Waai-waai

focus: relrenchments

. /
the impact of retrenchment

hen medern industry
N R f developed in South Africa,
colonisers and capitalists, with

the help of the state, implemented
strategies to 'force’ labour from what they
saw as the unproductive econcmy (the
rural sector) into mines, factories and
commercial farms Stmtegies included the
poll tax, hut tax, labour tax as well as
people being removed from “winte
designated areas’to governmentally
defined homelands.

Young men were siphoned from the
rural areas to the mines Here, they were
paid low wages - just enough for them to
come to work the next day and send some
money home te their families. With the
preoccupation to pay taaes, dependency
on wige labour was instilled in the minds
of rural people.The talk in many villages at
the peak of mugrant labour was that
uztkuyi thatha nim ijoyina mfana? (When
are you going to take the mine work
Contract young man?)

This forced dependency on wage
labour became an entrenched way of life
for many poor homesteads, parnticularly in
the wake of unprecedented droughts, a
senies of plagnes and vicious cattle
diseases

Muming capital’s demand for labour
began to change in the 1980s According
ta the Southern Africa Migration Project
(1999) gold mines affiliated to the
Chamber of Mines employed about

Xolani Ngonini went to
villages in rural areas in the
Eastern Cape and spoke to
retreniched mineworkers and
their families aborut the
difficulties they fuace.

500 000 workers in 1987, but by 1997 thus
figure had dropped to 300 000 and fell to
240 000 in 1998 At the same time that the
demand for migrant labour decreased,
people hiving in rural areas had an
increased need for money because of poor
agricultunl yields and decimated herds.

Waai-waai

Waaiwaai (go-go in Afriknans} is the
concept used by the migrants to refer to
the spate of retrenchments It tells a story
about the employeremployee relationship
and how the lay-offs are dealt with. From
the migrant’s point of view, it means they
were not properly consulted and not
provided with training so as to find
another job,

In a document entitled ‘A Vision for the
Mining Industry’, the NUM (1998)
expresses the future prospects of the
migrants ‘Migrant workers have little or no
chance of finding alternative employment
and are forced to return to their
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communities. With little economtic
opportunities, infrastructures in disarray
and croded agricultural assets, retrenched
workers have limited prospects of
cscaping the poserty cycle!

My rescarch involved going to three
villages in the Bizana district and
interviewing retrenched minewaorkers and
their families to determine how they were
affected by the retrenchments in the
mining industry

The villages

Bizana district is situated in Eastern
Pondoland, which is known as Qawukeni
uader the traditional authority of the
Sipgcau lineage. It is along the South Coast
bordering on the Indian Ocean.The three
villages reflect patterns of dependency,:
in almost eyvery homestead one or two
members have been migeants at some
stage. Many people are still working as
migrants on the mines, and their
remittances are the primarcy source of
income for their hiouseholds,

These villages escaped the betterment
plans {villagisation) of apartheid and are
thus widely spaced. By the same tohen, it
could be said that they have been escaped
by development projects. To mention a
fesv things they have missed out one
clectricity,' RDP' houses, road construction
and government provided sanitation. Cor
all these villages there is no efficient
tinsport since the Transhed Road
Trnsport Corporation (TRTC) was shut
down with the dissolution of homeland
governments The nearest hospital is about
30 1o 40 hilometres away from these
villages. Water is sourced from remote
rivers, where washing is alse done.'There
is one high school and one primary
school, bt ne preschoal,

These villages have 340 homesteads,
and more pensieners than full-time
workers. There are no jobs except in the

informal sector composed of cafes, pancel
beating and building services.

Of the 340 homesteads, 150 do not
have anyone who is currently employed
About 90 homesteads have members
working as street vendors in Durban or as
domestic workers The other homesteads
have peosioners as breadwinners.

Extended families are a norm in these
villages. The biggest extended family has
26 sons and daughters as well as 28
grandchildren. This homestead has about
20 huts. The smallest homestead has five
people. With the spate of retrenchments
from the mines, there is a very high
number of males in these villages - more
than ¢ver before,

Loss of dignity

Previously, when a young man from the
village found a job on the mines the entire
village would be jubilant, because migrant
work was deemed a prized job. Indeed,
saciety cares for an individual when that
individual is profitable, However, members
of the community regard some of the ex-
migrants who have returned home to be
crary ot mad because of depression,

These ex-miners reporct being highly
frustrated because with the loss of their
jobs cume a loss of dignity and status in
the homestead*Since I lost my job, 1 do
not have the respect I used to command
when I swas working Then, when [ came
back, T used to buy peaple beers, drinks,
blankets for old people, sweets for
children, but now 1 cannot alford to buy
mysclf even a loose fug’

These are trrditional patriacchal villages
EHlowever, the crisis in the mining and
migrant labour system has shiken the
foundation upon which patriarchy was
bascd - men as the sole breadswinners and
wives staylng at home and engaging in
agriculture for their own food needs. Many
of the retrenched migeants are no longer
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able to bring in 2 cash wage They report
that they are always stressed and
depressed as a result of the retrenchment

and their inabitity to find work again Many

report that they were not piven
counselling when they were retrenched,
and think that this worsencd their
situation They constantly ask*'What am 1
going to do? How am [ going 1o mike a
living? | do not know how to do anything
else’”The men feel that they are unable 10
use the skills they learned on the mines ‘1
have the drlling and blasting certificate,
but I can not use these things here. 1 can
be a security at the gate with my
knobherric!

Those who bought goats, sheep and
cattle have had to sell their Inestock to
cducate their children. They state that they
are na longer regarded as important
people since their herds have decreased
and in these willages, a person who has
more Inestock is more important than a

Retrenched miners returning to rural areas face a bleak future.

person who has a car Cattle ownership
lholds high status since cattle are used for
occasions such as weddings and burials

The negauve perception of migrants is
reinforced at home where some men are
reparded as superfluous and burdensome
One man captured this sentiment in
saying:'My wife once told me that things
were easier for her whide I was away and
now things have become more complex
since I am here at home doing nothing
(umahilalela - the unemployed). She says 1
am only a burden,and in fact I 2m just Iike
one of the children she has to feed. T felt
50 bad, because what she was saying was
true!

Many men are devastated when their
wires leave them One lady explained why
she was leaving ‘If he can't provide food
and maney for us I don’t know why 1 have
to stay with him because he is never going
to get a job here. The only thing 1 see
yindlala (hunger, poverty)!
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Women

The retrenchments and changed
accumulation strategies have affected the
ways in which houschold power and
authonty are exercised within the
homestend, Under the peak of the migrant
labour system, the members of the families
in the willages were imvolved in agriculiure
It was regarded as good to have many
children who could help in agriculnical
activitics. With a decline in the alnlity of
the land to support families and having no
income from waged labour on the munes,
many women sought new ways of making
meoney and/or surviving, One of the
respondents expluned I wahe up very
early in the morning, around 4.00 to work
in the parden in summer, and thereafier
without cven taking a break, 1 go to ask
nurses or teachers if they have any
laundry that nceds to be done, T do this for
my children because their fathier was
reteenched!

Many, relatvely young women have
decided 1o cither Ieave their usbands and
go back to their arigimal homesteads or
migrate 10 KevaZult-Natal The women
who migrate to Durhan often work as fruit
street vendors af they failed to get ajob in
manufacturing factories or as domestic
workers from the middle/higher class
residents around However, their husbands
complain that they do not come back with
money, rather some come back pregnant
and not wanting to stay with them any
more:'My wife left for Durban in 1997, she
told me that her friend had found her a
job She only came back in 1999 pregnant
and to cteh the kids from me. This
devastated me very much. I can not sleep
properly since they left because 1 do not
know what is happening to my childeen®

Hardship for families

Lack of resources and income has
destabilised many families I'or many

families it is even difficult to get food onto
the table.As the old Xhosa saying goes ‘the
cat’s sleeping on the hearth' - meaning
cooking does not take place because there
is nothing to cook!

Families also experience extreme stress
over their children's scheoling. Over the past
few years the cost of biving has increased
dreamatically - for example school fees have
gone up and scheol uniforms have become
expensive. One respondent pointed out that
if*your kids don't have the uniferm on, then
they can't be in the classroom. Sadly, this
happens at a time when these parents have
redlised the increased need for education in
order ta secure a job.

A large number of school-going
children have been withdewwen from
school because parents cannot afford to
pay the fees. Some students who have
completed prade twelve are unable to
study further because of a lack of funds,
One frustrated pupil stated thae'If chese
unsympathetic mine owners had net laid
ofl my fathier I would be doing mechanical
cngineering at a university now. When we
£o to the bank, they ask for pay slip yet,
my lather does not work and thus 1 do not
qualify for a loan’

Entreprenecurial skills

Some migrants have engaged in
cntreprencurial activities to generate an
income The results have heen varied

Shops

Some migrants epened general dealer
shops, cafés and so forth. However, many
of those who epencd shops have since
fuled and have gone into debt with the
lacal wholesalers

One migrant who was running a caf¢
sadd het was in hiding because he owed the
local wholesale manager some money

from the previous stock he loaned from
him,
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Thousands have been retrenched in the mining industry.

Traclors

Two ex-migrants suffered strokes while
they were sull employed and were thus
compelled, for health reasons, to stop
worhing and come backh ta Ine with their
families Upon ‘reuring’ they were given
packages, which they used to purchase
tractors These tractors earned them some
money mitally. Howes er, since they lacked
business acumen and faced depressed
conditions they did not make profits One
of them stated that.*When | came back |
bought a red tractor from Kohstad, and
imuaily 1 made money, but as time went by
I did not see where it was going People
started not payng on time or not pay g at
all.They told me that their husbands or
sons have not sent money!

Mechanic

Mr Kola's story is more positive. He had
worhed as a mechanic on a mine for 15
years and now he uses the skills he acquired

there to fix the old cars in the village.*I fix
the skoro-horos They bring a few mands o
buy food and pay fees for my cluldren Thus as
the only source of income for me!

However, he stall faces difficultics When
ashed why he does not opcen a gamge 1n
his home, he s *Many mechanics have
been hilled, because people bring cars
while they don’t have maney to pay for
them They then send therr friends to
come and borrow some parts of the car or
clse they caome late to stnp some parts so
that when they come in the morning to
fetch the car some things are missing You
as a mechanic you have to pay for the
mussing part and they will not pay for
what you have fixed’

Dagoa

The ‘wonderful weed' has come as a major
source of income for a number of
homesteads, such that they manage to
raise more than R300 a2 month if the police
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do not to mnsack their homesteads. The
weather is genenilly favourable to its
germination, and is quite easy and very
cheap to grow As those who grow it say
‘All you need to da is plant and then not
forget when and where you planted it!'

Networks

Another survival strategy used by the
families is inkung in te nerworks or
cemmumty associations. Food associations
(imihlanganiso) have mushroomed over
the last few years, as buffers apainst
poverty and developing community self-
provision But, money is needed to belong
to the food associations and interest is
charged to those who do not pay on time.
One migrant stated that i1 took his
homestead almast six months to get R30
for the assaciation, Later they had wo pay
R100 rowards the association and when
they could not pay it they were expelled.

Families without these resources rely
on what they call uhunkinkga (going to
ask for mealie meal, sugar, and tea, stamp
(umggqusho) almost everything?),
Homesteads, which embark on
ukunkinkqa, have less material assets such
as livestock, education and shifls and do
not carn an income,

In most of these homesteads, wives
have begun to use multiple relationships
as 1 way to get money from those who are
working, As one woman cxplains My
husband does not work, and | cannot find
i job in town, besides it's too e 1 have
decided to date a joyini (a miner) because
he is still working and gives me moncy,
which I use to buy basic things for the
homestead!

Crime

Gun shats, stabbings and fights in the
drinking areas were not part of every day
life belare, but it hias become a nom.
According to the headman who Is an ex-

migrant this is because 'there are too many
men present in the village, not working,
frustrated’. IHe also stated that he has to
deal with more conflicts between
indivicdluals as well as villages than ever
before. Most of these conflicts are a result
of theft and robbery, which has flounished
aver the years People go to other villages
to steal. Faction fights have become
endemic and increase tensions when they
result in the death of an innocent persaon.
The violence is also fuelled by alcohol.

Migrants state that they are doven to
crime to survive. For example, one migrant
said that his wife told him that she was
going 1o leave if he did not do something
about poverty. He emphatically said that;
“You know! Indlata inamanyala Chunger
breeds evil). I never thoughit that I could
steal anything, but now 1 am forced by
circumstances. I cannot find a job, children
neced to eat, I decided to steal [ have stolen
three goats and one pig. T slaughter them
and take them to town, because i [ kedp
them I will be caught!

This migrant said he had been doing
this with his three daughters who have
withdrtwn from school and are saving
moncey to go te Durban to lock for
cmployment.

Conclusion

While there is still much more that the
miners had to say, this short article points
to the devastating effects of retrenchments
in the mining industry.The e¢ffects include
not only deepening poverty, but also the
breakdown of family life and the erosion
of people’s dignity. It is ironic that those
whe built the mining industry nosv pay
the price for its decline, %

XNolani Ngonind is o wnasters student in
fudustrial Sociology at the Undversity of the
Witwatersrand He fs also ane intery at the
Soclelogy of Work Unit (SIW0R),
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