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6 [ i with great sadness and regrat

|

Saboni our comvade, shop
stoward, colleague and friend. | ke
10 beliove that Violet andl |
epitomised a constructive
relationship between management
and labour that rosulted in a
mutually beneficial outcome to the
betterment of the whole business
enterprise.

We grew together often
disagrocing vehemently but aiways
rosalving our differences. |
empowerad her and she ma and e
respected and acknowledged the
ifferent roles we had With
experience wo gained mutual

20 e
Cosat svcond dopuy prsdon, Volt
Sobon, row deeisod

Robert Paka; co-ownerof Supremo
it & Cap,and Sobon's cmploye

wisdom an trust. the Labour Bulletin went to speak  firmiy believe astrong trade urion in
We are proud of her to Robert Porniak in his factory on  the workplace i better than a weak
accomplishments and of the role we  the East Rand union. | never wante to coopt or
played in forging labour peace and bribe her and | showed no special
development together.On a personal  When did you frs start working  favouritism to hr: o we came to see
level | will miss her not onlyasa  with Violet asa shop steward? our relationship in the workplace not
business colleague but also as a My father started the company and | a5 one of antagonism but as a means.
friend. ame into the business in 1988 as.an  to improve the workplace.
On behalf of all who work at inexperienced manager. | was faced
Supreme Hat & Cap | extend to witha miltant and antagonistic What kind of refationship did you
Violet’s daughters and family our  situation. | was abo dealing witha  have?
heartfelt sympathy and condolences.  destructive shop steward who broke W had a vry direct and honest
oo extend the same sentiments to up the company pension fund i relationship because that is how |
the regional and national Soctwu  order to take ot his payment before  am. | say things straight out. | gave
structures and to Cosatu” e left the company er the management tools that |
These words formed part of a “Then in 1990 Violet was elected a5 myself use as a eader | said to her
condolence message sent o the ashop steward. She was a general "Don't compromise your principles
Congress of South African Trade ‘worker,She moved around the or values, B direct and honest, be
Unions (Cosatu) when its second  factory cleaning hats,putting press firm and fair"Then | lt her run with
deputy president Violet Seboni studs on hats and feeding hats into.  the ball
passed away in a car crash in April  machines,Like me,she was And that's how Viole lec. She
this year They came from Robert  inexperienced. She had some union  never lied to the workers, she told
Pozniak, one of the owners of training i the Basic Congitions of  the truth and sh never misled the.
Supreme Hat & Cap where Sebori  Employment Act but fike her Over time she rose in the ranks of
was employed. predecessor she was rgid in her  Sactwu (South African Clothing &
Pozniak and Seboni clearly had an  approach to labour relations. Textile Workers Union) to become a
unusual employer/employee 1 started to train herWhen I say  professional shop steward. She was
relationship.So Kally Forrest from  train, | do not mean'co-opt’ because | still employed by us and we
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continued to pay her benefits into
the Industrial Council provident and
sick funds.

She developed into a strong and
flexible leader and she compromisad
‘whera nacessary. During the
stayaways of the 1980s and 19905 we.
always gave our workers the day off.

1 naver wanted to splt the workforca
and create a stuation where soma
workers wanted to stay away and
others not.| would tall the workforce.
t0 go and picket opanly outside on
the pavement in front of the
company.

Anyway, ona stayaway in the 19905
we had just received a larga and
urgent export ordar. spoke to Violet
and explained that we nesded
people to work and could she help
in this casa. Sha arranged that 75% of
the workforce cama to work and
wer paid overtime,al thosa that
wera absolutely naeded. The others
went on a march.

Initilly we had to find a way of
communicating with cach other.
Once | lost my temper with her in
front of the whola workforce which
was bad. Sha was angry and we had a
confrontation whera she said | was
undermining her leadership abilty. |
apologised to her for doing this and

we sorted it ut. I the end she
trusted me becausa | never misled
her. | never triad to undarmina the
union. | was very proud of her.

We discussed allsorts of things like
her balief in communism where |
argued that thare can be a human
face to captalism

She was serious. She mada workers
aware of tha troubles in the textle
industry and how factorie allaround
us wera closing. She understood the
clothing industry. When she came
into the company there wera 132
‘workers, but over ten years we were
forced to retrench until we now only
have a work forca of 60.

We never had any strikes in the

A o-worker s a Seboni dsk.

‘company When we were forced to
retrench wa revealed al the
necessary information

Violet buit up a strong allegiance
10 the company and for that | am
very thankiul to her.

Why are you different in your
approach from many other
cxmployers, especialy in welcoming 3
union?

1 came from a family who belonged
o the Jowish holocaust generation
and my father always emphasised
respect for other people. Ho
developed inme 3 quality of
empathy for others

who ara less fortunate.

Then a5 an undergraduate |
studied politcs at Wits (University
of the Witwatersrand) and | got
involved in student politics. | was
oo of the betagars (protestors)
Wwho got arrested in demonstrations.
and was fingerprinted and
photographed by th security
police. Then | went to the Wits
Business School to do a Master's of
Management and focused on
organisational behaviour and human
capital. | wrote a thess on
“Motivation of biack workers ina
small business: a case study’.

A while before Violet died she
phoned and said to ma | would do
anything for you:”

Atthis point Robert Pozniak's
oyes welled up with tears. B





