
Sweating it out for a hundred a week
What has happened to the

thousands of clothing

workers who have lost their

jobs in recent years?

Jennifer Greenburg

examines the transition of

women clothing workers

from formal factory jobs to

becoming homeworkers and

argues that such workers

deserve labour policies and

union structures which

protect them.
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Just as South Africa is changing,everything is changing,’ replied Georgiaover the din of 15 rented sewingmachines. She was responding to myquestion regarding the changes she hadnoticed in the clothing factory she used towork in during the period leading up to herretrenchment. Georgia is one of manyclothing workers in Cape Town who lost theirjobs following South Africa’s adoption of atariff reduction schedule on clothing andtextiles in 1994 that surpassed GeneralAgreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)requirements in rapidity and scale. Followingher retrenchment, Georgia has worked inseveral small-scale, home-based, cut-make-



trim operations (CMTs) in the colouredtownship of Mitchell’s Plain in Cape Town. Onher salary of R100 to R400 per week, withoutbenefits or union membership, she and hertwo children are barely scraping by. Georgia’s story is one small yet tellingpiece in the larger narrative of the 80 000clothing workers who lost their jobs in the1990s in the face of a massive influx ofinexpensive clothing and textile imports fromEast Asian countries such as China andTaiwan following the tariff reductions. A greatmany of these retrenchees have since movedfrom formal clothing factories to CMTs, whichare largely unprotected by existing labourlegislation and organisation. This shift frompredominantly formal to informal modes ofclothing production has led not only to theeconomic depression of thousands of womenin Cape Town, but also to the disruption ofestablished social networks and thedeterioration of working conditions.
RISE OF HOMEWORKINGIn the Western Cape, where more than 95%of workers in the clothing industry arewomen, the depression of the clothingindustry has pushed thousands of women intohomeworking. Not to be confused with home-based workers, who work from homemanufacturing clothing they sell directly toconsumers, homeworkers make clothing thatis sold first to an intermediary, who then sellsto the clothing manufacturer or retailer, whofinally sells to the consumer. Homeworking inthe clothing industry is most often organisedby CMTs, in which a CMT boss (often thehomeowner) employs anywhere between oneand 50 workers to cut, assemble, and packagegarments for a piece-rate or a weekly wage.More recently, specialised cutting serviceshave spawned the development of evensmaller ‘make and trim’ establishments(M&Ts), which only have the capacity toassemble and package garments. Both CMTsand M&Ts usually remain unregistered withthe bargaining council. While manufacturers have historicallyoutsourced production to CMTs during boomperiods, retailers and CMTs have becomeincreasingly interdependent through theemergence of design houses over the past tenyears, which provide the design and quality

control functions for the retailer, thenoutsource production directly to CMTs. Thishas reduced the need for retailers to useformal factories for clothing production. Sincethe commencement of trade liberalisation in1994, manufacturers and retailers have triedto offset the pressure from an increase inboth legal and illegal imports by outsourcingmuch of their work to smaller manufacturersand design houses. As a result, clothing firmsregistered with the Council have downsized ordisappeared completely, while CMTs haveexploded across the Cape. Homeworking hasthus risen to prominence as the backbone ofSouth African clothing production today. But who are homeworkers? How did theycome to work in CMTs, and what has thetransition between factory and CMT workmeant in their lives? These questions fuelled aseries of interviews conducted in 2004 inMitchell’s Plain with 16 coloured women whohad lost their jobs in formal clothing factoriesfollowing GATT tariff reductions and who thenentered CMT work after being unable to findanother factory job. This study provides awindow into how individual women areexperiencing the clothing industry’s shifttoward smaller-scale production, allowing usto grasp how the individual experience istransformed by social and economic change.The termination of quotas on textiles andclothing trade between WTO member statesthat has come with the end of the Multi-FibreArrangement earlier this year will makeunderstanding the experiences ofretrenchment and homeworking even morepertinent.
RETRENCHMENT AND RACIAL TENSIONMost homeworkers in Cape Town are middle-aged coloured women with previous workexperience in the clothing industry and littleformal education. The Coloured LabourPreference Act has played a large part inshaping this demographic in the clothingindustry. Beginning in 1956, the Act reservedall unskilled jobs in the Western Cape forcoloured labour in order to prevent themovement of black Africans from thehomelands into the area. Although this policywas diluted in the late 1960s and abandonedin 1984, its legacy has unfolded such thatcoloured women form the foundation of the

secondary industries (such as clothing) thatdominate the Western Cape’s regionaleconomy.The large-scale retrenchment of colouredwomen from clothing factories has erodedtheir previously secure position within theclothing industry and given rise to new racialtensions surrounding the relationship betweenblack and coloured labour. When interviewsubjects told their stories of retrenchment,they framed themselves as ‘insiders’ in theclothing industry and spoke of black labour as‘outsiders’ and threatening to an alreadyunstable industry. Indeed, coloured womenwere officially recognised as insiders throughtheir privileged status under the ColouredLabour Preference Act while blacks werepushed to the peripheries of employment.Now that this insider status has disappearedin the wake of trade liberalisation, colouredfemale retrenchees have channelled much oftheir frustration with changes in the clothingindustry into resistance to black workerpresence in the industry.In describing their experience of beingretrenched and attempting to find a newfactory job, women interviewed for this studydiscussed their belief that the policies of theANC government gave unfair preference toblacks and did little to benefit colouredlabour. While there is no viable relationshipbetween the precarious position of colouredwomen in the clothing industry andgovernment policies promoting blackemployment, these women’s beliefs aresupported by pre-existing racial tensions anda long history of distrust of the ANC on theCape Flats. There is also a palpable anxietysurrounding the migration of rural blacksfrom the Eastern Cape into the Western Capein search of employment more generally. ACape Times report estimated that 48 000people from the Eastern Cape come to theWestern Cape searching for jobs each year.The willingness of migrant populations towork for lower wages in order to escape ruralpoverty is perceived as a grave threat to long-entrenched coloured labour. Greatercompetition for scarce formal jobs in theclothing industry stemming from downsizingand migration has exacerbated existing racialtensions in Cape Town.
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SOCIAL REORGANISATIONColoured women have historically beenintegrated into clothing factories throughfamilial and social networks, often leavingschool at a young age to support theirfamilies. It was not uncommon during theperiod leading up to trade liberalisation forentire families to be employed in singlefactories. This means that retrenchmentfrequently wipes out the entire income basesof many households in addition to destroyingimportant networks of social and economicsupport. Lena, who now works as a machinistat a small CMT in Mitchell’s Plain, describesleaving her social network when she wasretrenched from her factory job: ‘Oh it was avery terrible day when we left… oh we werecrying. Because, you know, everybody knowseverybody. There’s a whole history in [thefactory]. You’ve actually got a family in there– up to 14 sisters and children working. It waslike splitting up the family! We had beenthrough a lot together. A lot of deaths, a lotof births, I mean everything.’The loss of incomes from clothing factorywork has been perhaps the most visible blowto coloured households in Mitchell’s Plainfollowing the restructuring of the clothingindustry, but the loss of social networks Lenadescribes has been equally detrimental to thesurvival of workers and their dependents.On retrenchment, there is a limitedsupport structure for workers outside offamilial or social networks. Retrenchedworkers are entitled to severance pay and can

apply for their Provident Fund. However,retrenchment packages are often not clearlyrelated to the term of employment beforedismissal, and household expenses and debtrepayment eat up both the retrenchmentpackage and Provident Fund quickly.Inadequate and unsustainable retrenchmentpackages and the difficulty or impossibility offinding a new factory job push many womeninto homeworking as a survival strategyfollowing retrenchment. 
BECOMING A HOMEWORKER Most women enter homeworking throughfriends, family or neighbours. The entranceinto homeworking marks not only aneconomic transition for retrenched women,but also a social and psychological one. Whenwomen enter homeworking after spendingtheir entire working lives at large clothingfactories, they encounter a shockinglydifferent workspace in terms of expectations,pace, and social interaction. The experience oftransitioning into homeworking varies widely,both according to the worker’s own priorities,and the specific characteristics of the CMTsthey work for such as size and reputation.One CMT at which interviews wereconducted was relatively separate from theowner’s residence and had well-established

and sustainable relationships with retailersand design houses. Workers at this CMT weremembers of the SA Clothing and TextileWorkers Union (Sactwu), received consistentwages and benefits, and worked regular hours.However, most CMTs operate on a moresurvivalist basis. The same women interviewedat the more established CMT had also workedin a range of smaller, less established CMTsimmediately following the loss of their factoryjobs. These CMTs were often next-door to thewoman’s place of residence and weresurvivalist. The ‘employer’ in these CMTsgenerally worked as a machinist alongside oneto three employees in her lounge. There wasoften no clear employer-employeerelationship in this type of CMT since theemployer often operated on as much of asurvivalist basis as the employees.The employer and employees splittingoverhead costs such as electricity and sewingmachine rentals often characterise survivalisthomeworking operations. Hours in survivalistCMTs can be entirely random; owners requirethat employees work long periods in onesitting when there is an order to fill, thensend employees home indefinitely until
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T another order comes in. Survivalist workersreport that weekly wages fluctuate wildly andworkers often receive no wage if the CMTowner cannot cover production costs.Homeworkers in these survivalist operations,as well as in CMTs employing 10-20 workers,do not receive sick, holiday or overtime pay. Aclear pattern emerging from this studyindicates that homeworkers generally remainin a survivalist CMT for no more than two tothree months because the boss is oftenunable to pay the promised wage or loses theCMT’s contract.In addition to the lower, more sporadicpay at CMTs and the lack of benefits or jobsecurity, women entering the CMT industrymust adjust to multiple and conflicting rolesat work, a smaller workplace, and new socialgroups. Lena described how the first day sheworked in a CMT, she was astonished at how‘everything was everywhere,’ how small theworkspace was, and the apparent lack oforder to the place. Most interview subjectsalso characterised CMTs as much ‘quieter’than large factories in the sense that workersdo not interact with one another nearly asmuch since the boss can usually watch allworkers at once.CMT work is much less structured thanfactory work. Particularly in the very smallCMTs (one to three employees working in theemployer’s lounge), employees were expectedto accomplish a much broader range of tasksthan in their prior positions on the factoryfloor. Zelda described how when she washired as an examiner for a CMT with onlythree employees, she was also responsible forpacking and cleaning: ‘I struggled, because itwas a lot of work then, because I had to dothree people’s work at one time’. Zelda’sposition is typical for workers in a CMT ofthis size. Although a job at a small, survivalistCMT may mean performing three or four jobfunctions at one time, essentially completingmore work for less pay, women in this studyfelt forced to accept such jobs due to the lackof any other employment opportunities. 

ADVANTAGES OF HOMEWORKING One significant advantage of homeworkingfor many women is a much shorter commute.Women interviewed for this study spentbetween one and three hours per day and onaverage 10% of their weekly wages

commuting to and from work when theywere employed at formal factories. Theyawoke before 5am and prepared themselvesand their families for the day on a tightschedule. Infrequent bus schedules meant astressful, unreliable, and often unsafetransportation regime. While commuting,women also struggled to keep track of theirchildren’s needs and get them to and fromschool each day because they left the housebefore their children awoke and came homemany hours after school let out. In Mitchell’sPlain, where gang violence and missingperson’s reports are a reality, it wasdisconcerting for these women not to seetheir children off to school each morning orbe able to check on their safety after school.Less travel time each day means that womenare able to carry out householdresponsibilities under much less stress andexhaustion.Cassandra compared her experience ofworking in a CMT in her neighbourhoodversus a factory that required a longcommute: [At the factory] ‘You must think,‘eh, I’m tired now. I must run for the train.You see, I must get that train 5.15, 5.30[pm],come at home like this time [8pm] to makefood, bathe the kids, see that everything isright. Now here [at the CMT] it is more calmfor me. I thought about it, for the time I hadto spend from a big factory until I get home,and the whole day – I’m not gonna make it.’Working close to home, CMT workers areable to leave their houses later, taking a shortand relatively inexpensive taxi (roughly 6% ofweekly wages) or walk to work. Without along commute, women can accomplishdomestic chores and cook in the morning orat a reasonable hour after work rather thanpreparing the meal for the present night andthe next morning late into the evening afterreturning from the factory. They no longerhave to spend Saturdays ‘catching up’ onwashing or shopping, which could not bedone during the week. Interview subjectsagreed that they appreciated getting moresleep each night, waking up with theirchildren, seeing them off to school and beingable to quickly run home from work to checkon their family as necessary. 
LOOKING FORWARDThis study demonstrates how individual

women have been affected by the structuralchanges taking place in South Africa’seconomy. Neoliberal trade policies are notenacted within a sterile world of economicmodels; their effects are visible in themassive retrenchments that have provokedracist narratives of job loss and in thereorganisation of social networks andsurvival strategies that have come with therise of homeworking. Though the rise ofhomeworking has driven many women toenter an insecure and often gruellingoccupation, homeworking cannot be easilycategorised into positive or negative for theeconomy or its workers. Homeworking is anextremely complicated phenomenon, whichcan be rather ambiguous for women whoundertake a shorter commute ashomeworkers and are able to fulfil theirdomestic responsibilities under less stress.Could homeworking be a solution to thecostly commute many workers undertake tosurvive in South Africa’s divided citiestoday? It is difficult to fathom howhomeworking could mean a bright future forSouth Africa’s clothing workers withoutsome further consideration of howhomeworkers can gain access to importantstructures of support such as unions andlabour policy.Forthcoming articles in this series willexplore the impact of homeworking forSactwu and the prospects for a labour policy,which understands the experiences ofhomeworkers. Homeworking is not aperipheral component of the clothing industrythat will disappear with the modernisation ofSouth Africa’s economy. Informality is acentral aspect of the economy that will onlybecome more prominent in the years tocome. The experiences of women discussed inthis article provide an opportunity to beginthinking about informal workers asquintessential, not peripheral, and deservingof labour policies and union structures whichtake into account their specific experiencesand demands.
Greenburg is a student from the University ofCalifornia, Berekeley. This is the first in a seriesof articles on her research into the clothingindustry in the Western Cape. Names havebeen changed to protect the privacy ofinterview subjects. 
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