Jocus: challenges facing labour

Restructuring of work

examining union responses

he challenges facing South African

trade unions have changed

dramatically over the past decade.
An increased emphasis on global
competitiveness has transformed
workplace relations in ways that rmse new
questions about how unions can,or
should, intervene (o advance their
members’ interests Aboyve all, the
restructuring of work has forced unions to
cansider how to respond to globalisation.

Responses to globalisation

One can identify two broad responses to
globalisation, the ‘scepuics’ and the
‘radicals’. (Webster and Mosoetsa, 2001)
The sceptics think nothing much has
changed. For many in the developing
waorld, 'globalisation’ is a manifestation of
imperialism, the subordination of the
‘South’ within the world capitalist system.
The ‘radicals’ argue that everything has
ch;mgcd. Manuel Castells, for example, sees
a new phase of informational capitalism in
which labour becomes fragmented and
dwversified. (Castells, 1996:-i76)

We are not persuaded by cither the
sceptical or mdical approach. We apree with
Burawoy, who argues that what is required is
a‘grounded globalisaton’. This, he argues, is
the anudote to the sceptics who ignone
context and radicals who have no sense of
history. (Burawoy, 2000 341-3-44) By
‘grounding’ globalisation, we arc able to see
how old forms of production, what Von

Karl vou Holdt and Eddie
Webster exantine trends in
the restructuring of work and
bow unions bave responded to
those.

Heoldt calls the apartheid workplace regime,
st side by side with the new (Von Holdt,
200) In South Africa there is continuity
with the past, which ‘the rlicals' ignore,
together with elements of the new, which
the'scepucs’ deny

This report traces recent trends in the
restructuring of work identified by our
research We have divided the report into
two parts. In part one we identify trends
in restructuring; and in part two we
identify union responscs to restructuring

Trends in restructuring

We have identified four broad trends, the
first of which is limited markets/sectoral
decline.

This report was prepared by the Restructunng
Cluster Group, the Sociology of Work Unit
(SWOP) and the Workplace Research Unit at
Naledi, The report anses out of research by
SWOP and Naledi over the past 15 months
Na'led underiook a number ol pilot projects
with unions, while SWOP undertook a senes of
case sludies attempting to develop a deeper
undersianding of the new economy
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In several sectors we found that limited
markets and the increasing pressure from
imports has led to sectoral decline and
significant job losses The leather sector,
for example, has been decimated by cheap
imports and an inability to compete
internationally. (Mosoetsa, 2000)

Competition from imports in a static
market in the leather industry has led to
mergers and the closure of factones and
COmpanics.

Kelvinator came under threat when
Barlows closed the company and imported
its products more cheaply.

(Barchiesi, 1999) Closure was staved off by
a local buyout supported by NUMSA,
Output increased, but cash flow problems
eventually led to closure. (Bezauidenhout,
2000) Master Fridge based itself in
Swaziland to take advantage of cheap
labour. It grew rapidly in the lacal market.
However, it was also brought down by
financial problems, and is under
provisional liquidation,

The second broad trend s growing
competitive pressure resulting from the
Integration of the South African economy
into the world economy. PG Bison, for
example, negotiated retrenchments in
1994, It fuled to find an international
partner to give it access 1o new
technology and markets. This led to further
restructuring and retrenchments,

At THghveld Steel, management
pradually reduced the workforee by means
of attrition, increasing the warkioad
through multi-tasking. It alsa moved to
subcontmicting and caswlisation, and
started experimenting with multi-skilling
and teamwork, (Von Holdt, 2000)

The third trend is casualisation,
informalisation and sub-contracting, In
many scctors, employers have divided the
workforce Inlo a core of permancent,
skilled and unionised workers, and a
periphery af casval, temporiey and sub-

contracted workers. [n the retail sector,
flexibility has been achieved through a
large pool of casual workers. (Kenny, 1999)
Naledi research indicates increasing use of
non-standard contracts in the auto and
mator secltors

In mining, the growth of sub-
contracting has increased the workload,
compromised safety, reduced wages,
divided workers and weakened the union,
(Kenny and Bezmdenhout, 1999) In the
leather industry, a new category of 'bush-
workers' has been invented. Instead of
working at home, individualised workers
contracted 10 deliver shoes work in the
bush outside the factory. (Mosoetsa, 2000)

The fourth trend is the privatisation of
parastatals. Telkom and Spoornet face a
move to private ownership and internal
restructuring, or turnaround.

Thirty per cent of Telkom was sold to a
Malaysian/American consortium, and a
further portion is to be sold by means of a
stock market listing.This will leave
government with a minority stake.

SWOP research indicates swhat the
‘information/service economy’ may mean
in a developing country like Scuth Africa.
(Omar, 2001) To meet their licence
requirements and prepare Telkom for
competition, the new equity partners
introduced a strategy to improve customer
service. Dedicated call centres were
established to handle sales, new services
and faults. Newy information technology
was introduced. This improved customer
service by providing cach operator with
information at the touch of a button,
allowing immediate testing of lines and
equipment. But it also allowed for
Intensive control and surveillance of
operators’ work,

The number and duration of calls can
be monitored, while supecvisors have
access to cecondings and can tisten to
operataes. Targets, bath in terms of quality
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RESTRUCTURING

and quantity, are sct for
workers. The result is
heavier workloads and
higher levels of stress
Government plans 1o
dnide Spoomcet into Six
operations and concession
them to private operators
1ts goals are 1o transfer the
financing of investment Lo
the private sector and
introduce new business-
oricnted management.
Management has used an
internpational consultant to
develop a turnaround
strategy.The aim is to
improve operauonal
cfficiency so that rolling-
stock can be reduced,
allowing management to cut the number
of depots and mainienance. Work
orpamsation is 10 be transformed with the
introduction of new technology, upgrading
and mulu-shilling In addition, the plan is
1o privatise loss-making low-density lines
About
15 000 workers will become redundant

Change or continuity?

The research suggests a number of trends
in the restructuring of work. Some of
these may be reparded as attempts to
reproduce aspects of the apartheid
workplace regime, while others seck to
overcome the bottlenecks of the apartheid
workplace regime and its racist human
resource practices

One trend is the return of apartheid
workplace flexibiliry. Under apantheid,
many black woerkers, panticularly in the
public sector, were employed as
‘permanent casuals’, penerally without
protection from dismissal Progressive
untons established the right of black
worhers to job security, The dramatic

Eddie Webster of SWOP.

increase in casualisation, informalisation,
outsourcing, bush-working and sub-
contracling is a way of reintroducing
apartheid flexibility.

The closed apartheid economy, with its
incfficient production regime, relicd on
large numbers of unskilled and semi-
skilled black workers. The restructuring of
the manufacturing sector, which started in
the late 1980s and intensified when the
cconomy was opened in the 1990s, has
brought massive job losses. Parastatal
restructuring has had a similar impact.The
current job losses, involving the shedding
of the large numbers of uaskilled workers,
are a pew phenomenon.

Intensifying competition in the Saouth
African economy has translated into a
heavier workload for many workers, At
Telkom, this is inked 1o new information
technology. At Highveld Steel, new work
organisation and mulu-tasking have
increased the workload of individual
workers

At the same ume, new technology and
work organisation often erepte

Vol 25 Number 3 « June 2001

21



FOCUS: CHALLENGES FACING LABOUR

opportunitics for core workers. Their
status as permanent workers with union
rights is relatively secure. Multi-skilling,
upgrading and better promotion prospects
are creating a new experience of work.
This is especlally true of black workers
who have benefited from afficmative
action programmes.

Responses to restructuring

Unions have responded te restructuring at
workplace, regional, national and global
levels. At the national level, labour has
cngaged at Nedlac in developing a social
plan and promoting more ‘labour-friendly’
legislation. At the global level it engages
with international institutions, as well as
being part of ‘South-South' initiatives such
as the Southern Initiative on Globalisation
and Trade Union Rights (SIGTUR)

Union investment companies can also be
seen as an attempt to respond to
restructuring Union investment companies
have tendered as subcontractors for
outsourced services. Arguably the most
successful union attempt to create jobs has
been the Mineworkers Development Agency
{MDA) From the case studies, we have
identified six union respronses to workplace
restructuring,

Compliance

In many cases, unions have complied with
restructuring. This is clearest in cases
where apartheid-style work flexibility has
been reintroduced. In the Pietermaritzbueg
leather Industry NULAW complied with
management, Workers felt let down, as the
union did not negatiate effectively on
their behalf or come up with alternatives

Unlons in the eetail, metal and mining
sectors, have failed to contest large scale
casualisation, outsourcing and sub-
contracting in a systematic way, and scem
happy to represent core workers, Highveld
Steel was an exception,

Telkom shopstewards tricd to fight the
intensification of work and the
introduction of new technoelogy, but with
very little support from their urntion.

Resisting/negotiating the effects

At Telkom, the union has used industrial
action, lobbied government and used the
National Framework Agreement to prevent
retrenchments. At Spoornet, SATAWU has
demanded a three-year moratorium on
retrenchments during restructuring. At the
same time, it has negotiated an innovative
soctl plan in terms of which a
development agency is to be established,
using a RS50-million loan from the
company.This will provide the material
and teaining resources (o help retrenched
workers earn an income,

Contestation

The classic union strategy is to use
industrial action, combined with
negotiation, to change or reverse
management initiatives. In the Telkom call
centres, shopstewards organised to resist
and renegotiate targets, and to negotiate
agreements dealing with stress. These
initiatives were weakened by the lack of
union support and coordination,

At Highveld Steel, shapstesvards and
waorkers contested casualisation and the
intensification of work, They were able to
negotiate a procedure for converting
casual into permanent workers, and were
able to insist on protection for sub-
contractors' employces, Stewards
themselves negotiated with Highveld Steel.
Workers resisted the intensification of
work through wildeat strikes, This enabled
shopstewards to negotiate the
employment of new workers, as well as
new job descriptions and upgeading,

Concesslon bavgalning
The case of Kelvinator in the white goods
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sector can be seen as cancession
hargaining NUMSA agreed to the
employment of new workers on the
minimum wage set by the bargaining
council, rather than the wape agreed in
the recognition agreement. 1 also
supported increased oulput.
Nevertheless, the company wentinto
liquidation It could be arpued that
rising production was the wrong
strategy, as it flooded the local marhet.

Restructuring of state assets
We have identified three different
TUSPONSEs to restructuring of state assets
Telhom unions chose not o resist the
niual sale of a 30% equity stake, CWU
opposes the planned histing of Telkom,
but the union’s strategy is unclear
At Spoornet, SATAWU also opposes the
concessioning of profitable operations. By
analysing the consultants’ proposals and
drawing on the experience of the
International Transport Workers

Restructuring in Telkom means heavier
workloads.

Federation (ITF), the vnion and Naledh
have developed a eritique of privatisation.
This appears 1o have opened the door to
serious talks with government over
restructunng, through a joint task team,
SAMWU has adopted a third approach

10 municipal government in Johannesburg.

It rejected restructunng outrsght, and
launched a resistance campaign The
campaign seems to have had Jitde impact.

Strategic engagement

The September Commission on the future
of unions argued that strategic
engagement is‘a strategy for engaging
with restructuring on the basis of a union
agenda and union independence as a way
of transforming and democratising the
workplace. The union's aum is 10 increase
workers' control of production, gain
access to training and shlls, and improye
wages and working conditions*

(September Commission, 1997.111-112)
Thus requires a union inttiative, which is
then negotiated with management.
NUMSA pioneercd strategic
engagement in the early 1990s It sought
to introduce a new system of skills
development, grading, tmining, career-
pathing and pay in the metal industry. The
strategy had two flaws. Tirstly, it involved
very technical and complea propasals for
grading and traiming, which discmpowered
many officials and shopstewards Secondly,
the focus was on scctoral bargaining, with
too little attention paid 10 the enterpnse.
This often led to deadlochks in the
bargaining councils The strategy has had
very hittle impact on workers' ives An
early example of a union management
partnership is the involvement of the
Paper, Printing, Wood and Allied Workers
Union (PPWAWU) 1n the restructuning of
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PG Bison (Bethlehem et al, 1994). After
management hired consultants, the wnion
asked 1f it could conduct its own study of
the plant and present its findings. It
approached SWOP and management paid
for the research. The research findings
confirmed some of management’s findings
and challenged others. It led to a union-
management agreement,

The restructuring at PG Bison was
distinctive in three ways. Ficstly, both
parties had the power and information to
influence the process. Secondly, both
parties moved away from a confrontational
approach,The union accepted the need
for some retrenchments if the company
was to remain viable, while the company
agreed to union participation in areas
considered 2 management prerogative,
Thirdly, there sas full disclosure of
company information, This made it
possible to make a qualitative assessment
of the firm, rather than simply measuring
profitability, (Bethlehem et al, 1994)

At Fighveld Steel, shopstesvards tried to
ncgotiate the NUMSA programme with
managers hostile to its proposals, who
went zhead with piecemeal restructuring.
Stewards resisted every management
initiative to force it to take the union
proposals seriously. The strategy failed.A
contributing factor wis NUMSA's inability
to support the stewards

Naledl is waorking with COSATU
affiliates to implement the September
Commisslon's reccommendation of pilot
projects for workplace change, This idea is
to overcome problems with NUMSA's
strategy by focusing on the workplace, and
coming up with proposals based on
workers' own vicws.

Naledl has also worked with SATAWU in
developing union proposals for Spoornet.
The plan Is to Increase volumes, rather
than close unprofitable lines; increase
efficiency through investment; improve

the quality of management;implement a
progressive human resources management
policy; and through workplace projects
improve work arganisation, skills and
supervisory priactices.The union has also
demanded a three-year retrenchment
moratorium. Given management's push for
operational cfficiencies involving job cuts,
the union faces a difficult challenge.

The second project of this kind is at
Chris Hani Baragwanath Hospital, where
NEHAWU and Naledi have worked with
shopstewards on a proposal to restructure
the hospital from below.The first
challenge will be to get management and
the health department to buy into the
idea.

The September Commission

In 1997 the September Commission
organised a two-day seminar with 30
shopstewards from COSATU's
manufacturing and mining affiliates to
cliscuss their experiences with workplace
change.

The seminar identified weaknesses in
union responses to restructuring. It was
found that unions lacked policies, and were
reactive.As a result shopstewards developed
their own initiatives without union support.
Sometimes the union was sidelined as
workens responded direcily and accepted
voluntary retrenchments or promotions
Unions lacked the capacity to engage
cffectively and support shopstewards,
(September Commission, 1997:110-111)The
commission {dentlficd three union strategies
in response to restructuring:

Milttant abstentionisn

This response Is limited to defending
workers' interests by fighting
retrenchments, sub-contracting and other
forms of non-standard employment. The
union often ends up defending the way
work is currently organised, and opposing

24

SA Labour Bultetin



RESTRUCTURING

any change. Our research suggests this is
the most common response,

Strategic engagement

This response has been identified by our
rescarch and a number of new initiatih es
are emerging.

Institutionalised parvticipation

This strategy takes engagement further by
enabling unions to participate in
enterprise-levef decision-making, Usually
called 'co-determination’, it exists in

many European countries and in a limited
way in South Africa through workplace
forums

It gives unions the advantage of having
access to information at an early stage, and
forcing management ta cooperate. The
danger is that unions are draswn into
management structures, losing their
independence, and cannot cope with
institutionalised participation,

Local unions have not used this option
much In 1999, 56 organisations had
appled to the CCMA to establish
worhplace forums. Research indicated that
only six organisations had established a
forum. (Psoulis et al, 1999) In 50% of the
cises, the unions opposed the
establishment of a forum, either
withdrawing from the process or in terms
of COSATU's policy. (Psoulss et al, 1999)

Conclusion

To respond 1o restructuring, labour will
have to engage with globalisation while
building a strong presence at workplace
and sectoral levels It will also need 1o
recruit the new kinds of worker
constitucncy emerging in the labour
market and develop new forms of
representation for such workers. This 1s a
challenge that requires new ideas and new
knowledpge. Above all, it requires nesv
forms of organisation and new alliances. %

References

Darchivst, I (1999) ‘Kelvinator Restructuring,
collapse and strugple’. S Labowr Bulletin, 23
(G)

Renner, C (2001} ‘Building conmmunén-based
carcers' Paper presented at the SIWWOP research
breakfust sermiinar, University of the
W itw aalersrareed

Aetblebem, L Bublfungen, § Crankshau, O White, C
(199 §) ‘Coxletenmination vs cooption PPAWU
and PG Bison negotiate restructuring” SA
Labaonur Builetin, 18 (1)

Bezuidenhout, A (1999)'Changing colours
Globalisation, fndustrial frodicy and ihe u bite
poexls mannfacturing (ndustry in South Africa’
Paper presented at the annnal Congress of the
South African Sodological Association, 2-5 July
2000, University of Western Cape

Burauwy, M (2000) ‘Global ethnograpby
UUnfversity of California Press Berkeley

Castells, M (1996) The information age cconomy,
soctery and cultrre ' Glackuell Oxford

Kernrty, H and Bexuidenhout, A (1999)
‘Conlnzcting, complexity and cortrol’. fournal
of the South African Institule of Mining and
Metallurgy. 99 ¢4) 185-191

Masoctsa, § (2000) South Africa Mot fng to the
Towerth World® SA Labowr Bulletin, 25 (1)

Omar, R (2041) 'Restrucluring employment and
skills development at Tetkam 1991.2000°
Soctology of Work Unit fobarnesburg

Psoults, C. Moleme, K Spratt, f Ryan, L. (1999)
"‘Workplace forums Wbat {5 their firlure?
Soctology of Work Unfi, Labaur studfes
Research Report 9 University of ibe
Wit alersrand. fJobannesburg

September Commission Report (1997) COSATU
Jobannesbtirg

Vo Holdt, K (2004)) ‘From resistance [o
reconstriciion A case study of Irade unions in
the workplace and communily 1980-1996",
Daoctorate of Philosopby, [Infversity of the
Witweatersrand Jobannesburg

Wobster, I and Mosoelsa, 5 (2001) ‘Connecting
and disconnecting An introductory ret few of
labaur in selccted SADC countries i the era of
Llobalisation' Fricdrich Fbert SHftung

Jobannesburg

Karl von Hold! beads the Workplace
Transformatfon Profect at Naledi and Fddie
Webster is the director of SWOR Both are
Buelletin edfitorial board members

Vol 25 Number 2 « June 2001

25



