struggole of the unemployed?

Agulhas 1 think it must be possible 1o take
up the struggle of the unemployed and the
disadvantaged groups in our society. [
personally maintain that when we discuss at
NEDLAC we shouldn't discuss only wages
and the conditions of workers, we have to
put in things hke job creanon ~nr housing. In
NEDLAC we do have an alliance with
communily organisations

1 do not think it is a maner of a confhict of
interest between organised workers and
unorganised workers. It is how best we bring

peaple together. It could be a very cxciung
projuct.

Labour Bulletin: You, and the CWIU are
portrayed in COSATU as presenting a left
position, which s at odds with mainstream
COSATU thinking. Is this true, and could you
explamn bow you see a socralist project
unfolding in South Africa®

Agulhas: Yes, | would classify us as a left
force tn COSATU. We in Chemical have
historically had a lot of principled fights
within the federation, putting very principled
positions uround worker issues. I think we
have played a very good role up to now and
have been proven right on many occasions.

1 personally believe that we must fight for

socialism 1 South Afnica and internationally.
[ believe the labour movement can play a
very impocant role in this struggle. The
political consciousness of workers in South
Africa is on a level where people could easily
grasp sacialism T think it is leadership which
1s lacking in its commitment. Even now
worhers are ready to fight but you hear the
leadership saying “No, we are not ready”.
You can see on the ground that workers are
frustrated that change 1n this country is not
happening Peaple voted last year and they
do not see any immediate changes in the
economic situaton. Socialism is a viable
project in South Africa but the prablem is that
everybody does not share that idea within
COSATLL. A lot of people think that you still
have 10 give the Government of National
Unity a chance — wait until 1999 We operate
in a capitalist environment and whether the
Government ol National Unity is there or not
there is still a capitalist system.

We have to become a fighting force in the

current democratic environment. We have to
go into schools and make sure the history of
the working class is being taught. As workers
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we have to fight and make sure that we
cantrol the media. We must provide
leadershup at this critical time.

1 have noticed a shift in COSATU away from
our old trachtional ways We have to go back
to our old style of organising and make sure
thar we have a broad socialist movement, The
ciwvics, the students and so on must be behind
the labour programme. Right now, if we in
the petroleum sector demand money we are
told the petrol price will go up, and as a
result the society will suffer. An unnecessary
conflictual sitwation 1s being built up between
workers ancl the commuruty,

Labour Bulletin: You talked earlier about
using instititions libe NEDLAC to make gains
Jor your members Do you see a conbradiction
between moving towards the kind of model
that NEDLAC represents and the sociclist
hrofect?

Agulhas: Well obviously everybody is talking
about co-operating with each other at this
stage and the whole world is trying to
promote tripartism I do not have too much
of a problem with tripartism, but it depends
on the agenda of labour and what you want
to achieve through tripartism. A lot of peaple
preach reconcibiation and things Iike thac, |
have ta usk myself, swhat do we reconcile
with here 1n South Africa? Can a person who
owns nothing, who has no house and no job
reconcile? Can 1 reconcile with a person living
in the street? Will tripanite structures be able
o address these kinds of differences?

Labour should set an agendua which begins to
¢hallenge capital and the state to make sure
that the agenda of the broader working class
will be achieved. As a labour movement we
have made lots of gains. We have 1o make
sure that we keep those gains and improve
upon them so that we begin to work towards
a situation where the power of workers could
bie the same as the power of the state, [t will
be very difficule but if 1 look at the ground |

can clearly see that people are ready to fight.

The LRA issue 15 a good example here.
CQSATU must aguate for a general strike.
Let’s test the power of workers and see
whether people are ready for this. From the
general strike we can make our assessment
again to see which way and what is the next
step. We did that during the apartheid years.
Why can't we do it now?

Real change will not take place unless we
have a workers' party in South Alfrica, The
parties that claim to be the workers’ party do
not represent the whole country. You can't be
in parliament and represent workers.
COSATU will have ro discuss the issue of o
workers’ party much more thoroughly.
NUMSA (the National Union of Meralwotkers
of South Africa) already supports this idea. 1
also support it. My union does not support it
at this point in time, but we have to break the
alliance. Labour must have an independent
agenda in the demaocratic South Africa. I do
not think we will be able to achieve socialism
as workers on our own: we have to form a
workers' pany,

Labour Bulletin: FHow would niions relate to
a workers' party?

Agulhas: I do not think we should encourage
unions as a block to affiliate 10 a politcal
party because unions are independent from
any political party, Instead, we should
encourzge workers 1o join the party.

Labour Bulletin: /u terms of a socialist
profect, what are your views on things like
industry restructuring and work
organisation? It seems that one of the key
issties Is the question of worker control? What
are your strategles to get to worker control?

Agulhas: The union will have to be involved
directly in restructuring because this affects the
interests of workers, ILis not for employers o
determine where the benefits of restructuring
should go: warkers must also decide on that.
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Before any COMp.INY WIS 10 restnicture, we
must say, “gwve us your financial statement”,
Then we sce the economic viability of the
company hefore restructuring. Then after
restructuring the company must invest
uplront. We are arguing that there shouldn't
be any job losses and there must be an
investment somewhere 1o mahe sure that
worhers cin be looked after in the company.

There 1s going to be an ongoing struggle for
getting improvements for svorkers, At this
stage companies, in my experience, usually
heep all the information [ think this s going
1o continue unul we have legislation in place.

Labour Bulletin: There bas beenr much tatk
aof mergers within COSATU Some suppont the
Jormation of ‘super-ttifons’. What 1s
Chemical’s position on these issties?

Agulhas: 1 da not know which way we are
gong to go In our particular case our figst
objeatine is umity with SACWU. We also have
resolutions which direct us towards an
ammangement with PPWAWU (Paper, Prnting,
Wood & Allied Workers Union). I think it is

important at this point in tme that 1l we are
to achieve workers' nghts we have 1o
negotiate with orginisations in particular
sectors So | would encourge that other
unions come together,

Labour Bulletin: Around the question of the
centre, showld one be bulding the federatton?
At the last COSATU Congress the question was
revsed of the federation taking over some
Junctions, for example, there shonld be
co-ordination and determination of wage
negotiations from the centre, What are your
views on this?

Apulhas: I think that it is imporant to move
towards federation bargaining I do not have
a problem with COSATU bargutining across
different industries. What we have to debate
is how you have your centralised bargaining
at that level and at the same time make sure
that democratic discussion would take place
on the shopfloor. I think it would be good if
COSATU could mave m that dicection, though
obviously it is a dream at thss stage because
most unions don't even have centralised
bargaining in their industnes

Labour Bulletin: What issues couldd be
nepotiated i this way?

Agulhas: If we are talking of labour standards,
the federations are very important. I do not
think the government shoutd legislate
standards, because what is happening is that
legislation stays the same for ten years, The
federation would probably not be able to
negotiate standards every year, but could do 1t
every two or three years In this way it could
consistently inprove standlards in the country.
Il we alk about issues of industrial democracy
or industrial restructunng, some unions are
strong, others are weak. There are different
developments in the different sectors. At the
moment, everybody is talking about economic
growth. Federtions need to intervene 1o make
sure that all sectors are brought together so
that we can achieve our objectives
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Labour Bulletin: Are you satisfied that the
labour representatives at NEDLAC reflect the
views of workers on the ground? How can
workers make mput into these negotiations?

Agulhas: I am not entirely happy with the
process. We as Chemical are part of COSATU,
s0 we are part of the NEDLAC process. It
brings into focus a question of democracy
within the labour movement. This issue needs
to be discussed because a lot of our
negotiations will be centralised We must be
honest: workers do not always understand
the details of what is being discussed at top
level

As Chemical we consistently argue that
negouating teams should consist of a majonty
of workers. Also, if we want effecuve
negolidtion we have to change the form and
composition of the negotating teams I think
we should have at least 500 or 600 workers
and we go there and we report back and we
go back to the negotiations.

I think it is impartant that we have that kind
of constituency where we can report on a
weekly basis. So NEDLAC will have to be
transformed to get that kind of democratic
emphasis. We need structures where workers
can give their inputs, Communication needs
to be sorted out, the media around the
negotiations is not good enough,

Labour Bulletin: If Chemical goes the route
of centralised bargaining you are going to
Jace the same kinds of problens.

»

Agulhas: It is going to be a challenge for
Chemical to sce how we can keep that
involvement while conducting top level
negotiations, We do not have the solution,
What we have at this stage is a commitment
from the staff and organisers. People have
been used to a very long tradition of
democratic discussions, I just hope that this
commitment will take us forward in the
centralised bargaining forum

Labour Bulletin: There bas been much talk
about the organisational crisis within COSATU
and its affihates Does Chemical suffer from this?

Agulhas: Obviously yes, we suffered from
that, but I do not think it is to the same
extent as other affiliates. Violence has
affected our structures. A lot of people were
part of political negotiations. We are trying to
introduce issues that wall rebuild our
structures. In general, structures are
functioning countrywide and activities
happen on a national level. Everyone must
report in detail to all levels. If we maintain
this situation it will take us through. As I said
earlier, the centralised bargaining campaign is
just in time to revive our structures

Labour Bulletin: Are the CWIU and SACWU
any closer to forming a single 1union?

Agulhas: Unity of workers is 2 very important
thing for us. We have been speaking to
SACWU for years. We are also working with
them on the centralised bargaining issue. For
me personally it will be the happiest day in
my life when we have the two chemical
umions together. We would like to see 2
situation when we come together with
SACWU.

Labour Bulletin: A final comment?

Agulhas: A lot of people think that now we
are in a democratic South Africa things will
come right, At the same time people are
lrustrated because they want change right
now. I support the call for change. There is
enough money in this country, We have to
take some of the banks and nationalise them
and make sure that there is money for
houses People must organise themselves, go
back and join the trade union movement, join
organisations to make sure that when we
transform society it's a mass-based
transformation. We mustn't wait and see and
give the government a chance, We are not
there to give the government a chance, %

-
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