TOWARDS RESTRUCTURING SA INDUSTRY

Towards

a ‘reconstruction accord’
between unions and the ANC?

by KARL VON HOLDT

Aia workshop late last year
NUMSA dclegates discussed
the idea of a reconstruction
accord between the trade
unions and the ANC. The rec-
onstruction accord would be
an agrecment on an econ-
omic strategy for national de-
velopment. Civic
organisations and rural or-
ganisations could also be
party to such an accord. Such
a reconstruction accord could
give concrele content Lo the
alliance between COSATU
and the ANC in a post-apart-
heid South Africa.

The NUMSA unionists at
the workshop argued force-
fully that the unions need to

develop their own perspec-
tive on how Lo achicve
economic growth, develop-
ment and redistribution in a
democratic SA. This would
be the basis of an economic
policy which the unions
could take to the ANC - and
other political organisations -
as their proposal for the con-
tent of the reconstruction
accord.

These ideas reflect a grow-
ing concern in the union
movement about the scrious
economic problems facing
SA, The economy is in a
long-term decline, and at the
same lime the world econ-
omy is changing in ways that

could further weaken both
the SA economy and the
trade union movement.

The idcas discussed in
NUMSA indicatc the begin-
ning of a shift from the
politics of resistance o the
politics of reconstruction in
the trade union movement.
As South Alnca struggles Lo-
wards democracy, unionists
are discussing the role and re
sponsibilities of their
organisations in a ncw SA.
The leadership of NUMSA is
arguing that the unions need
Lo initiate and lcad the formu-
lation of economic policy,
rather than simply respond-
ing to the initiatives of the
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state and management. This
has implications for all levels
of collective bargaining. For
example, NUMSA is now in-
vestigating the possibility of
bargaining over production
levels in a way that does not
compromise their members’
interests.

Restructuring
of the world
economy

The workshop was or-
ganised by NUMSA’s re-
search department. The
proposals that were dis-
cussed in the workshop are
not, at this stage, NUMSA
policy. They are still being
discussed in the policy-mak-
ing structures of the union.
Delegates from around the
country heard university re-
searchers present analyses of
the restructuring of the work
process in the world econ-
omy, and describe some of
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of production has been de-
scribed as ‘post- Fordism' to
distinguish it from the For-

those which can produce a
wide range of high quality
and varied products, and

the restructuring alrcady hap- | dist system of mass which can quickly change
pening in SA industry. They production which has domi- their products to meet new
were also addressed by three | nated capitalist production demands.
leading businessmen, who since the 1920s. ® The new system is highly
put forward their views on Researchers described competitive. Manufac-
the future of the metal indus- | some of these changes: turers have to continuous-
try. ® More and more computers ly develop and improve
are used in production, their products, increase
Changes in the This has linked design, the variety of what they
world economy production and marketing offer, and respond rapidly
In the past decade there have across the world. to market changes and
been great changes in the @ Computers have made pro- changing demand, other-
world economy. The changes duction quick and flex- wise they fall behind. This
have been so great that many ible. The companies and does not only apply to
researchers believe that they countries which have companies - countries
amount to a new system of become most successful which fail to develop com-
production. This new system on the world market are petitive industrial
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new technology brings new challenges

Phata: Morice/Labour Bulfetin

strategies fall behind and
are doomed to stagnation
and decline.

@ Introduction of computer
technology has often gone
hand in hand with new
ways of organising work,
which were pioneered in
Japan: Quality Circles,
Just-in-Time, Green Arcas
and other forms of *partici-
pative management’,
These systems all aim 1o
increase clficiency, pro-
ductivity and quality by
trying o encourage wor-
kers 1o use whatever ideas
and skills they might have
to increase production, In
order to achieve productiv-
ity, quality and flexibility,
management needs the co-
operation of workers.
Some analysts argue that
the new system of produc-
tion sces workers as a ‘re-
source” rather than a
‘cost’.

@ The skills required of wor-
kers have been changing.
While some workers lcarn
a range ol new skills

(mulii-skilling), others
lose their skills (de-skill-
ing). There is a tendency
for increasing diflerentia-
tion among workers,
‘Core’ workers are highly-
skilled, receive good pay
and benefits, and enjoy
Job security, while low-
skilled *secondary”’ wor-
kers enjoy none of these
benefits.

® The new system of produc-
tion has only been success-
ful in countries with a
highly traincd workforce
and very elficient tcchni-
cal education, slartling at
school. In countries like
Japan, South Korea or Is-
racl, there are so many en-
gineers and accountants
that many work on the
shoplloor as ordinary wor-
kers. This obviously in-
creases the skills on the
shopfloor.

@ A relatively high degree
of state planning and inter-
venton in the economy
has been a crucial faclor
in those countries which

TOWARDS RESTRUCTURING SA INDUSTRY

have successfully adopted
the new system of produc-
tion and become competi-
tive in the world market.
Examples are Japan,
South Korea and Taiwan.

Restructuring in

South Africa
Researchers also addressed

the question of whether the
international trends described
above are emerging in South
Africa. The main points
made were:

® While there is an increas-
ing use of computers in
manufacture, it is still at a
very low level; its piece-
meal use means it cannot
reach its full potental.

@ A number of employers
are experimenting with
Quality Circles, or begin-
ning 1o use Just-in-Time;
however, this is also stll
at a low level and used in
a picce-meal lashion.

® There is an increasing
skills differential within
the black working class,
with the majority of black
workers employed as
semi-skilled operators.

@ Skilled (ofien white) wor-
kers are organised in dil-
ferent unions to the
semi-skilled and unskilled
black workers; this makes
it difficult o develop a
coherent union stralcgy on
training and carcer paths.

@ The low level of skills in
SA, and the crisis-ridden
education syslem, are
enormous barriers 1o a de-
velopment of post-Fordist
production systems in SA.
In general, the rescarch

suggests that there is a slow
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and unco- ordinated drift of
new technology and new
methods of organising work
into SA, rather than a rapid
and co-ordinated transforma-
tion. The most important
point, however, is how ignor-
ant unionists and rescarchers
arc of what changes are re-
ally taking place on the
shoplloor. More rescarch is
an urgent necessity.

The vision of the

businessmen
Leslic Boyd, chainman of

Anglo-American owned
Highveld Steel, Theo van
den Bergh, MD of Toyola,
and Altron director Richard
Savage, addressed the dele-
gates on the future of their
scctors of the metal industry.

All three businessmen
pointed out that the end of
apartheid will not solve SA's
cconomic problems. Each
pointed to specific obslacles.
Boyd said that there is a
slow-down in domestic de-
mand for steel products.
Major users of steel, such as
the mining industry and para-
statals such as Eskom and
Transnet, are investing less
and so placing fewer orders.
This, together with a loom-
ing international recession,
means tough times for the
steel industry.

Savage argued that the
electronics industry has very
little potential for growth: the
slate is cutting back radically
on the Post Office budget, so
there is a decline in orders
for telephone and communi-
cations equipment. Also,
political negoliations in SA
mean the military industry -

a major user of electronics -
is cutting back its orders.
There is a worldwide slump
in the elecuronics industry, he
said, and it is virtually im-
possible for SA to compete
wilh Japanese and other elec-
tronic products on the world
markel.

Van den Bergh also
painted a bleak picture of a
saturated vehicle market and
the difficulty of expanding
exports. SA products are too
expensive, and SA com-
panies are barred from
sclling cars in overseas mar-
kets by conditions in their
contracts wilh the overscas
car companies which supply
them with technology and
parts.

All threc businessmen ar-
gued that future growth will
require a co- operative rela-
tionship between unions and
business, and industrial and
political stability, In Sav-
age’s words: "We need o
develop a partnership, such
as for example in Germany.
Unions need to be involved
in the problems facing busi-
ness."”

Savage and Boyd said
unions would have 1o accept
wage restraint if manufactur-
ing is 10 become
internationally competitive,
and all three appealed for an
end to sanctions.

NUMSA delegates at the
workshop felt that the busi-
nessmen did not have a
coherent strategy for indus-
trial growth. The
businessmen did not seem 1o
foresee a comprehensive pro-
gramme (o introduce new
technology or new methods

of production into their busi-
NEsses.

NUMSA official Geoff
Schreiner challenged Savage
on this issue: "All the busi-
ness speakers arc asking us
to make concessions on co-
operation, wage restraint,
sanctions, productivity and
bargaining levels. But what
are you offering us? What
are you offering in terms of
genuine sharing, and in terms
of a strategic vision of
growth?"

All Savage could offer
was "more dialogue at plant
level.”

NUMSA cducation officer
Alec Erwin then commented
that "business is badly or-
ganised to look at these
questions. You only look at
economic issues from the per-
spective of your respective
companics. The unions have
no one to talk to on these is-
sues, because business has
no strategy. For all its weak-
nesses, the ANC has the
most developed economic
policy of all partics.”

A union
strategy for
development

A tier the talks by the re-
scarchers and the business-
men, the NUMSA delegates
tumed to the task of develo-
ping their views. Several
points were made by union-
iIsts:
y® The SA economy carmot
avoid the effects of global
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isations and civics should al
be party lo a 'reconstruction accord’

Photo: Cadric NunivAlrapix

restructuring. Several so-
cialist and developing

countries have tried 10 pro-

tect themselves against in-
temational competition,
but this only led 1o deeper
cconomic crisis and the
collapse of industry. If SA
adopts a defensive ap-
proach it will only
become less and less com-
petitive internationally. 1t
15 essential 1o adopt an of-
fensive strategy and take
the ttiative.

® T he talks given by the
busimessmen showed that
cssentially business docs
not have a programme for
substntial restructunng -
they are backing the econ-
omic status quo. In some
countrics, lor example
Awstrahia, the labour
movement has taken the

initiative and developed
an economic strategy for
the country. The unions
cannot leave the responsi-
bility for economic devel-
opment in the hands of
business - they tend 10
focus only on the interests
of their own industry.

@ Because business is back-

ing the status quo, any pro-

posal the unions might
have for restructuring will
probably come up against
massive resistance from
the conglomerates. The
trade unions will have a
huge battle on their hands,
and this means they will
have 1o strengthen organi-
sation as well as devisc a
strategy to break the
power of the conglom-
erates.

® A union-led economic de-

velopment strategy will
only be successful if the
unions have sullicient or-
ganisational and political
power, The union move-
ment must have its own
policy, irrespective of the
policics of organisations
such as the SACP and the
ANC, There is no pros-
pect for successliul restruc-
turing unless the working
class has strong influence
over stale power, unless
there is a strong slate in-
volved in decisive, coher-
cnt planning; and unless
the slate is democratic and
involves the unions.

@ | might be a good strate-
£y Lo enler nto a ‘recon-
struction accord’ or
agreement with a political
party which is sympath-
ctic o the working class
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and likely to become the
government. The key
player would probably be
the ANC, but other politi-
cal organisations would
not be excluded. This
would not be a “social con-
tract’ with capital, but an
agreement between
unions, civics, rural or-
ganisations and pro-
gressive political
organisations on a na-
tional development strate-
gy. It could strengthen the
position and perspective
of the working class. How-
ever, negotiating such an
agreement would, in itself,
be a struggle between dif-
ferent groups with differ-
ent interests. The unions
would have to develop a
clear ecomomic policy,
and strengthen their or-
ganisation, as the content
of the agreement would re-
flect the balance of forces
between the different par-
ties. After a reconstruction
accord had been drawn up
by the unions, the pro-
gressive political organisa-
tions, the civics and rural
organisations, etc, these
organisations would have
to take the accord to busi-
ness and negotiate an
agreement with it.

@ The unions would have to
be very careful with such
a strategy. Business is
pushing for a social con-
tract or partnership with la-

ment; earning a living
wage; the production of
goods and services needed
by the people; and increas-
ing worker power and po-
sitioning the working
class for moving towards
socialism.

® Some analysts arguc that

as a system of production
post-Fordism requires the
co-operation of the wor-
kers. This may mean that
it could be used to in-
crease the power of the
workers, as managers are
forced to seck their co-
operation.

@ Although management

has a piece-meal approach
Lo post-Fordism, it is intro-
ducing new technology
and methods of produc-
tion. The multi-nationals
are important sources of
this. Shopstewards and or-
ganisers will need training
and a union position on
‘participalory manage-
ment’, productivity and
flexibility so that they can
negotiate confidently. The
union will need research,
information and education
programmes. In short, the
unions will need "retool-
ing".

® There is a desperate lack

of concrete information
and analysis of SA indus-
try. This makes it difficult
to plan an effective strate-
gy. More research is
needed.

has to be comprehensive,
covering all levels from the
economy as a whole down to
workplace organisation.

All aspects of the strategy
for restructuring should fit
into an overall economic
strategy for growth. Current
COSATU and ANC views fa-
vour a strategy of "growth
through redistribution”. This
was not discussed in length
at the workshop, as the focus
was on restructuring of work.

Manufacturing
industry and
the metal sector
Specific economic strategies
would have to be adopted
The unions would have to
draw up a policy for the re-
structuring of manufacturing
industry so that it becomes
the main engine for growth.
This policy would have to be
linked to specific policies in
each scctor, eg metal, tex-
tiles, chemicals, etc.
Industries and products with
potential would have to be
identified and developed.
For example, currently
stainless steel is not manufac-
tured in SA - the steel is
exported and turned into
stainless steel overseas. If
SA established its own stain-
less steel plants, it would
open up the possibility of de-
veloping a large stainless
steel products sector. This
kind of mineral benefication -
manufacturing more

bour, but that must be advanced materials out of
avoided. Employers will Towards a union raw minerals - could be an
be wanting to use restruc- economic pn]lcy important growth area.
turing to maintain profita- Unionists at the workshop There would have to be a
bility. Union aims would stressed that a union strategy series of councils at industry
be an increase in employ- for economic development and sector level for develo-
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ping and implementing
these strategies - a manufac-
turing industry council, a
metal industry council, an
auto council, etc. There
could be state, union and
business representatives on
the councils.

Training

and skills

development

+ Post-apartheid SA will in-
herit an enormous burden of
people with poor education
or no education at all, and a
low level of skills. This will
be one of the greatest ob-
stacles to economic
development and competi-
tion on the world markelt.

The union movement
would have 10 develop a com-
prehensive proposal for
training and skills develop-
ment. This would aim Lo
provide the skills nccessary
for economic growth and for
handling new technology.
Such a tmining programime
should also allow workers to
constantly develop their
skills and further their care-
Crs.

This would end the situ-
ation where workers get
stuck as unskilled or semi-
skilled workers, and cannot
develop themselves further.
The unions should push for
a job grading system and
for career paths that allow
workers to move from one
job or industry to another,
and o carm equal wages tor
equivilent work. The union
has already initiated a pro-
ject to develop a training
programme (scc Labour Bul-
letin Vol 15 No 1).

Participation and
productivity

The union would have to re-
search ‘participatory
management’ structures such
as Quality Circles, and de-
velop policies on them.
Where they can advance wor-
kers’ skills, their control over
production or power the
union should use them. The
point was made that while
die union may have a policy
against such structures, in
many factorics workers and
shopstewards participate any-
way. This could be a
problem, because it happens
on management’s terms and
without guidance from the
union.

The union should also
look at issucs like multi-skill-
ing and mulu-tasking, as
well as bargaining over le-
vels of production, and
should assess whether they
advanced worker inlerests or
not. Shopstewards should be
equipped to handle negotia-
tions over these issues.

The unions should de-
velop their own initiatives in
all these areas so that they
can increasc the power and
contrel of workers, rather
than simply responding to
management initialives.

Collective bargaining
All of these initiatives would

require a strengthening of
union power in the collective
bargaining system. Bargain-
ing would have 10 take place
at different levels. For
example:

National collective bar-
gaining (such as, for
example, the COSATU-

NACTU-SACCOLA negolia-
tions) could cover issues
arising out of a *reconstruc-
tion accord’, such as
investment priorities for pub-
lic sector and privale sector
investment; investment codes
for foreign investment; the
role of pension funds in in-
vestment; labour market
issues such as a framework
for training, minimum
wages, elc; international
trade controls and incentives;
and worker rights.

Industry level bargaining
could cover issues such as re-
structuring the industry; job
security and job creation;
skills needs and training; job
grading and carcer paths;
benelits; wages and develo-
ping a wage policy tor the
industry.

The unions would have 1o
work out what sort of issucs
they want 1o negotiale at com-
pany and plant level.

Restructuring -
dangers and

opportunities
Rescarchers and trade union-

ists pointed out clearly that
industrial restructuring holds
many dangers if il is carried
out according to the agenda
of big business. Some of the
effects that have been felt in
other countries, and are be-
ginning 1o be feltin SA, are:
® job loss as new technol-
ogy replaces workers
@ deskilling, as skilled jobs
are broken down into
many unskilled or semi-
skilled operations
@ co-oplation, as more
skilled and privileged wor-
kers are drawn into co-
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operative relations with

management; ‘participa-

tive management’ explicit-
ly secks to do this

@ deepening divisions in the
working class between an
elite of skilled and privi-
leged workers, and a layer
of less skilled, lowly-paid
workers who have no job
security; divisions also
deepen between employed
workers and a growing
mass of uncmployed.

@ ncw technology and new
management techniques
arc intended o increasc
profitability and make
workers work harder,
These are the dangers

when restructuring is intro-

duced by management. The
question is whether the work-

ing class can devise a

restrucluring programime

which avoids these problems.

Schreiner summed up the

guestion in these words:

"Can we devise our own re-

structuring programme

which advances the interests
of the working class and
takes us lowards the goal of
socialism?"

The goals of the working
class in such a restructuring
were summarnised by the
workshop as:

@ increasing employment

@ a living wage, and employ-
ment and income sccurity

® meeling sociely's basic
nceds

® increasing the power of
the working class

@ orientating the economy
to take account of interna-
tional economic condi-
tions and the world market
In order to achieve these

goals, the workshop con-
cluded, it would be nccessary
o
@ integrate industrial restruc-
turing and a broader econ-
omic development strategy
@ strengthen organisation
® ‘retool the union” by
strengthening research
and information and edu-
cation programmes
@ cxplore the possibility of
establishing a reconstruc-
tion accord with the major
progressive political actors
@ develop the institutions of
collective bargaining.

Moving towards
socialism - or
revitalising
capitalism?

The idea of a union-led
strategy for economic growth
marks a break with ‘militant
abstentionism’ and the exclu-
sive focus on the politics of
resistance. NUMSA leadcer-
ship believes that such a
strategy could make the SA
economy competitive in the
international capitalist econ-
omy. It also believes such a
strategy could bring the bene-
fits of more jobs and a
greater spread ol wealth, in-
creased worker power, and
higher wages and increased
skills.

Is it possible to achieve
this? The countries which
have been most successful at
industrial and cconomic re-
structuring have ofien been

authoritarian and undemo-
cratic. In countrics like South
Korca and Taiwan, efforts to
organise unions have been
harshly repressed. It is ques-
tionable whether economic
growth has bencfitted wor-
kers.

One of the dangers of a
union-led programme for ccon-
omic growth which takes
place in a capitalist society (as
post-apartheid SA will be), is
that the unions may land up re-
vitalising and strengthening
capitalism. The domination of
capital, both in the economy
and in the state, could increase
and lead over time to a more
co-operative relation between
the labour movement and busi-
ness. The prospect of any kind
of break with capitalism and
movement towards socialism
would then become more and
more remote.

The sort of industrial re-
structuring outlined above
relies heavily on the exist-
ence of a layer of skilled
workers able to use the new
technology and help increase
productivity. This is the layer
of workers that would benefit
most from restructuring and
the new opportunities it of-
fers. These are also the most
articulate, confident workers
who can easily rise to leader-
ship positions in the unions.

Indeed the lcadership of
most COSATU affiliates al-
ready consists of such
workers. There is a danger,
then, that if the unions lead a
programme of introducing
new technology and manage-
ment techniques, they could
increasingly reflect the inter-
ests and aspirations of the
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Union meeting, Germiston: “can we devise a programme
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for restructuring which advances the interests of the work-
ing class and takes us towards socialism?"
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most skilled and articulate
workers, and ncglect the in-
terests of semi- and unskilled
workers,

Such a development could
lay the basis for an organised
labour aristocracy. This could
leadd 1o a more collaborative re-
Lutionship between unions and
management, assisting 1o revi-
tabise capitalism rather than
transtorm ik The underpaid
and less skilled workers would
be pushed o the margins of so-
cicty. .
Trade unionists at the
workshop were aware of
these dangers. They stressed
that a training and skills de-
velopment programme must
reach all workers, including
the least-skilled. Such a pro-
gramme must upgrade the
skills and provide employ-
ment for all workers,

They also stressed that a
union strategy for restructur-
ing would only be successful
if the working class has suffi-
cicnl organiscd power - in

the workplace, in collective
bargaining forums, in the
communitics and rural arcas,
and in the stale - to back up
its proposals and compel so-
cicty and the capitalist class
1o accept them.

They siressed 100 that a
working class strategy for in-
dustrial restructuring and
cconomic development
would have to focus on in-
creasing the organised
strength and consciousness,
and the skills and control, of
the working class, or it
would never lead in the dircc-
tion of socialism.

The ideas explored in the
workshop are cxciting, and
offer the hope of economic
growth that may lead, not to
a revitalised capitalism, but
to transcending it. However,
if these ideas are to become a
real force in socicty, the
union movement will have 1o
strengthen ils capacity for re-
search, education and
struggle. ¥
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