[image: image1.png]To this day there is competition between the sugar unions in KwaZulu-Natal. Jason Hickel

traces this rivalry from the early '80s and explains their different traditions and their

contributions to unionism in this sector.

hen African unionism was
finally able to make usa of
the labour relations system

through the recommendations and
laws that emerged from the Wiehahn
Commission in 1979, workers in
Nata seized the opporturnity to join
unions in large numbers. In some
cases in the early 1980s this led to
competition between different
traditions of unionism that can stil
be witnessed today.

Such union compeition developed
between the National Union of Sugar
Miling and Refining Employees
(NUSMRE), the frst regisered African
independent union in Natal and the
Sweet Food and Allied Workers Union
(SFAWU),a founding member of
Fosatu (Federation of South African
Trade Unions).

LIAISON COMMITTEES AND UNIONS
“The Industrial Council for the Sugar
Industry was founded in 1946 a5 one
of the firs of its kind in South Afrca,
and today remains the oldest
bargaining council i the country.

ALits birth four trade urions.
signed the industry’s first collective
agreament Three of them
represantted only white workers,
whila the fourth catered solely for
Indians.Africans wera denied
represantation. Using tha Industrial
Conciliation Act of 1924, the industry
denied official "employea” status to
African workers and so thay were
ot able to take advantage of the

labour reltions system and for
exampla engaga in a legal stike.

Intieu of unions, employers
encouraged Africans to join plant:
level laison committeas’ which
‘were established a5 a release valve
for workers'grievances. I reality
thesa committees wera toothless,a
paternalistic gestura by employers to
provent unrest.But as wo sl see,
they also created a crucial template
for later black unionism.

‘When the 1973 strike wave hit
Durban, employers in the sugar
industry worried about workers’
growing milltancy, and rushed to
expand the lslson committae system
in an effort to manage discontert.
They transformed many of tha liison
‘committees into"works committees”,
‘which had more autonomy bt were
il subject to company control

“Th idea was to secure docility
among workers by keeping them
“Within the family",protecting them
from the influence of revolutionary.
agendas that would render them
impossible to manage. But these
measures were too ltle too lte.

During the 1974/75 cane season,
thousands of mill workers downed
tools in a string of wildcat strikes.
‘which attracted national ttertion,
Responding to the strkes, the
industry’s employers implemented
ven mora reforms in their attempts
to tame worker unrest. They raisad
the minimum wages of nskilled and
semiskiled workers and gave

Afticans observer status at the
bargaining table. Bt the Nationalist
governmant outpaced them in a
surprise move,

In October 1979 a ltter appeared
on tha Council Secretary’s dask that
instantanaously revolutionised
industral relations in South Africa. It
was from tha Department of
Manpower, and announced that the
Wiehahn Commission had
permanently amendad th Industrial
Coneiliation Act, extending tha
defintion of"employee”t0”all
residents of the Republic” regardiess.
of raca, and allowing "black trade.
unions to ba admitted as employee
parties to industrial council”,

“The alreadyanxious employers
fushed to convene an emergency
maating to discuss this naws. Fearing
an incresse in worker radicalism,
they decided to form  Black Caticus
Body that would consist of two
represantatives from cach works
‘committee, and immediataly grant it
a seat at the bargaining table.The
works committees gatherad to
discuss this prospect and agreed to
form the proposed caucus, elacting
Selby Nsibande, a welleducated, 30
yearold from Nongoma with close
es to the Zulu royal family.to lead
them,

As.a Cano Tester Nsibando was
formally employed by the South
Aftican Sugar Association but
stationed in a laboratory at the.
Amatikuu mill. Highly skiled and
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mills‘managers, he was ideally
positioned to agitate for workers”
interests.

Contrary to the hopes of
management, tha Black Caucus Body
had no intention of allowing the
employers to control them.

Instead, within weeks of
convening,the Body pennad s first
letter to the Council demanding an
immediate wage increase "o that our
‘workers will be able to contribite to
the National Union of Sugar Milling
and Refining Employees’, which is in
the course of formation’ Flouting the
employers ntantions to prevent
black unionisation. in 1980 the Black
Caucus Body registerad the first
black independent union in the
industry indeed, in al o Natal,

But the employers had anticipated
this move, Ever since rumours of
Wishahn'sreforms,they had been
planning to sponsor tha creation of a
legal black union themsalves.
Reverting to ths strategy.they met
Nsibande's union halfway and
offerad him a oan of R10 000 to gat
the project offthe ground. By
financialy supporting the union,
employars thought they could keap.
it within the family and tie it legally
to the Council which they
controlled, thereby using it to defend
against outside unions with poliical
agendas

“The employers eagerly bt
cautiously embraced Nsibande's
presence at the table. He was
powerful man, influential and highly
popular among his African
colleagues, and amenable to the pro-
capitalst views held by Inkatha, hs
poltical party of choice. But
Nsibanda turned out to ba a
troublasom opponant.

In 1981, ha rejected the works
committea system through which
management had wanted him to
operate. He also made a number of
forceful wage demands, and
threatened employers that, f they
efused to negotiate they must ba
prepared to meat the challenga of
the Black Union”

If the employers'plan to coopt
Afican unionism was intended to
forestal radicalsm, they succeeded
o an only limited degrea, The wildcat
strikes of the carly 19705 stopped,
but the Council now had to deal
With the steady.assartiva force of an
African union whose official
registration only partially temperec!
its activism,. Befora the end of his first
year as genaral sacratary, Nsibande
had acquired a membership of over
4000 workers, which was 58% of the
industry’s African workforca,

SWEET FOOD AND POLITICAL
UNIONISM

Meanwhile,outside of the Industrial
Council,a different form of unionism
had baen sacretly developing.

From as early as 1973, Tom
Niowanazi,a pioneering unionist from
Matubatub, had been secratly
organising mill workers into a loose,
underground network through the
Tuace (Trade Union Aduisory Co-
ordinating Council) in Natal which
was carefully avoiding the leaders of
th iaison committaes for fea of
being betrayed to tha employers. This
network finally merged into a fly-
flacged union when " Sweat Food"as
the SFAWU was known, moved into
Natalin 1979,and instantly absorbed
Niowanazi's covert network in the

sugar industry.
‘Swweet Food!s Transvaal

headuartrsseloctod Wil Manthe,
Who had coso tos to Mangosuth
Buthelez, o lead the
Potarmariaburg offce Wh the
ANC spt from Inkatha n 1980,
Mantha collude n apit by Utundi
1o hiack tho Natalbranch of et
Food s partof Buthelea' atompts
o sppropriatethe provinca’s abour
movement. Buthelez howeve ako
tolertod Fosa'ssuccossorto Tusce
organising attempts in Natlas Fosat
dolborsely wooed his support s0
{hat Inkatha woukd ot nterfro it
s domocratc union projct

Whon Martho was overully irec
for nsubordination hesplintarod off
into rival union, taking with him 55
many members as ho could mustar
and croting chaos ntho factorie.

I s bid toroscuo the Sweat Food
union, Fosatu cispatchd sctvi oy
Naidoo (iter first eneral secrotary of
the Congres o Sauth Afrcan Trade
Uniors) to work with Sweet Food's
prosicnt Chrs Diamini (it frt
Vi president of Cosatu), to
reorgarisatho fractured fctorics

Mostof tho sugar millworkers
were stawart mombers of Inkatha,
and many ha ollowed Mo out
oftho union But Neidoo and Diamir
worked hard to regain thor support
by organsing sollyaround brosc
amcbtor shopfioor esuc,lgatly
domorstrting hai commitman to
workers.
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‘Sune Food and Aled Workers Unin sntJay Natdo to asst theunion's prsider,
Cls Dl tororgaso i it organser Will Manth was tyig to move i
Buhabls hkatha movement

I keeping with this pragmatic
workerism, the union coexisted with
Inkatha,Suueet Food organised the
workplace whilst Inkatha organisad
in the community But Sweet Food's
split with Manth was the first step
in ts reection of Inkatha's agenda
and the beginning of it cramatic:
shif to the (ANC) Congressied
tiberation struggle

Riding his immenso popularity.in
1983 Nsibande renamed his union
National Sugar and Refining and
Aled Indusries Ermployoes Union
(Nasaraieu), and changed its
constitution to include workers in
the building,stee, food distribution
and maizemilling incustris. By the
end ofthe following yer, Nasaraieu
claimed a paiciup membership of
25000 workers throughout Natal,
Buthelezinoticed is strongth and
agreed to make t"the labour wing of
Ikatha’ in order to counteract the
growing influence of Fosatu

Meanwhile, Jay Naidoo and Chris
Dlomnini hal been consciously
reorienting Swoat Food and
attempting to shift Fosatu from
workerism towards popularism, and
were cultivating loyaltis to the ANC-
sympathetic United Democratic
Front (UDF).

For them,the struggle on the
shopfloor could no longer be
separated from the struggle for the
national democrati revolution, and
they bogan allying their mambers
around this principl. Sweet Food's
philosophy therofora diverged
significantly from that of Nasaraieu
which continued to resist
participation in tho mass
democratic movement Th balanca

of power batween the two unions
remained in the Sugar Union's
favour until 1985, when, at the
height of his popularity, Nsibande
was deposed for misappropriation
of the nion's funds, leaving the
union in the hands of hs colleagua
Stefanos Nhieko.

Inkatha, fearing the negative
publicity generated by the
corruption scandal, withdrew its
support from tha sugar milling
union. In 1986 it launchad Uwusa
(United Workers Union of South
Africa) as its trade union federation
in direct competition with Cosatu,
‘which had aligned itself with the
ANC. Capitalising on this momant
of disarray. and noting Sweet Food's
democratic shop floor unionism
and strong track record on
workers’issues, milling workers
Joined SFAWU in larga numbers and
its membership swelled,

“That same year, the leadars of
Swaet Food formalised the union's
Shift towards the popular struggle
lad by the ANC and participated in
the unity talks which led to the
formation of Cosatu in 1985. Cosatu
howaver also advocated an ultimate
move towards a socialist state.

In 1986, Sweet Food finally Joined
the Industrial Council It also
followed Cosatu's "one industry.
one union” mandate and merged
with threa other food sector unions
to form Faw (Food and Allied
Workers Union), which has since
supported tha political programme
of tha ANC/SA Communist
Party/Cosatu Alliance.

Today, Fawu and Nasraieu
continue to competa bitterly for

members among the rank-anckfile
of the industry's African workers.
Although Fawu now claims a strong
majority of the workforce and
excercises superior bargaining
power, Nasaraieu maintains a core
membership among workers that
reject the political agenda that
Fawu advances alongside Cosatu
and the ANC. Nasaraieu members.
foal mora comfortable with the
shopfloor philosophy that does not
require them to embrace tha values
of any specific political outlook.

CONCLUSION

The story of unionism in the sugar
industry carries many important
lessons that help us understand the
complexity of South African labour
history.

First it shows that employers’
selfinterested reformism ended up
providing an important foothold for
organisation among black workers.

Second, it shows that tha unions
that emerged from the liaison
committee system were not simply
“collaborationists" as Cosatu
continues to claim, but helped fight
for crucial early gains in workers”
righs.

“Third, it shows that, despite baing
officially non-aligned, Fosatu nions
played an important role in
mobilising cadres for tha Congress-
led liberation struggle.

Finally, it suggests that in
industrias such as sugar that
employ a high proportion of
workers from InkKatha areas,
Cosatu’s automatic support for the
ANC reduces it ability to appeal
beyond the party faithful, and
prevents workers from uniting to
push for the economic policy
changes that South Africa so
desperataly naed. L]
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