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B
onga Ngwane, a National Unionof Metalworkers of South Africa(Numsa) organiser in Durbanrecalls applying to the LabourCommunity Radio Project (LCRP) ona voluntary basis: “… because it hadto do with the working classstruggle, which has been my passionever since I can remember. Theprospect of my voice over the radioand being able to reach thousands oflisteners within a minute wasexciting.” Ngwane has been the labour hostof the Workers World MediaProductions (WWMP) labour show atImbokodo FM in Durban for overfour years. Imbokodo FM is one ofthe 40 community radio stations,across the country that partner with

WWMP in the LCRP.In 1997 the LCRP piloted a seriesof pre-recorded workers’programmes on Bush Radio in CapeTown. It was well received and theactivists involved decided to take theproject further and in 2002 a pilotwas launched. WWMP invited about40 community radio stations topartner for a six month season oflabour shows annually. Thecommunity radio stations werechosen on the basis of reachingworking class communities in urban,peri-urban and rural communities.The radio stations had to use English,isiXhosa, isiZulu, Afrikaans andSesotho as one of their officialbroadcasting languages. WWMPchose these languages because they

are the most used and understood inall provinces. The aim of the LCRP is to developa participatory labour mediamovement that is skilled in usingradio as a tool for awareness raisingand organising on labour and socio-economic-political issues. But why isthis necessary?Since democracy in 1994 thelabour movement has faced anumber of challenges. Privatisation aspart of the neoliberal Gear (Growth,Employment and Redistribution)strategy has led to job losses,increased unemployment andcasualisation. The volume of thevoice of labour, which was high incommunity and mainstream mediaduring the liberation struggle, hasbeen turned down. Many mainstreamnewspapers at the time haddedicated labour reporters andlabour columns, but this is no longerthe case. Trade unions used to placegreat importance on the work oftheir media and cultural desks. Inrecent times however, many unionshave phased these out.At the same time mainstream medialike newspapers, television and radiohave become consolidated in thehands of corporate monopolies (seeSALB 31.4). This monopoly ignores

Workers World Media Productions has worked hard to ensure that labour issues and

workers’ voices get aired on the radio. Erna Curry talks about the difficulty of competing

with high paying government and commercial players for access to the airwaves and of

an exciting new partnership to ensure that community and labour radio is strengthened.

Raising the volume of workers’ voices
Fighting for the airwaves

NUMSA delegates attend a WWMP orientation and training programme in

Johannesburg, March 2006 

W
W

M
P



the struggles of poor working classcommunities for better lives or itportrays them as negative anddestructive to nation building.The role of community radio is tounearth these democratic grassrootsindependent voices in communities.Community radio stations serve localcommunities’ interests in a range ofareas and in order to get and keep alicense, they need to reflect the voicesof communities in their programming.This means, for example, producingprogrammes around the interests ofwomen, youth and workers.Community radios are important forthe development of democracy andthe magic and power of radio is that itis accessible to most working classpeople, in their mother tongue.
LCRP PROGRAMMESUsing radio for workers’ education isessential in a country where only 6%of workers have access to theInternet. The LCRP produces weeklyprerecorded programmes to supportlabour shows in the chosen fivelanguages. An eight minute radiofeature, five minute labour news andan HIV/AIDS feature of four minutesis also sent to the stations. Ngwane, for example, uses theweekly prerecorded isiZuluprogrammes to produce his labourshow. He deals with a topic like‘Vulnerable Workers – Street Vendors’by focusing on what workersexperience in the community ofDurban. He believes that, “There aredefinitely benefits even for non-unionand ordinary workers as well, which

results in numerous calls for labouradvice.”The labour show season beginsaround Mayday annually. The twolabour hosts, a trade unionist from thearea, and another from thecommunity radio, work as a team anduse the LCRP material to present alocalised one-hour live labour showin the language of their area. Theselabour hosts over the nine years ofLCRP’s existence have undergoneregional and national training in radioand labour issues. Labour hosts learnfrom each other, but also develop anetwork of relationships with thecommunity and the labour movementin the area they broadcast to.Sharon McKinnon has been part ofthe LCRP since she was nominatedby Numsa in 2004. She comments, “Iheard about the project but I neverthought that I could be involved inradio.” She applied and was selectedfrom a pool of highly skilled tradeunionists to attend the radio training.“I was a bit worried about beingaccepted at a Muslim communityradio station,” she recalls. HoweverRadio 786 made her feel part of itsfamily style of operating and she builtup good relationships withcolleagues there, especially thetechnicians with whom labour hostswork closely. Shanaaz Gool-Hammit,station manager of Radio 786, willwork with any committed radiohosts who produce programming aslong as they meet listeners’ needs. But this scenario is not the trend incommunity radio stations acrossSouth Africa. Community radio is

under threat. Community stations,especially in poor areas, compromisecommunity participation in order tosustain their stations by favouringcorporate and government access toairwaves because they pay well.
FIGHTING FOR ACCESSIn a meeting between WWMP, theNational Community Radio Forum(NCRF) and station managers fromGauteng, station managers said thatthey saw the relevance andimportance of labour programmes.They explained however thatinsurance companies, for example,are willing to pay huge amounts foraccess to airwaves to sell funeralpolicies. This means that if they arefaced with a choice between thelabour show and paid airtime, thechoice is a difficult one. Communityradio stations are subject to the samerunning costs as commercial stations.However, they are run mostly byvolunteers who are committed toserving their communities, but areoften exploited.In this climate labour hostsbecome ambassadors at a local levelto keeping the volume up onworkers’ issues. But the challengesfaced by radio stations affect theability of labour hosts to deliverlabour shows. They have to producethe shows, which involves phoningand faxing to secure live guests,writing scripts, setting up phoneinterviews and travelling longdistances to the radio stations topresent the shows. Hongkong Otletseng from the
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Radio producer Erna Curry interviews Moeneeb

Josephs of Ajax CT for a community radio feature on

soccer players

Bonga Ngwane interviews Maskandi celebrity

Phuzekhemisi
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Communication Workers’ Union(CWU) has been a labour host atVaaltar FM in Taung since 2004. Thisyear the labour show was suspendedbecause of organisational problemsat the station that resulted in achange in management. Therelationship of trust and comradeshipthat Hongkong had built up with theradio station was lost and he willhave to start again. Meanwhile, thecommunity is not impressed. “Theyare always asking me when theworkers’ programme will be onagain, they say ‘we need theinformation you give us. Why are younot there?’” The control of community radiostations by station managers isagainst the ethos of communityradio. Community radio shouldreflect community voices and beowned and controlled byrepresentatives of the community.
MASS EDUCATION PROJECTIn response to the above, the labourhosts came up with the concept ofLabour Community Radio Forums(LCRFs). The aim here is to form acollective of labour hosts, tradeunionists and communityrepresentatives as a team that cansustain the labour show in the faceof challenges to community radio.The labour hosts aimed to build thisforum during 2006, but found itdifficult without practical supportfrom unions and radio stations.This situation gave rise to the MassEducation Project (MEP), apartnership between WWMP, Ditsela,a labour education and trainingcollege, and the Treatment ActionCampaign (TAC), an HIV/AIDSeducation, treatment, lobbying andadvocacy organisation. Thepartnership aims to develop a mass

education and information project. The organisations seek to combinetheir strengths to rebuild skilledworking class organisation usingeducation and media at a local level.This will mean the coming togetherof Ditsela trainees and TAC members(treatment literacy practitioners) incommunities as part of LCRFs.Besides becoming part of theproduction team and working tosustain the labour show, they will alsoinitiate other activities in partnershipwith the community. These activitieswill take the form of meetings,seminars, campaigns, leaflets andnewsletters as resources allow. In 2007-2008, the MEP will bepiloted in the Western Cape, EasternCape and Mpumalanga. TAC hasalready expressed an interest intraining labour hosts to addressHIV/AIDS issues on air. There are alsopossibilities of labour film festivals.The partnership will rely on theorganisations’ existing resources,which will be used to the mutualbenefit of the project. Work in thesix other provinces will take place in2008 and 2009.The MEP had its first provincialworkshop with members of thethree organisations in the WesternCape in August 2007. These mediaactivists worked in area teams toplot out crucial educationalactivities, based on the needs ofcommunities with the communityradio stations as a central point. Current listenership figures for theLCRP stand at 3 968 000 – 3 467 000for community radio and 501 000‘Workers on Wednesday’ on SAfm. Inprevious years, live labour showswere produced with Ukhozi FM andUmhlobo Wenene – SABC stationsthat have the biggest listenerships inSouth Africa in isiZulu and isiXhosa.

These partnerships have faltered dueto management favouring corporateand government funding. But the volume of workers’ voiceshas risen through the activities of theLCRP. Alugumi Nekhavhambe fromPopcru (Police and Prisons CivilRights Union), labour host at UnivenCommunity Radio, started doing thelabour shows for six months of theyear in 2004, and has now progressedto producing labour shows all yearround. The three-person team oflabour hosts at Valley FM do fourlabour shows a week in the eveningsfrom Monday to Thursday inWorcester, which is headed by ChrisCarolissen also of Popcru. Hecomments, “Even when we do nothave the WWMP programmes to workwith, you just have to read thenewspapers or hear from workerswhat are issues you need to focus on.”Sharon McKinnon was retrenchedfrom her job at a medical company,and decided to take a risk and studyphotography and film production. Asa worker media activist she is nowemployed at WWMP developing thefilm production unit. She describeswhat it means to her to do labourmedia like when she audio recorded,took pictures and filmed theconstruction workers’ strike at GreenPoint Stadium in Cape Town. “For me,I can be part of what’s happening,Green Point Stadium, acknowledgingthe workers and what they are goingthrough, that the mainstream mediadoesn’t cover.” The silencing of workers’ voices ontelevision, radio and in thenewspapers is being challenged bythese media activists. Slowly butsurely, workers’ voices will turn upthe volume on critical debates locallyand nationally. 
Erna Curry is project coordinatorand radio producer for WorkersWorld Media Productions’ LabourCommunity Radio Project.
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Sharon McKinnon films speakers at an event at Community House in Salt River,

Cape Town
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