
I
n South Africa there is muchdiscussion on the rise ofmarginalised labour and itsgrowing reaction to exclusion fromthe post-apartheid democracy. Tradeunions of course are at the centre ofthese debates. In the last ten years Cosatu(Congress of South African TradeUnions) has declared its intention toorganise marginalised labour. In1997, Cosatu’s SeptemberCommission recommended that thefederation commit itself to organisinginformal workers and begin aprocess of interacting with existingorganisations in the informaleconomy. 

In 1998 it launched the ‘AutumnOffensive’ to organise theunorganised. However, the campaigndid not target vulnerable workers,but instead unorganised coreworkers. Cosatu’s 2000 nationalcongress identified the recruitmentand organising of informal andatypical workers as a major andnecessary challenge. It committedeach affiliate to developing a strategyfor recruitment of these workers. In 2005, Cosatu held the InformalEconomy Organising Workshop withthe participation of some affiliates,Streetnet International andresearchers and former leadership ofthe Self-Employed Women’s Union(Sewu). It proposed that a projectshould be established to worktowards a new union for informalworkers to be launched in June2006. But nothing happened  on thatdate. It was thought that an informalworkers’ union should be anassociate rather than an affiliate ofCosatu. The federation does notorganise workers into general unionstructures so it was felt that it shouldconsist of a particular section of the

informal economy – street vendors.The issue is how to find the best wayfor such a union to fit into Cosatustructures. 
WCCA CAMPAIGN In March 2007, 25 organisationsrepresenting street vendors, shackdwellers, sex workers, landlesspeople and other organisations ofthe urban poor, trade unions (Cosatu,South African Municipal WorkersUnion and the IndependentMuncipal and Allied Trade Union) andthe SA Communist Party joinedforces at a World Class Cities for All(WCCA) campaign national meeting. Organising under the slogan“nothing for us without us!” theychallenged the traditional approachto building ‘World Class Cities’ andcreated a new, more inclusiveconcept of “World Class Cities forAll”. This included the participationof street vendors and other groups ofthe urban poor in preparations forthe 2010 FIFA World Cup. Theychallenged the authorities to createalternatives to current practices ofevicting street vendors and clearing
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Cosatu has long stated its

aim of organising

marginalised workers.

Ercüment Çelik argues

that the World Class Cities

for All campaign provides

an ideal opportunity for

Cosatu to do this while at

the same time forging links

with social movements

and other organisations of 

the poor. 

Marginalised labour
Route to social movement unionism?
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slums where the urban poor loseboth their livelihoods and homes. The campaign made the importantstep of submitting an application tobecome part of the communityconstituency of Nedlac (NationalEconomic Development LabourCouncil). It is engaging in discussionsin the Council to develop a 2010Framework Agreement. At Nedlac the question has oftenbeen asked as to whether thecommunity constituency is theequivalent social dialogue institutionto labour and business that arestructured to engage in a dialogueprocess. It is argued that a range oforganisations are not represented bythe current community constituency.Street vendors, for example, and themarginalised have poor or norepresentation. There are alsoproblems among the marginalisedgroups and organisations/movementsthat represent them.Despite informal workers and theirorganisations attempting to bridgethe gap between unions and socialmovements through the WCCA,Cosatu still has no clear policy onorganising or building an alliancewith them. While informal workersare excluded from social movementsas well as from the labour movement,the WCCA has brought renewedoptimism for the protection ofinformal workers’ rights.

So far the WCCA campaign hasbeen a joint effort of variousorganisations and social movementsof the marginalised – one unitedvoice spelling out a common goal.The campaign meeting was notplagued by infighting that is often thecase in similar campaigns. This unityis likely to remain in Nedlac’scommunity constituency thanks tothe WCCA campaign.Moreover, the platform created bythe campaign has initiatedconstructive dialogue between tradeunions and social movements. This isimportant in the South Africancontext. Social movement unionismcovers the interests of the broadworking class unlike narrow tradeunionism, which concerns itself onlywith the working class in their placeof work. Previously, Cosatu unionshad struggled against apartheid inalliance with communityorganisations, or in other words,social movements. But today it isquestionable whether unions are stillcommitted to this perspective. Many criticise unions for becomingdistant from communities and theirneeds. However, the WCCA campaigncould be an agent for uniting theseforces of the working class and poor.Unions can harmonise the struggle ofvulnerable and informal workers andsocial movements with their ownagenda. Importantly, there is evidence

that street vendors and theirorganisations can act as a bridgebetween social movements andunions. Informal workers are creating anew social movement themselves –being both the poor as well as themost vulnerable class of workers.Their vulnerability brings theirdemands close to those of othersocial movements. They are both atthe workplace and in the community.Trade unions should use this chanceto combine their agendas onorganising marginalised labour anddevelop a more meaningful socialmovement culture. Furthermore, asinformal worker organisations seethemselves as part of the labourmovement, their existence in Nedlacmay lend more power to decisions infavour of the entire labourmovement. Isn’t it time to put social movementunionism into practice?
Ercüment Çelik is a researchaffiliate with the IndustrialOrganizational and Labour StudiesResearch Unit (IOLS-Research) atthe University of KwaZulu-Natal. Heis writing a PhD on “street vendorsas a bridge between trade unionsand social movements in SouthAfrica” at the University of Freiburg,Germany.
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