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Will bigger be better?

forims of union organisation

orhers file into the offices of
the breahawm Scuth Afncan

Food and Alled Workers' Union
(SATAWTD on the sivth floor of 2 building
10 dow ntow o Johanneshurg One wears a
Tshirt baanng the FAVU logo Tw o floors
helosw, officials from the TAW)
Jolunneshump branch oftice dismiss
SAFAWT) as the work of “rehel unton
leaders who divided norheny™,

Late last sear, the FAWT] Gauteng coegion
withheld aorher subscniptions, ciung,
amongst other gricvances, unresolved
financial irregulanues and burcaucratic
mismanagement The umon head office
made it clear it would not tolerate such
defiance Twenty thousand sothers were
cxpelled from the umion and now form
the core of SAFAWTU s membership

There have been at least two other
sphits witliun COSATU affiliates sn the
recent past. The TGWU, w hich lost a
sizeable pumber of truck drnvers to the
Turning Wheel Worker<' Union in 1994,
suffered another briakaway by ats
members in Pinctonwn, KwaZulu Natal last
month Quarrels within the COXTU [ed 1o
the formation of the Westerm Cape hased
O, Chermmucal, Generl and Alhied Worhers'

. Unton (OCGAWL) in February this year
Declining levels of paruopauon in union
structures and a widening chiasm betw een
lcadership and members, coeupled with
growang rank-and-file disaffection has
fuelicd a number of bruising battles

Tensions and splits in several
COSATU affiliates are
ibhreatening wwovker nnity:
COSATU bas decided to
concentrate is members in
Sewes, bigeer unions. Malcolns
Ray argues that, in the absence
of a solid base for unity, such
an approach witl not waork,

herween lademship factions COSATU's G0
natonal congress noted that “Tensions in
some cuses (Chave) led to decp divisions
Theswe havein turn (Jed) to internal strife,
bachk-stabhing. destructive chiques and
cnticism ™

Declining democracy

Although the reasons for tensions and
splits 1n unions differ markedly, they hinge
on common unien goals and strategices
democracy, accountable leadership and
service provision The general decline in
union democracy and worker control is
well documented In his 1997 suney of
the state of umon organsation, 5WOP
rescarcher, Sakhett Behlungo, observed a
number of sources of orpanisational malarse,
A Flefdoms: There is a lack of clanty
about how umon leadership aniculate
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and represent collective interests. In a
number of cases this has led to the
emergence of ‘fiefdoms’ or power bases
amongst officials, which then lobby for
support (hold ‘caucuses™) amongst
shopstewards, worker office-bearers,
and branch regional stractures.

Q The ‘revolving doer’: The exodus of
union leaders diminished capacity for
the kind of innovations required in the
current transition peried High staff
turnover remains a problem The new
generation of ‘careerist officials’ resent
and do not fully understand worker
control.

Q) Individualism: Old value systems and
bonds of solidarity which made union
work meaningil In the past have
virtually disintegrated Notions of
sacrifice and the collective ethic of the
struggle days have been replaced by
individualism and a quest far wealth To
a certaln extent, union leaders have
becn influenced by this value shift.

Q Burcancratisation: The complexity
of union work has resulted in 2
situation where forms of organisation
are driven by the imperatives of
efficicncy and the need to address
complex issues in a changing national
and intecnational environment, Unlons
dre unwittingly planting the sceds of
what has been termed *a managerial
model’ of unionism,

D Elte pacts: A culture of‘elite pacting’
with business and government around
industrial and economic policy issues is
emerging. Unions have become
dependent on individual leadership
interventions in mult-layered
negotiations, industry policy
formulation processes and investment
at the expense of membership
participation.

[a the late 1980s, researcher, Eddie

Webster, noted that as union growth

bepins to curve off, subtle changes occur.
“The old idealism and militancy declines
as a new leadership emerges which is
more moderate, accommodating and
‘responsible’. A process of goal
displacement occurs, as union
membership moves closer tosvards the
articulation of the interests of its supposed
adversaries, and further away from the
interests of the membership.”

At the time, Webster concluded that this
theary did not apply to unions in COSATL.
Until 1991, it was possible ta unite black
workers under the banner of a struggle for
democracy,

Disorientation

In the current period, social and economic
transformation survives as the prime
bonding agent. Its adhesive power, though,
is weak.There is a pervasive sense of a
[ack of political direction and confusion
about the future of the workers’ struggle,
Analyst Hein Marais says that, while not in
crisis, unions are in flux and prone to a
pervasive mood of “(shopfloor)
disengagement and disorientation”.

Unions now have to engape withina
state which, in formal terms, is controlled
by a political ally. A union organiser
comments:*The whole strategic focus of
unicnism is unclear. We are not sure what
our job is today. Is it to go to Nedlac, or is
it to service members?”

Bublungu adds: “One can no longer
assume that unions see the bosses and the
state as the paolitical enemy as they did in
the 1980s " Union participation in the
financial markets has displaced the
itdleological basis for umty. As author,
Gordon Young, puts it: “It scems only
yesterday that union congresses were
speclfically adopting socialism as thelir
creed With this came the rhetoric of
workers' control.,. Now we hear of
trinsport unions entering the semp-metal
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UNION ORGANISATION

L. N

Turning Wheel members blockade at Mooi River, 1396

business; of minine houses entenng the
transpon husiness, of clothing vnions in
the furmitune business, and exenyone in the
ccllular telephone business ™

Forms of organisation .

The dominant vicw within COSATLS i< that
tensions and divisions in affiliates can be
~olved by addressing the form of tmon
organisation

Dunng the 1980s<, the thrust towands
industnial unionism provided the core
repositorny of uniny Merpers betaeen
different poliucal currents in umaons ke
FAVCLULTGWU and SAMWU and the
collapse of regionaliy-based general unions
into pational industry-speaific nunions were

- the order of the day

The racual diwvision of labour Jed to a
unjon modcl focussed specifically on
unshilled black norkers The panticular
interests of skilled (predominantdy w hite)
catcpones of workers fuere

-
Pt}
e

accommodated 1in relatinely small and
dnnerse umons outside COSATU.

Concentration on organsing and wage
bargaziming, the decentmabisation of
authonity and power w ithin organisations
along with the everw helming impulse to
umte against apartheid found concrete
eapression in the principles of worker
control, democracy, accountable
lcadership and epen debare.

Today, mergers with smatler unions and
the affihation to COSATU of wlute-collar
umons Iihe SASBQ is [cading ta a
redefinition of the old [ines of industnal
and accupatonal demarcation Several
affiliates luve over 100 000 members
Mam more are well aborve the 50 D00
mark.

Industrial unsons now operate across
more occttpational groups Black workers
who have moved into shalled and semi-
skilled occupations are joining COSATU
affiliares mther than the old craft unions

Vol 22 Hamber 3 fune 15532

67

[C L RTR R d 1}



FEATURE

New dispensation

The problem of organisation is influenced
partly by the passage of legislative changes
and the promotion of new collective
bargaining structures The implicitly
majoritacian thrust of the LRA has
profoundly altered the criteria for union
represeniativity,

Researchier, Ian AMacun, points out that
“Under the old Lrw, representativity was
stndghtforward... Unionisation and collective
bargaining arrangements were premised on
occupational and mcial categories of
workers in bargaining units” He argues
that the new dispensation encourages a
shift away from narrowly defined
categories of workers and workplaces to
representing a cross-section of workers
withun broadly defined industrial sectors.

In this context, size matters most. A
solidified union structure will fit inte a
centralised collective bargaining cegime
demarcated along industrial lines, Larger
unions will be mare powerful and will
reduce competition between smaller unions,

Structure

While the objectives of majoritananism
might be desirable in theory, the expenence
of union organisation tells a different story.
Growth in membership and greater
centradisation of bargaining has nat been
accompanied by a consistent organisational
lopic.In many cases, unions live been slow
in adapung their structure and style of
orpganisation to new conditions. Unlon
struchure is an historical erertlon. Change is 2
gpradual and evolving process. Unions face
organisational, polltical and cultural
constraints in maving from narrowly defined
forms of arpanisation to one that is able to
represent amore diverse range of Interests

‘Super unions’

COSATU' response to this situatlon is
spelt out in the recommendations of the

September Commission. The Commission
recognises that a simple continuation of
traditionzal forms of organisation and
engagement is inappropriate. It compares
COSATU with the Norwegian trade union
federmtion and observes that COSATU is
strikingly decentmlised. It recommends
that organisation be centralised in line wath
the union structure envisaged by the LRA.

Participatory forms of democmcy are
discarded in favour of “representative”
forms of engagement which “empower
leaderships to make mote decisions™ in
centralised bargaining fora and tripartite
negotiations, The rationale s that *jt is not
possible for shepfloor structures 1o Keep
up with national (¢conomic and
industrial) issues”. Unions would be able
to deal with multi-layer negotiations in a
maote strategic way.

The Commission also recommends that
union structures and jurisdiction be
rationalised. This, it is assumed, would
make them more cfficient, The general
approach is to encourage merger activities
toward the creation of organisationally
inclusive majority, or ‘super unions',

Implications

The 'super union’ formula begs a number
of questions:

Whilc there may be arganisational and
bargaining bencfits, larger unions may well
lead to larger divisions The diversity of
members' intercsts Increases as size
increases, making it difficult to formulate
common goals and mobilise members in
support of common demands.

The conventional responsc is to try and
reconcile divergent interests thraugh the
creation of representative bargalning
structores, But this tends to obscure the
rationale for union organisation: collective
bargaining. Divisions between catepories
af workers could become more
pronounced where wage demands are
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adh cr~cly affected
hy Jpreements set
in contralised
harpaiming forums

Different
organatonal
identnies apd
stratepies which
have been heavily
influcnced by the
apanheid
warkplace’ wall
weahoen the alalin
of unions to
represent 1 Cross-
section of workers
Representansin,n
muost cases, 1s likely
o conunue ta be
determuned wathun the context of ald
banuuining units

Less rank and fle imvolvement in
decivion mabing could increase the nsh of
greater coentralisaton of power and
authonny The danger of tensions betw een
memberstup and lcadership and sphnter
formations 1» oy er-proesent

Lessons

The international union expenence points
to a number of lessons In Australiz (1995),
Bnuun (since 1979), and more recently,
Canada, union merger activty was either
dmven by the protection of membership
(w hat has been termed ‘market-share
unionism’) or political ideological reasons

In most instances, a policy of ‘defensive
rationahsation’ was purstted in response 1o
dechining membership and pohitical
influcnce 10 nauonal pohicy making
structures The outcome differcd markedly
from couniry 1o country Whereas merger
activines in Australia occurred quickly and
resulted in divisions among workers and a
£ap between lcadership and membership,
the Canaduan expenence was less

S

The decline in union democracy is well documented

dramanc In that country, a gradual
evolution of general unrons into industrial
unens ook place in Canada Tihns
preceded an miernal restructunng process
based on couperaine relationships’
betwcen indmodaal unjions
Representativity follown ed practical
concerns ke rmtienabsing resources The
merger process and the formation of super
umons represented a lopscal and farly
Linear path The veny surnvival of the umons
depended on rauonalisation

In the case of COSATU, the thrust
1oward higger umions has an offensne and
defensne Iogic While the size of unions
has increased, the complexiny of
memberslhup has grown along with
degrees of organtsauonal malaise COSATU
affiliates a¢re industnual unions The noveln
of the super union concept 1s the
concentration of a wider catepory of
workers in a single orgarusation

Questions

Imponant questions remeun.
0 Is the concentmtion of union
membership organisabonally viable?
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Bureaucracy

The Commission does attempt to
counterbalance the ¢entralisation of
leadership by recommending a range of
measures o strengthen grassroots
organisation and worker cantrol A new
pohcy-making struciure, the Central
Committee (CC), will conaist of a large
delegation of workers from affilates The
COSATU congress decided that the CC
should meet once a year.

At the regional and local level, the
Commmssion recommends greater

invelverment of union structures in decisian-
making through a maore direct relationship with
national struclures. In the Commission's
words, "The purposes, role and struclure of
the locals need 1o be redsfined so that thay
can once again become centres of innovation
and activism.” Lower-level struetures will have
to sharpen their focus an mobilising workers
and bulding worker solidarity on tha ground. The
national leadership wll play an interventionist
role in setting nahonat guidshnes and resolving
dispules and dwisiens on the ground.

Increasing structural and occupational
divisions within the organised working
class might not necessarily square with
the notion af bipger industrial unions.
The danger of mergers lies in forging
centralised structures without
rationalising the basis for unity and
consolidaung grassroots organisation

Q) While the centralisation of union
organisation might be conducive to a
slick leadership structure and the
raunonalisation of resources across
affilintes, what are the implications for
worker control and democracy?

Dy sfunctional shepfloor structures
could be swallowed up in a
burcaucratic mornss.,

O Does bigger organisation translate to
stronger organisation? The ocganised
strength of workers presupposes social
cohesion and solidarity. The basis for
collective action might be
compromised in bigger, more nebulous
arganisations.

0O Can one speak of a common political
and lmrgninlni: strutepy in the context
of a cultueally and polltically stratificd
membership? The affillation of crmft
unilons to COSATU has been
accompanicd by the infusion of elitist
cultures and organisational styles in
stark contrast to the COSATU tradition.

There itre no simple answers.

Organisational solutions to divisions and
tensions cannot escape the range of
contradicuons thrown up by the post-
apartheid teansition. While bigger unions
might smooth over some of these
cantradictions, they could also prompt
rebellion amongst members and 50w
divisions. Unions will have to proceed
with extreme caution. #
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