interview

Where there’s a will....

Labouy Bulletin: A number of decisions
on organisattonal renewal were taken at
ibe recent COSATU congress How will these
e implemented?

Shilawa: Last November COSATU held a
special executive committee meeting, We
drew up a draft programme to implement
the congress decisions. The plan was
subsequently re-worked and presented to
meeting of affiliate general secretaries,

‘The programume is not only aimed at
implementation, [t should also enable us to
respond 10 pressures resulting from,
amongst others, the ANC conference and
what §s happening a1 Nediac, We must not
wait for pressures 10 arise before we
develop policy.

The programme we have adepted deals
with the following arcas: '

U Building organisation at the
political, socio-¢conomic ansd
international lcvels

QO Education and commusnication,
tebich are crucial to organisation
Here, we ate not talking about
departments as such, buwe the kind of
educatian peagramme aad campaigns
one needs, [F union members and society
gencrally are to be kept an baaed, we
must have also an effective
communlcations strtegy.

Q A mass recruftment cashmpaipn, which
will bopefully take place in April |,
Affilfates will have to put aslde resources
~ financial and human - to support this

COSATU general secretary, Sant
Shilowa, talks to Sakbela
Bublungu and Eddie Webster-.

campaign.They must ensure that
shopstewards get paid time off to recruit.
But this i{s not enough. Each affiliate must
also have information about which
industrial arcas they are less organised in
- Or not organised at all,

Q Servicing members
If you cannot service your membership,
then you'll recruit members, but a few
months later they’ll move out of the
organisation. Each affiliate must Jook at
their own servicing problems. We don't
want to discuss this in a bureaucratic
way - like saying “are there organisers at
the factory each and every day?"That’s
not the kind of organisation we are
1rying to build. \We want a movement
where workers and shopstewards,
together with organisers, build
organisation, We have to empower
shopstewards so that they are able to
deal with issues on the shopflaor and
answer workers' questions.

" Qur real challenge, owever, lies in the
direction sve give workers on the key
issues they face at the shopfloor;
workplace re-organisation, productivity |
questdons. That's where workers get
stuck. Linked to this Is collective

44

SA Labaur Bulletin



SAM SHILOWA

bargaining.What we are able
to deliver is part of the
service.This applics to
negotiations with both
employers and government
You have a factory, you go gut
and you recruit, You've got
rnew shapstewards - what
happens then? As new
members, there are so many
issues workers want to take
up with their companies.
Affiliates have got to put aside
resources to educate
shopstewards. Training should
not be restricted to
negotiztions skills.
Shapstewards must know
COSATU's basic policies, be
they political or socio-
economic.
Building COSATU
Within the federation, there
are weak affiliates and strong
affiliates. What assistance do
they require? In the past we
have tended to equate assistance to
affiliates with how much money we can
throw at them. We must identify which
unions need assistance and what form
this assistance should take.
The public sector
Transformation will not succeed unless
the public sector unions are
transformation oriented. We want ta
build the capacity of these affiliates and
recruit more members in the public
sector.This includes the new burcaucrats
who come from the democratic
movement.
M| Asses.;!ng COSATU structures
We've got to look at the COSATU CEC.
Daes it have the capacity and ability to
drive this programme? What about our
locals? Congress has given us the
opportunity to rebuild the locals, We

>

have agreed that the four COSATU office-
bearers will each be responsible for two
locals. That doesn't take away my
responsibility there, nor that of other
CEC members.All members of the CEC
must also be atlocated a local or a group
of locals.

We can put together this plan, but the
key question is whether affiliates are
going {o implement it COSATU, as the
centre, can do certain things, but it al)
depends on how the unions integrate the
federation programme into their own
programmes,

Labour Bulletin: Congress also agreed {o
develop the COSATU Liead office as the
engine of the federation by making all

office-bearer positions full-time. Has this
been put Into practice?
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Shilowa: Congress did not say that they
should be full-time, paid employees of the
federation. [t means full-time availability to
do COSATU work. Now, some of these
office-bearers are not even full-time
shopstewards, We agreed that myself and the
general secretaries of NUMSA, SACTWU and
FAWU will go and speak to management so
that these comrades (John Gomomo, Connie
September and Peter Malepe) are made
available.This is the basis on which they will
be full-time. The comrades themsclves will
have to speak to the shopsteward
committees and workers in their factories
so that they don’t expect them to be there
on a daily basis.

Immediately after the congress, we
worked out a schedule of meetings. But we
don't want them only at head office. They
will be allocated provinees and their job is-
to make sure that our overall programme is
implemented at that level. We will meet
cvery second Monday 1o assess progress,

You will remember that part of that
resolution was that the EXCO will now
meet monthly. The president and general
sceretary of each union will come together
to look at the direction we are taking, and
mandates for negotiations, We hope to do
the same thing at regional and locil
level,

Sa, there are many poad intentlons, But
these will require political will from the
affiliates and the leadership. We raised this at
the meeting with the general secreiaries. We
said that its all very well to pass resolutions
and have a three year programme, but the
key question is to what extent they are
committed to that programme. It's their
programme, and they must sce that it is
carcied out,

Labour Bulletin: At the COSATU congress
GEAR was refected and {t was declded that
this would be taken up at the ANC
conference. Did this bappen?

Shilorwa: The first thing | would like to say
is that COSATU's call for warkers to
participate in ANC structures was really
heeded. At least a third of the delegates to
the conference were workers. For me, this
means that wosking class leadership within
the ANC is not just a slogan.

There was a commission which dealt with
macro-economic transformation and
another which focussed on provision of
infrastrucnire. In both commissions, what
becaime clear is that the ANC, COSATU and
the SACP are at ong¢ in saying that we need
10 agree on a transformatory agenda. The
key debate is what this agenda constitutes,
What are we going to do in the areas of
health, education, socizl welfare and so
forth? What kind of macro-cconomic
policies do you nieed to build these services?

If yr;u loak at the conference resolutions,
it is clear that the outcome of the COSATU
congress had an impact on the ANC. But the
alliance meetings late 1ast year also had an
impact, The conference emerged with a
pasition very similar to decislons made at
those meetings ~ that no macro-cconomic
policy should be cast in stone, and that the
existing policy (GEAR) must be opened up
for debate in the ANC at branch, regional i
and narional level,

Contrary to what the commercial media
sald, a deal was niever placed before
conference for adoption or rejection. The
debate focussed less on GEAR than on what
ANC policy shonld be. It is this policy that
will guldd’ANC structures and the national
executive in influencing government
decislons.

There are two key challienges ahead. The
first is that, as COSATU, we take forward the
debate. This Is not ta say that we are going
to engage in endless theoretical
meanderings. \We don't want to create a
paralysis, One of the crucial differences is
around industrial policy. Currently, there's
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no job creation. Obviously, we will explain
some of the things that we're doing from
our side.Then there is the question of social
infrastructure,

The other important isste is whether the
ANC itself can use decisions made at bath
the congress and the conference to say that,:
in the year in which we're going to face a
general election, we will be able to resolve
the differences between us.This will require
compromises on both sides, not so much to
reach a short-term election pact,butto -
ensure that our long-term selationship is not
based on constant squabbling about macro-
economic policy.

In line with the decision taken at our
congress, COSATU has set up special

_ structures to loak at socio-€conomic issues.
We are obviocusly not going to be able to
come up with final positions at this stape.
We have asked Naledi to assist us with
research on key issues, We've got various
proposals as COSATU on what to do about

job creation. But we want that
consolidated. It will help us in our
negotiations at Nedlac and at the
Jobs Summit. The same goes for
industrial policy.

The final point 1 sant to make is
that there are many areas where we
are in complete agreement with the
ANC.There are very few differences
on things like health and education.
There may be problems around
teacher redeployment, but we agree
on the broad thrust.The real debate
is about how you put together the
necessary resources so that you are

.able to deliver these social services.
Even here, its not about whether
you have a 2% or 4% budget deficit,
it's about how we manage our
financeés in the light of budget
constraints. This is what
transformation is really about.

Labour Bulletin: There's been a lat in the

press recently about the future of Nedinc.
What is your view?

Shilowa: My own view is that Nedlac will
survive as one of the institutions that are
necessary for democracy to flourish in our
country and to ensure participation of
warkers in decision making around
economic issues. Of course, we don't only
ensure participation through Nedlac. We
also intervene directly in the legisfative
process through partiament,

Despite the recent statements from the
different parties in Nedlac, and from parties
outside of it, business, labour and the
government are all agreed that it's an
insticution that all of us should do whatever
We can to preserve. ’

COSATU has had both successes and
failures at Nedlac. The failures have been not
so much in terms of whether or not e
have achieved everything that we s¢t out to
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achieve, but that in certain instances we
have failed to drive a particular agenda. As
COSATU, we have not sat down and decided
what the key issues are that we want to
drive at Nedlac. This is something that we've
pot to correct. We've agreed that we need to
have an urgent meeting of all our Nedlac
negotiators and the CEC to decide on our
agenda at Nedlac for the first half of this
year.

Anather area of concern is that when
business or government place issues on the
Nedlac agenda, we take too long to develop
a position. For example, when the basic
conditions of employment negotiations
begin, we had very clear positions on what
we wanted to achieve. The problem was that
we focussed on every little section in the
Bill. We should rather have identified the
arcas we should focus on and be prepared
to fight over.

I must qualify this by saying that the new
Basic Conditions of Employment Act is a
vast improvement on the old one, There
have been numerous other successcﬁ, which
do not always make the headiines. We have
been able to make an impact on the budget.
We have pushed for the transformation of
health services and demanded real housing
delivery. We got Stals to come and account
for his monetary policies.

The challenge is not so much whether as
labour we're winning what we want. Its
whether we use the alliance to plan
properly, not sa much on the detall of every
issu¢ that's going to come up at Nedlac, as
on the key stmtegic questlons around the
cconomy, around social transformation, so
that there's less time spent with in-fighting
between COSATU and the government and
more time spent teylng te ensure that
business also comes on boeard with regard to
these issucs. e

There are somc Issues which we are
golng to take up In Nedlac, but which really
have got nothing to do with government,

and everything to do with business, The
massive retrenchments in the private sector
are an example. Government has 2 role to
play, but its something employers have to
account for. It goes beyond legislation. I
agree that we need to increase productivity,
but who benefits out of that increased
productivity? How do we drive workplace
rcorganisation so that it does not lead to job
loss?

Labour Bulletin: There were mafor
differences within the alliance en basic
conditions of employment. What lessons
bas COSATU learned from these
negotiations?

Shilotra: The first important thing is that, as
COSATU, we have firm policies on issues.
This means that when peapie go out of [ing,
they know that the great majority of
workers will not approve, We are also able
to influence the parliamentary process.
These are two of our cylinders. The third is
the alliance, We have to be able to fire on all
three.

The alliance must not look at things on
an ad boc basis. We must not operate on the
basis of crisis management. We have to look
at things together. The ANC has a new
leadership. Each year, we should develop a
programme which we commit ourselves to
pursuing. We should schedule two alliance
summits every year.At the end of the year,
we must evaluate how we have dealt with
{ssucs.

The new leadership must also be fully in
tune with what the ministers are daing.
They must establish the central role of the
movement in guiding overall policy
formulation. They must set the parameters
in which the mlaisters work. This will
require that the ANC headquarters are
properly staffed, I had a sense that this is
what was coming out of the ANC conference.

I was elected to the ANC NEC., It is not s0
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much how I use my position to
advance workers’ interests, but
how to ensure that the agenda
of the movement broadly
represents working class issues
It’s all going to depend on
the political will of the ANC t
implement the resolutions that
came out of Mafikeng and
whether the alliance as a whole
takes these matters seriously.

Labour Bulletin: In 1994
COSATU lost many key
personnel lo government,
resulting in severe capacity
problems. Will this bappen
again in 1999?

Shilowar Congress decided that
we must support the ANC in the
1999 elections and make
resources available. It did not
say that we should release

people to go to parliament.\We h

still need to discuss that at our

Central Committee, and with the ANC. We
also have to decide on a platform of issues
that will form the base of our support.

We will be guided by both the
experience of 1994 and the needs of the
current situation. We face a dilemma here.
We could put 2l our energy into building
COSATU and sit on the outside and demand
that whatever the ANC does has a working _
class bias.We have to remember, however,
that although the ANC has the interest of
workers at heart, it also represents other
interests, If these other interests release
people to go into government, and we don't,
we could find ourselves in a losing position.

At the same time, we must do things in
such a way that we don’t weaken our own
organisation.The problem is not really about
releasing people, its about developing a
second layer of leadership so that if people

leave the erganisation, we can carry on
without them. No individual should ever be
indispensable.

Labour Bulletin: The COSATU congress
also discussed the performance of
unlonisis who were sent to parliament
after the last elections.

Shilowa: The resolution on this issue
should be seen in terms of what our
relationship with pacliament and the
government should be. Most of the
members of parliament who come from
within the ranks of COSATU, whether they
are ministers or MECs or just ordinary
members, are putting forward positions in
favour of working class people, whether
we've had discussions with them or not.
There are some who've taken positions
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which in no way advance this cause. We
might as well not have them in parliament.

Having said this, I think it would be a
mistake for COSATU to think that we can
send 20 people to parliament and in this
way exert real influence. They are 20 qut of
400.We obviously need to ensure that they
remain faithful to waorking, class pasitions,
but the more important thing is to make
sure that the ANC itself is not an anti-worker
organisation.

One of the ways we can do this is to brief
chairs of all the standing committees on
what our issues are. That will require that
we have clear positions COSATU should
also call an open meeting with members of
parliament There are members who do not
have any trade union track record, but
whose views are very impressive to us,

For the forthcoming clections, we have .
several options. We could say that COSATU
members who are clected to pacliament
should remain members, or remain linked to
a structure. We can use the ANC
parliamentary caucus to outline important
issues and engage in debate, We did this
with the LRA and the Basic Conditions of
Employment Act We also need to build up
our own parliimentary office in Cape Town,
We must not forget, howcever, that there are
ninc other parhaments, We need to look at
how our regional offices can build
relationships with the provincial
parllaments.

Labour Bulletin: Alliances between
labour federation and a political party
lead, in the views of some, to the
marginalisation of labour Has COSATU
been marginalised in the allfance?

Shifowa: 1 am not dismissive of these
concerns. This is, however, not the only
possiblc outcome,

Ovenral), 1 would say that COSATU has
been able to influence {ssues. Health

minister, Nkosasanz Zuma, and ourselves are
at ane on health policy. The same can be
said of many other ministers. The areas of
contention are macro-cconomic policy and
privatisation.There was practically no
consultation on these matters.,

COSATU has taken up these issues.
Immediately after privatisation swas
announced, we had a meeting with Mbeki
and the result was the National Framework
Agreement,

But we should never lase qur sense of
struggle, We have to always be on our toes.
When ministers go the wrong way, waorkers
must respond, You remember that GEAR was
pronounced non-negatiable.As the labour
movement, we said that the words 'non-
negotiable’ do not exist in our vocabulacy.
We've gone through a long, labourious
process, but we now have an alliance
positionl' which says that it was wrong for
the ANC to say that it will not consult with
its allies Being in an alliance means that
each party has to defend each policy on its
own merits, Where it does not stand up to
scrutiny it has to be able to change.

To sum up, if you look at the constitution,
if you look at the pieces of legislation that
have come through Nedlac in spite of the
struggles that have happened, if you look at
broader policices, I would say that the
alliance has been able to drive all of these
areas. But it has also shown that there has to
be resilience. The fact that we are in alliance
does not mean that we suberdinate workers'
interests

Labour Bulletin: In bis address to the ANC
conference, President Mandela made a
remiark about some unions developing an
allernative leadersbip ta the ANC

(see p 41). Do you see this as an attack on
cCoSATU?

Shilowa: No. He was talking about a
particular time period, when the ANC was
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underground

This does not mean that there are
not people within COSATU who do
not belang to the ANC and who sce the
trade union movement as an ﬁtrcrn:uivc
and an opposition.

COSATU policy is very clearWe
recognise the ANC as the leader of the
liberation struggle and the leader of the
alliance. We also recognise that as the
alliance we are the only force capable
of transformation. We are a democratic
organisation. If there are other views
within COSATU, this is part of the
debate.

Labour Bulletin: President Mandela
also safd that organised workers are
relatively privileged. Is 1his an
accurate reflection of the situation on
the ground?

Shilowa: One of the approaches that
wr took in the ANC conference is that
COSATU can’t be hypersensilive to criticism
by the ANC. If we do, we'll become
paranoid. When we go 1o our own congress
we pull no punches. We went to that
conference expecting the ANC leadership to
be open and frank.In the same way that we
have every right to criticise the ANC, they
have every right to criticise us.The key
question is what you do thereafter.
Obviously, if you're comparing semebody
who earns no wages and somebody who is
working, you could makc that
differentiation. I hope, however, that the
President did not realty mean that workers
are privileged. We all know about the [evel
of inequality in this country.
The differences between the way
management live and the levels of poverty
in the homes of even the workers who are
working are indecent. The President himself
has made this observation on scveral
occasions in the past, ‘

Labonr Bulletin: At ihe COSATU congress
{t was resolved to form closer Iinks with
sections of civil soctely such as progressive
intellectuals How do you bope to bring
this about?

Shilotwa: The one big problem is that, in
our society, most progressive intellectuals
are either standing on the sidelines as we go
on with the challenge of transformation, or
they have bought into the agenda that says
that the kind of transformation we are
demanding is not possible. There are those
who we believe can help to shape the
transformation agenda of the labour
movement. We need to look at our
rclationship with them,

Naledi should be getting progressive
individuals and institutions involved in
developing alternatives. The federation
should also consider a meeting with
progressive academics to consider how they
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