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EDDIE WEBSTER
reviews Sanctions
against apartheid *
while contributing to the
debate himself.*"

The dramatic announcements
by President de Klerk on 2 Fe-
bruary, have decisively shifted
the debate away from pressure
on South Africa to negotiations.
Jubilant businessmen now await
the lifting of sanctions.***

Indeed these reforms have
come very close to meeting con-
ditions laid down by the US
government for doing so. It is
widely believed that events have
overtaken the sanctions strategy.
However, Sanctions against
apartheid challenges this com-
fortable conclusion.

The idea of sanctions
The idea of economic sanctions

emerged inside South Africa in
the 1950’s as one way of putting
pressure on the apartheid state.
Through sanctions the liberation
movement hoped to increase the

cost of maintaining apartheid,
thus persuading the government
to negotiate an end to it.

The Sharpeville massacre in
1960 was to change the strategy
of peaceful extra-parliamentary
pressure. The brutal crushing of
the popular movements in the
early 1960s forced the ANC and
PAC underground and into exile.
The exile movements turned to
external pressure and guerrilla
warfare as their main weapons
against apartheid.

Anti-apartheid movements
At the same time anti-apartheid

movements were established in
most Western countries. The
struggle against apartheid be-
came the moral equivalent of the
Spanish civil war in the 1930’s,
with democrats, liberals, com-
munists and concerned
Christians united in common ab-
horence of white domination.
These anti-apartheid activists
became important allies to the
exiled political movement.
They challenged liberal views

that economic growth would
break down apartheid, arguing
that foreign investment was rein-
forcing white supremacy. The
international anti-apartheid
movement provided the ‘foot
soldiers’ for the campaign
against the presence of multina-
tional companies such as
Barclays Bank, Shell, Ford and
Mobil in South Africa.

Over time internal resistance
to apartheid has re-emerged, at
first with the democratic unions
of the 1970’s, and later with the
growth of the mass democratic
movement in the 1980’s. This
has had contradictory implica-
tions for the sanctions strategy.
On the one hand, it has given an
enormous boost to the call to iso-
late the South African regime,
especially when overseas audi-
ences see South African police
shooting unarmed demonstrators
on TV. On the other hand, in-
creased resistance has raised the
difficult question of how to link
sanctions to the internal resist-
ance movement.

Atfirstin the 1970°s overseas
anti-apartheid groups and the
liberation movement were scep-
tical of, or even hostile to, the
new trade unions. Either, they
argued, these organisations
would be crushed or they would
be co-opted. But over time the
unions won the support and re-
spect of the exiled leadership,
especially after the formation of
COSATU. For a while a natural
partnership seemed to exist, with
those outside South Africa work-
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ing for sanctions and those inside
confronting apartheid directly
through building mass demo-
cralic organisations.

Sanctions not so simple
More recently, however, it has

become clear that sanctions is
not that simple. A key event was
the disinvestment of General
Motors in 1986. This caught the
sanctions movement by surprise,
as few expected disinvestment.
The fact that disinvestments
could be deceptive added to the
confusion and anger.

The anti-apartheid move-
ment had not analysed exactly
what disinvestment might mean
in practice, In essence, as Dun-
can Innes shows in his
contribution to Orkin’s book (pp
233-238), foreign companies
were not withdrawing from
South Africa, but changing the
formof their involvement. When
IBM ‘disinvested’ in October
1986, for example, it made a se-
cret agreement with the South
African offspring, ISM, to pro-

vide IBM products and services.
IBM also signed a secret contract
with ISM covering spares and
repairs. Instead of IBM Corpor-
ation in the US gaining profits as
owners of IBM SA, they now
made profits by means of royal-
ties, licence fees, etc.

In fact, this shift by multina-
tionals from direct to indirect
investment has become com-
monplace in the Third World .
Over the last few years IBM has
sold off its subsidiaries in India,
Nigeria and Zimbabwe, while re-
taining access to these markelts
through agency agreements. At
least 57 of the 114 American
companies that ‘disinvested ’ be-
tween 1 January 1986 and 30
April 1988 still kept some link -
licensing, management and tech-
nology agreements, loans,
product sales, buy-back clauses,
elc - with their former South Af-
rican subsidiary.

Views in the anti-apartheid
movement hardened in the face
of these sham disinvestments. As
NUMSA education officer Alec

Erwin putit in his contribution to
Orkin’s book, ‘We were faced
with a situation where local com-
panies were benefiting and
where unions were not being
consulted about this transfer of
ownership. Corporate withdra-
wals were becoming a more
complex variant of the endless
retrenchment battles which
unions had to fight. The success
of the sanctions campaign had
led to the very real threat of job
losses. It now became necessary
to carefully evaluate sanctions
and discuss it amongst union
members’(p 54). It is against this
background that COSATU en-
couraged a number of studies on
sanctions. Sanctions against
apartheid, essays edited by Mark
Orkin, is one of these. It is the first
detailed consideration of the case
for sanctions written inside SA.

Effective, indispensable

and efficient
This informative study concludes

that sanctions against apartheid
are effective, indispensable and ef-
ficient in their contribution to the
struggle to end apartheid and
achieve majority rule. The costs of
sanctions, notably extra unem-
ployment, are outweighed by their
contribution to the struggle against
apartheid. How does Orkin reach
this challenging conclusion?

The study provides two di-
rect examples of the
effectiveness of economic press-
ure. Rob Davies argues that the
1988 battle of Cuito Cuanvale,
was a military setback which re-
vealed technological weak-
nesses in the South African
Defence Force, particularly the
Air Force. These weaknesses, he
argues, were the direct result of
sanctions (p 201). The arms em-
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bargo imposed by the United Na-
tions in 1977 meant the SADF
had no electronic answer to the
Angolan SAMs (surface-to-air
missiles). The SA Air Force
began to lose control of the air.
The SADF was faced with the
liklihood of losing many white
soldiers, especially conscripts,
and withdrew at the battle of
Cuito Cuanvale. Ultimately,
Davies argues, sanctions - par-
ticularly the arms embargo -
made victory impossible for the
SADF. This paved the way for
the negotiations that led to the
independence of Namibia.

The most striking direct
example of the effectiveness of
sanctions is the debt crisis. By
1985, foreign debt equalled half
of GDP, Two thirds was short
term debt. Then in August 1985
the American bankers abruptly
(after P W Botha’s ‘Rubicon’
speech) refused to renew their
loans to South African borro-
wers. The sanctions campaign,
Alan Hirsh argues, helped not
only to precipitate the debt crisis;
it led directly to political reform
when the Urban Foundation-led
campaign to lift influx control
succeeded in 1986 (p 270).

Orkin also argues that sanc-
tions are indispensable. Tom
Lodge, in his contribution to the
study, argues that none of the
forces for progressive change - or-
ganisation on the shop floor,
mobilisation in the communities,
and struggle by the liberation
movements - has the power on its
own to displace the regime. But all
of them jointly, complemented by
sanctions, do. Orkin concludes that
sanctions are indispensable be-
cause “the desperate attempts of

the state to accommodate, divide
or resist the various forces impose |

huge burdens on an ailing econ-
omy. With appreciable sanctions
in place as well, these burdens will
soon be insupportable™.

Orkin argues that sanctions
are efficient as well. The study
rejects the popular argument that
sanctions will disrupt the econ-
omies of the frontline states. Joe

Hanlon concludes his chapter by
arguing that it is South Africa
itself that is the destabilising fac-
tor in the region. He argues that,
far from sanctions ruining the
economies of the frontline states,
sanctions against South Africa
could even benefit them. In this
sense, sanctions provide an effi-
cient method of weakening the

apartheid regime.

Sanctions & unemployment
The study also deals with the
widely accepted argument that
sanctions will create extra unem-
ployment. Charles Meth
suggests in his contribution that
the effects of sanctions on unem-
ployment are  greatly
exaggerated. It is apartheid capi-
talism that has produced three
million unemployed and con-
tinues to produce 200 000 black
unemployed each year.

Although sanctions threatens
certain hardships, writes Erwin,
shop-steward leadership per-
ceives that unemployment and
poverty will not be eliminated
unless there is a restructuring of
the economy. This can only be
achieved by removing the
regime . In this sense sanctions
are seen as a solution (o the un-
employment problem rather than
the cause of it.

The lessons of Rhodesia
Orkin’'s book draws some im-

portant conclusions from the |

experience of sanctions in

Rhodesia. Three phasesare

identified by Joe Hanlon:

[ the first few years when
sanctions hurt slightly

[ a second phase when the
economy experienced rapid
growth as Rhodesian fac-
tories made goods that wes
previously imported

[ a third phase, after 1975,
when sanctions became
comprehensive. Two fac-
tors were important. Firstly,
the US imposed a ban on
ferrochrome, the country’s
chief mineral export. Sec-
ondly, South Africa re-
duced the flow of
sanctions-busting oil and
withheld loans, in the hope
that Rhodesia's Ian Smith
would install the ‘moder-
ate” Bishop Muzorewa as

Prime Minister.

Hanlon concludes that if
sanctions are comprehensive and
mandatory, they cannot easily be
evaded, and they will have
quicker results. Besides, Orkin
argues, sanctions will be more

SA, a target of sanctions’,
itself used them against

Smith (above) in Rhodesia
Photo: Paul Weinberg/Afrapix

March 1990

56



SANCTIONS

effectivein South Africa because

O the more highly indus-
trialised South African
economy is more dependent
on imported high technol-
ogy than Rhodesia was;

O local savings have been
wasted buying up disinvest-
ing foreign companies;

O South Africa does not have
a supportive ‘big brother’;

O SA has the additional
burden of the debt crisis.
What Orkin omils to mention

1s Richard Moorsom’s contribu-
tion to the book. Moorsom argues
that a ban on South Africa’s gold,
platinum and diamonds is unlikely
in the forseeable future. These are
South Africa’s major exports. If
half of South Africa’s export eam-
ings are reasonably secure, is
comprehensive sanctionsa serious
option? Is it useful to base an argu-
ment for sanctions on this option,
as Orkin does?

However, Orkin makes an
important point about negotia-
tions and sanctions. Shrewdly
drawing on a study of economic
sanctions against Rhodesia by
the current British Ambassador
in Pretoria, Sir Robin Renwick,
Orkin warns against seeing
negotiations as a substitute for
sanctions. Diplomatic initia-
tives, he says, depend upon
sanctions. Negotiations will only
be succesful if enough real press-
ure is exerted. In Rhodesia, he
says, lifting sanctions prema-
turely would have encouraged
the government to avoid a settle-
ment (p 33).

Difficult issues not

addressed
It is tempting for sociologists to

take the comfortable career path
of ‘abstracted empiricism’ or
‘grand theory’. By choosing to
intervene directly in one of the
most hotly contested political de-
bates in South Africa, Orkin has
shown considerable courage.
The difficulties of producing
such a book are increased by the
speed of political developments
in South Africa. However, in
spite of the difficulties, Sanc-
tions against apartheid is a
persuasive book. The case for
sanctions is presented in a con-
vincing and coherent way.
Nevertheless, there are a number
of extremely important issues
which Orkin does not deal with.

Unions and sanctions
Firstly, how are trade unions
going to cope with the short-term
effects of sanctions, including
disinvestment? In SA Review 3,
Glenn Adler addresses this ques-
tion through examining the
disinvestment of General Motors
and Ford. He argues that prob-
lems arose because of the lack of
effective links between internal
and external groups. Ford suc-
cesfully split the Samcor*
workers and NUMSA from the
US sanctions movement by
threatening to cut ties and
cripple, or even close, Samcor.
Ford was pushing to reach agree-
ment with NUMSA on a trust,
and to gain US Congress appro-
val of new investment by the
company in South Africa. Adler
shows that Ford successfully
played off workers’ fears of un-
employment against the
sanctions movement’s call for a
ban on links between Ford US
and Samcor.

Future campaigns, he sug-
gests, must be discussed and
negotiated with worker repre-
sentatives from inside South
Africa. The sanctions movement
must also find ways of improv-
ing the terms of disinvestment.
There is also a need to look be-
yond disinvestment to the
importance of continuing inter-
national solidarity work with
South African unions (Adler
1989, pp 318-319).

The clearest attempt to make
sure that disinvestment happens
on terms favourable to workers,
is the Chemical Workers Indus-
trial Union campaign in 1988-9
(Rafel 1989, pp. 35-44). By
using the threat of a national
strike the CWIU succeeded in
getting chemical companies Lo
accept the need to negotiate the
terms of disinvestment.

But as Debbie Budlender
concludes in her critical check-
list of disinvesting companies,
“It is unlikely that any com-
panies will act in a completely
ideal manner. Companies exist
to make profits, not to take part
in the struggle for a new South
Africa” (Budlender 1989, p.53).

Will sanctions undermine

reconstruction?
The second issue that needs to be

explored is the long-term cffect
of a successful sanctions cam-
paign on a post-apartheid
economy. Are we likely toregain
the lost investment and trade
after liberation, or are we going
to ‘inherit a wasteland’ that can-
not regain its economic strength?
Sanctions may have contributed
to the collapse of Rhodesia, but
what effect has sanctions had on

Samcor is the SA company, owned by Anglo American, which took over Ford's SA operation
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the long-term prospects of the
post-liberation Zimbabwean
economy? Even if we get our
politics right, the general short-
age of long term capital for the
developing world - especially
since the opening up of invest-
ment opportunities in Eastern
Europe - makes major invest-
ment in SA after liberation
unlikely. Current research by the
COSATU-commissioned Econ-
omic Trends project points to a long
term decline in the South African
economy, and a massive outflow of
capital that started before the cur-
rent disinvestment campaign.

Innes concludes his article by
arguing that while disinvestment
has failed in its short-term objec-
lives, it may yet succeed over the
longer term (p 238). The overall
result of disinvestment, he ar-
gues, is that South Africa will
become less competitive with its
exports and will face more ex-
pensive imports. It will therefore
be unable to acquire the foreign
exchange that is crucial, both to
buy capital equipment from
overseas and to pay its massive
debt. This does not mean, writes
Innes, that the economy will col-
lapse; but it will gradually and
inevitably begin to grind down.
Unemployment will rise, as will
crime and violence.

The case for sanctions is that
this ‘grinding down’ will lead
eventually to whites ‘coming to
their senses’. There is some evi-
dence that this is in fact
beginning to happen. For the first
time under Nationalist rule,
economic issues played an im-
portant role in last year’s
parliamentary election. How-
ever, for every white who has
come to realise the need for a
negotiated settlement, two voted

to the right of the government. If
sanctions is to be used to ‘bring
whites to their senses’ then it will
have to be used in a more
targeted and conditional way.

Conditional and

targeted sanctions
It is worth noting that 52% of the

respondents in Orkin’s 1987 sur-
vey of blacks in towns opted for
conditional sanctions, ie impos-
ing sanctions until the
government meets certain condi-
tions such as unbanning political
movements. Only 29% took the
more hardline view that sanc-
tions should be applied
unconditionally, ie sanctions
must be applied until the govern-
ment is forced to hand over
power to representatives of the
majority. Unfortunately Orkin
conflates this crucial distinction
between conditional and uncon-
ditional sanctions in his
introduction to the book.

The recently completed Ex-
pert Study Group takes the
sanctions debate one step for-
ward by arguing for a rargeted
approach. They conclude their
study for the Commonwealth
Committee of Foreign Ministers
on Southern Africa with a plea
for a targeted and practical pack-
age of measures, short of
comprehensive sanctions. This
would ‘take advantage of the
economic window of oppor-
tunity caused by the anticipated
1990-91 debt crisis. If widely
and rapidly applied, this package
should provide a catalyst for ge-
nuine negotiations’(Ramphal,
1989).

Sanctions and negotiations
During the 1980’s the focus of

the struggle against apartheid

moved from external pressure 10
internal resistance. What role
sanctions will continue to play as
we move into negotiations in
1990 15 not yet clear. Indeed,
sanctions is a difficult weapon to
wield in a strategic way. This is
because not all sanctioneers have
the same theories of how South
African society works, and wha
counts as an acceptable alterna-
tive to it. These differences in
aims are likely to come to the
fore now that the negotiation
process is beginning. Above all,
international solidarity groups
need to begin thinking beyond
sanctions to the support that is
necessary now that the recon-
struction of South African
society has begun.

However the lesson Sanc-
tions against apartheid draws
from Rhodesia is that sanctions
were a vital part of the negolia-
tion process. Indecd sanctions
gave Smith the incentive to
negotiate an acceptable settle-
ment. If this assessment is
correct then Sanctions against
apartheid is an important politi-
cal intervention that needs to be
read carefully by all those con-
cerned that the negotiation
process does not stop short of a
full political democracy. v
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