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The doulble-cligit

strilke

between the employers and the unions

1n the chemical industry The main
issue was wages. But there were also
dilferences about minimum conditions of
employ ment, benefits and the hours of the
worhing week. Within weeks, widely
publicised strikes hit the industry. In this
article we look at how and why the strikes
came about

In late June 1998, a dispute arose

Background

There are seven sectors in the industry:
consumer goods, plastics, rubber, plass,
indusinal chemicals, petroleum and
pharmaceuticals As a result, uaions and
employers have agreed to conduct wage
ncgotiations at a centralised level in each
sector, Seven sets of sectoral negotiations
therefore occur at the same time,

The unions involved are the CWIU, the
SA Chemical Workers Union (SACWL), the
Mineworkers' Union (MWL), the SA
Workers Union and the National Engineers
Trade Union

CWIU is affihated to COSATU, while
SACWU is affiliated to NACTU SACWU
started in 1974 as a parallel union but
became independent in the 1980s It has
25 000 members. SACWU negotiates in
five sectors: consumer goods (with CWIU),
pharmaceuticals (with CWIU), petroleum
(with CWILU and MWD, plastics Gwith
CWIU) and industrial chemicals (with
CWIU and MWU). In petrolecum CWIU is
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the dominant unon, whereas in industrial
chemuicals it is SACW. In the petraleum
sector 802 of the workforce are CWIU
worhers

The MWU is almost 100 years old.
Gerhard Ceronie, MWU's chief negotiator
n the chemecal division, says the union
was imtally only for miners In the 1980s,
however, it became a geneml union An
independent unmon, MWU today tas
55 O0(H) members, of swhich 4 500 are 1in
the chemical industry

The dispute that led to the stnikes ook
place aganst the backdrop of several crucial
issues facing the industry Firstly, company
wape restraint makes it difficult for uwnions to
win increases above inflation (This restrunt
i in contrast to COSATU's call ta close the
apartheid wage pgap It also clashes wath the
CWIU's policy of demanding a wage
increasc of inflation plus 5%.) Union
negotiators receive a mandate of a
double-digit increase from their members If
inflation is low, as it was in mid-1998, it
creates the possibility of a dispute.

Workers want a double-digit increase,
while the company insists on an inceease
that matches the inflation figure, which
could be as low as 5% or 6%
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A second ssue is widespread
retrenchiments. Some companies are
restructuring They acgue that falling tariffs
on imported goods force them to do this if
the companics are to compete globally.
Restructuring often involves changes in
work organisation As a result, parts of the
company are closed down or contracted
out, leading to retrenchments.

CWIU reselved in 1991 to take part in
the restructuring of the chemical industry.
It rescarched the matter and insisted on an
end te unilaterl restrueturing, CWIU
declared that it ‘will resist any action by
management which may end in job loss or
make working conditions worsce', It also
vowed to ‘use aegotitions around
restructuring 1o take forward the struggle
for worker control’,

The strike

Negotiations between employers and the
CW1U aimosr resulted in 2 strike in 1997,
It was mvoided when they settled on an
mcrease of between 10,5% and 1204, This
was after the umon at first had demanded
13% apainst employers' 9,5% offer. ' Were it
not for the CCMA's intenention, there
would have been a strike, says Tanie Eenst,
national employer co-ardinator for the
chemical industry,

Refiecting on the 1998 negotiations,
Nehan Mthombeni, the CWTU deputy
general seeretary, says it was actually the
first year of proper centrlised bargaining
involving all the unlons Lach unlon
submitied their own demands

Fram the outset, employers warned it
the cconomic climate fn the industry
prevented another double diglt Increase,
Vs members gave she union
mandate of 10,5 across the board ‘This
wats hased on thelr wage policy of 52 plus
inflatton. Fmployers opened negotationy
With an offer of less than 7,5%. following
A0 unsuccessiul CCMA intervention, WIS

Inunched a three-week strike that began

on 3 August. Strike pressure forced some

cmployers to settle at 10%, but the
ajority scttled berween 8,5% and 9%.

Mthombeni says CWIU members could
not stay out too long because of the
possibility of division among membecs.
During the strike they got feedback from
the branches on the strength of the strike
and the violence that marked it After iwo
weceks, the national executive commitiee
met to evaluate the strike and decided to
end it as mapnngement had moved
sufficiently, It was the first ever collective
national strike in the chemical industry.

It the peteoleum sector, where MWU
has a strong presence only [n Sasol, that
union's members decided to reject the
employer’s offer, says Ceronie.Alter a
ballot, they struck for half a day. Almost
95% of the members balloted were in
favour of a strike.

But in Industrial chemicals, they
reached an agreement because thie offer
was clase enough to the unlon’s mandate.
Ceronie claims that restructuring and yhwe
selling olf of companies In this sector also
played a role. " There was pressure on the
workers to keep the comypanies alive, he
says. o all the seetors, MWU demanded
15% and seitled on §,5% Cerunle admits
they were aiming for a double-digst
Increase (0 line with their mandate of 10%,.
Thanks to the merit system of the
emplayers, MWIT got an extea 0,5%, he
adds

MLsindi Maviva, SACWU's bargaining
co-ardinator, says they wlso pushied for a
doubledigit increase. An InfLulon-hased
Increase would not have amounted to o
real Increase, The warker of today has
much more responsibllity than before,! he
expliins.' With restructueing, workers'
responsibilities and workload have
Increased five-fold. The workers want to
share in the weaith that s ereated”
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CHEMICAL INDUSTRY STRIKE

SACWU embarked on strike action on
20 July - before the other unions Their
demand was 10% across the board. On
11 August, SACWU and the employers
settled on an 8,5% increase in petroleum,
industrial chemicals and p}\arm:!ccuticals.

% in consumer goods and 8% in plastics

Why did SACWU strike before the
others? ‘It was in everybody’s interest 1o
finalise the nepotiations before the
increases were due at the end of jJuly, is
Maviva’s explanation.‘After the second
meeting, we declared a dispute because
we could not continue negotiaung
indefinitely. After unsuccessful
intervention we decided to strike. ' We
notified the other unions, but we did not
£er a response,

Joint action would have been ideal, but
each union has its own stoategy CWIU did
not strike with us because they conducted
a ballot.We did not ballot because it was
not necessary’

Although the LRA does not require it,
CWIU and MWU were bound by their

constitutions to ballot their members

‘Duning pre-negotiations they showed
their intention o declare a dispute
aftier two mectings, which they
then did, says Ernst, explaining SACWU's
decision to strike first."The other unions
stayed at the table. In companijes swhere
SACWU and CWIU were jointly
represented, CWIU also struck with the
employers’ understanding. We were
worried that there might be clashes at
these companmies,!

Maviva says SACWU's stnke ended
when employers shifted on their offer.
They staged a national meeting of
shopstewards, who went back to the
various branches and accepted the offer

Because SACWU came back before
CWTU, the unions received different
increases, CWIU won favourable
settlements in the sectors where SACWU
wias not strong says Mthombem In the
industrial chemicals, however, employers
refused to give CWTU a higher increase
than SACWU

The use of video cameras during strikes can increase tension.
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Assessing the impact of the strike, Ernst
says only a few companics ran out of stock
since they had started stockpiling during
the 1997 negotiations for a possible strike
in 1998 But AECI wanted to settle because
it was running short of stock. Had the
stnike hept going, it would have been
unable to [ill important orders

Centralised bargaining

The chemicil industry docs not have a
national barzuining council, but a
constitution for such a body has been deawn
up Once it is in place Iater this year, it will
define the different issues for each level Last
year, unions and employers had to agree
which issues they would nepotiate and at
which levels this would happen Since 1997,
the chemic industry has been volunearily
bargainiag at centeal Ievel

Tor Maviva, centralised bargaining wus a
factor in the dispute, Divisions among
employers - with some wanting to
concede during the strike - prolonged the
steike These divisions were obvious in the
different seitlements Plantlevel
bargaining could have led to quicker
settlements and reduced the number of
workdays lost, he believes, However,
SACWU is not advocating 2 move to
plantlevel bargaining

CWIL's strategy has changed from
plant-level bargaining in the carly 19805 to
centrdised barpadalng Toe OWILL
centralised bargadning offees the advantage
of huilding unity and solidurity among
workers, establishing a common wige
policy and pratecting unorpanised
worhers Tloweser, the diversity of the
campanies (which range from
multdnationals to small firms) §s 1
disadvantage.

Centralised barpainiag did not cause
the dispute, says Lenst, but It might have
contributed to it In 1997, 1he industry had
centralised basgaining witft two chambers

- one for CWIU and one for SACWU.
According to Ernst, the two unions could
not tolerate being in the same room. In
1998, employers insisted on joint
centralised bargaining. But Mthombeni
says that not all employers are comfortable
with centradised bargaining:'Some wanted
the negotiations at plantlevel!

Relationships at central level

The two bigpest unions in the industry are
SACWU and CWI1U. Since the early 1980s,
there have been talks about unifying the
two, but all the attempts have failed.
SACWU has resisted unification because of
historical differences around non-racialism
and black leadership. More recently, the
issuc of political alliances has held up the
process It seems that the rivalry hetween
the two unions cantinues,

Maviva says unions in the indnstry are
not unified Whilc they did agree on some
issues before the negotiations, each one
still sticks to its own approach. He
say s that they will strive for more
co-opeition,

SACWU's decision to strike first madc it
difficult to unify the unions, Mthombeni
believes “We asked them to wait two
weeks as we had to hold a ballot. But
when we struck they came back, In
companices where they are strong, they
want ta be scen as taking the inltiative and
not bowing to CWIU, Howcever, we have a
cordial relationship with them!

Ernist feels employers are now ready for
centrlised bargaining and are forming .
cllicient employers' organisations. They
showed solldadty when some of them
could have settled, but kept on negatiating
with the others; he says.'A problem is
when smaller companies cannot afford the
Increases setted wpon

Another probleni is when some
companles want 1o hold out longer as they
have a much lower mandate than the other
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Consol’s offices were damaged during the strike.

companics! [nterestingly, Ernst argues they
should move to plant-level barganing
because the industry is so diverse However,
the employers understand that some 1ssucs
belong at the ceniml fevel

If the employers were unificd they
could have crushed the strike, says
Mthombeni Instead, the unions aclneved
some of therr demands precisely becausce
some employers gave in quickly

MWU’s official stance was not to do the
work of the CWIU and SACWU strikers
Ceronic admits that, if MWU had helped
employers break the sirike, it would have
harmed its own cause, It would have been to
MW1's advantage if the other unions had
won an exira percentage increase He admits
that some MWU members took over strkers'
work but says others refused

Ceronie feels that the unions lacked uniry
dunng the dispute, He says MWU had good
relationships with SACWU and CWIU, but
strong competition between the two
created tension in the labour caucus.

‘1 think that SACWU acted hastily
during the stoihe! he says "They should
have waited a few weeks The one union
did not want to be seen as following the
lead of the other’

NUMSA strike

When CWIU returned from their
three-weck strike, NUMSA went out on a
strihe, As a resule, scab or replacement
labour delivered petrol to NUMSA petrol
attendants duning the CWIU strnihe, while
CWIU workers delivered peteol to scab
labour during the NUMSA sirike,

Should more solidanity not have been
shown? Would stnkes not be¢ more
cffectuve if the petrol attendants belonged
to CWIU instead of NUMSA?

Mthombeni argues that they could not
expect their members to go out with
NUMSA because they had just returned
from a three-week strike “The petrol
attendants are not employed by petroleum
companies but by garage owners, thus
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they belong to NUMSA, he says.‘Although,
for purposes of solidarity, it might be a
rood idea if they were with CWIU!

Violence

During the strike numerous incidents of
violence were reported in the media
damage to Caltex's and Consol’s offices,
fircbombing of a pharmaccutical company,
shootings and arsen at the Island View
petroleum depot, blockading of access
roads and incidents of intimidation

‘The strike was real 1980s stuff with the
incidents of violence and intimidation by
CWIU members, says Ernst,"The violence
could be part of a show of strenpth by
COSATU' Crast believes CWIU used the
violence to pain solidarity because not all
the CWIU members wanted to strike.

But he tdds that'management was not
always innocent’ - palice and securty firms
ncresed the levels of tension. He feels they
should not be called in to quell a stnhe but
be used only in «ituations of violenee and
inumidauon Because some companies work
with axplosives and petroleum, they had o
Like preventaus e action, he sy s

Another reason for the use of the pofice
and security firms was that 'not all the
cmployers have saophisticated
relatonships with their workers and they
are scared during strikes',

At the root ol the violence, believes
Ceronie, lay the 'culture of the South
African Libour market’, soclocconomic
circumstances, increased tension during
Liege gathedngs, the wse of scaly bour
and the provocative hehas four of se.bs

‘Nosensible union woull plan
violence, says Mithombenl. Violence occttrs
when management emypiloy s seeurity
poarcds and the sorhers have 1o defend
themselyes, when management uses video
wamieras o intimbdate workers and when
nmanagement uses scab Lihour

A woreying phenamenon, aceoeding to

Heinrich Bohmke (SA Labour Bulletin,
vol 22 no 5),is the development of a
‘niche market of strike and industcial
unrest policing' [or private security firms.
Bahmke says South African employers are
at a relative disadvantage due to the
pratection granted by the LRA to striking
workers. Thus, employers hire security
companies who use whatever means
possible to break the strikes

SACWU's strike was not violent because
the union updated workers on the
negotiations. 'Violence usually eccurs
when there is not enough communication
about the issues, says Mavivit *“The use of
scab labour also increases the tension and
incites violence'

Scab labour

The LRA of 1995 gives employers the right
to use scab Libour Indecd, the increase in
the levels of violence during the chemical
strike can be attributed to the use of this
labour.

Employers argue that, beeause the LRA
makes provision for scab labour, they are
entitled 1o use it But, says Ernst:
Previously, employers could sack striking
worhers, but now 4 strike can goon
inde€initely In response, the strikers are
entitled to plehet. With the CWIU we
decided on a frunework agreement for
picketing This helped alleviate the
problem of violence!

He feels that scab Libour'is fihe a red Mg
to a bull’, It alse hielps the employer to stay
out longer The new LRA Isiusweating-om
process to see whoever can hold {hisfer)
breath the fongest) Bmst believes This s o
problem, heciuse the aim should be to settle
in the soonest possible tme.

SACWU belleves the use of scab labour
15 illegltimate, " Whien strikers see other
people taking up thedr Jobs It Inereases the
chances of viotence. This makes 1t difficult
for Leaders) says Mavlva, The problem is
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that scab labour usually comes from the
same communities as the worhers He
argues that, even if they have co-operation
from the community, scab labour will still
exist.Therefore, the law should be
reviewed to halt the use of scab labour,
since it lessens the impact of strikes and
inciles violence,

Mthombeni agrees. He feels COSATU
should consider whetlier the provision for
scab [abour in the LRA 1s nceded Due to
out country's conflictual history, scab
labour contributes to
violence.'Scabs are
seen as sell-outs It
will take time for

waorkers to allow
scab Izbour to
take their jobs. It
15 our duty to
get support
from the
commuaity
but it is

f{ARMA- =

difficult due to the high rate of
unemployment.

Ceronic claims to have been unaware of
the use of scab labour during ther stnke,
This could have been due to the levels of
akills that many of the MWU membership
have. ITowever, some of the AMWU
membership could be replaced casily, he
says, making ‘scabs a threat to us also’. He
argues that scab Iabour'is not a good thing
as 1t threatens the strike, allows the
employer to continue to run the company

and jeopardises the jobs of the
strikers'.
It is obvious that employers’
use of scab [abour - and its

CHEMICAL -
mousﬁey

pic Aico Innas Labour Brot

Vol 23 Nurnber 1 February 1999

27



FEATURE

protection by the LRA - leads to increased
levels of violence The LRA is meant to
help regulate the relationship between
cmployers and workers But the
protection of scab labour dacs not
contribute to such regulation Because
unions have limited means to challenge
employers, striking is seen as a legitimate
tool. Scab labour compromises this ool
and makes a regulated relationship more
difficule,

The duration of the strike

Several factors contributed to the duration
of the strike, says Ernst. Among them he
ranks the absence of an agreement on
pickeung rules at the start of the strike,
the different-sized employers with various
mandates and resources, and the presence
of five unions in the industry

Division in the ranks of employers and
the lack of union co-operation contributed
to the length of the strhe, says Mavival,
Ceronic, on the other hand, aitnibutes the
duration to socio~cconomic pressuses that
afected the workplace;'Goyvernment has
nat delivered and so workers were more
determined ' Acconding to Mthombent, the
CWI1U stayed out sa long because ‘the
members were determined 1o get a
reasonable proposa and were prepared and
mobilised for the stnke’. He belleves that
1998 was the fiest year in which the LRA
was truly tested “The coollagoff period was
omver Unjons understood the mechanism of
the Law and how to strke fegally With so
many strikes last yeae, the unions could
regroup and re strategise this ycar!

Predictions for 1999

Lenst sces more problems on the harlzon,
cspecially iF unlons again demand a
double digit increase and cmployers stick
to g related inflatlon lesel of 4% to §7%

SACWU's approach to negotlations in
1999 will remain the same, " We will

formalise our proposals and then send
them ta the other unions for comment,
says Maviva, “We will have caucuses among
the unions.” He commits SACWU to
working towards more co-opertion
between the unions.

For Mthombeni, 1999 will be ‘more
about problem-solving than a show of
strength’.The implementation of the
National Bargaining Council will establish
a set of rules for everybady: He predicts
there will be fesver workdays lost in 1999.

Conclusions

Some of the strikes were marked by
violence because of the use of scab Jabour
and security companies, and incidents of
intintidation. Uniens nced to enpage
employers and the state on these issucs.
Although specific parties are respansible
for incidents of violence, collective
responsibility needs to occur

The unions talk constantly about
divisions among employers But Hittle
co-ordination or co-operation was visible
among unions Idealogical differences and
fears of being relegated to a secondary
role have rainted their relationships.

Co-ordinated strikes would have put
more pressure on the employers,
Employers used this to thelr advantage.
Unions need to move past i cordial
relationship to one of co-operation and
solidarity Yes, they have different
strategies. But their goals are similar, %
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