union profile

‘Workers, take control!l’

Bulletin: Does SAMWU belicve the battle
against igoll 2002 s over? Are there any
prospects for reversing the privatisation
that bas alveady taken place?

Raonnie: There is an opportunity for us to
halt and reverse the privatisation that has
taken place in Johannesburg. 1t will
require 2 massive campaign on a national
scale. 1t cannot be restricted just 1o
workers in Gauteng. Se while we might
have suffered in the last few months,
SAMW1 is quite confident that we can
reverse the situation. Qur last national
executive committee meeting illustrated
this.We have a dedicated team of
camrades who can deal with all the
elements of the Igoli plan, This team will
be based in Johannesburg, laking
responsibility for all arcas of work ~ in the
communicy, in the barpaining council or
the other COSATU affiliates.

Bulletin: Can you sece SAMWI making
freace wilh privatisation, and exploring
prospects of turning it to He advantage
of workers?

Ronnie: [ think there can never bie peace
for the labour movement, and the beoader
waorking class, with the fssuc of
privatisatlon. This is because privatisation
means the provision of seevices on the
basis of profit, rather than an the basis of
need. S we would never be able to make

Rugaya Rees interviews
Roger Ronnie - SAMWU
general secrelary.

peace with any plan to privatise basic
scrvices.

Bulletin: \WWhat rol! can COSATU play in
the struggle against Igoil 2002?7

Rannfe: COSATU Wits, for example, has
recently reaffirmed the need to revive the
anti-privalisation campaipgn, We think that
COSATU and its affiliaces should be much
more serlous in taking up the campaign, [
think that part of the failure has been the
[ack of consistency and dedication in
fighting the Igoll plan.This has also
conlributed to the setbacks swe have
expericnced On {ts ovwn, SAMWL will not
defeat the Igoli plan.We will need to buitd
very strong and principled lioks with
other orpanisations of the working class
and In the communites. We nced to
ensure that the working class as a whole
are informed about the dangecs of the
Igoli plan and that they develop a
progamme to overcome and cesist the
plan.

Balletin: How does the unfon relate to
the commeanity, ewbam privatisation
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affects? Can yon also tell us
about the Anti-privatisation
Torpen?

Ronnife: Tirstly, we hnve
NUMUTOUS CONEress ]
resolutions, which recagnse
that workers alone will not
be able to wan the battle We
nced to wark out
programmes with communit
organisauons 1o deal with
prvatisation An example is
the Anu privansation Torum,
which draws 1ogether
working class and student
arganisations, and other
activists Itis an extremely
us¢ful vehicle for advancing
the struggle against
privatisation

SAMWU would strongh
encourage other affiliates to
get invohved in the forum. We
have a umon position saying
that we should seck to huild
similar forums, in other parts
of the country as well We
believe that it's going 10 take
a working class response to
higha privatisation, not simply
a workers' response.

in CapeTown, for example, an Anti-
privatisation Forum has just been
established It used to be called the local
government transformation forum It
includes unions, political organisations,
orpanisations representing evicied
communities, and people that are faced
with service cut-offs More people join as
the struggles of the communities become
more intense and they feel the impact
of the government’s macrocconomic
policy

Because of unemployment, evigcnions,
service cut-offs and so on, people are

Roger Ronnie.

looking for a way 10 LLve eapression to
their suflering People have become
disilfusioned with some of the political
parties and they are looking for ether
homes in which they can take their
struggles forward. We are not saying that
the Anti-privatisation Forum is a political
mevement It's a forum where people feel
they can talk about thewr problems and
belicve that some actuon may emerge, cven
if it is on a very basic level.

Brlletin: Do you think privatisation can

only benefit those who can afford to pay
Jor it?
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Romnnie: Imternationally and locally, where
there have been cases of privatisation the
negative side of it far outweighs any
positive benefits. If you cannot afferd to
pay for the service, you will not get the
service.

One argument says that privatisation
means that services can be extended to
everybody because government doces not
have the money. But what it doesn't say is
that the scrvice will stop at the end of
your boundary. If yeu cannet pay for the
water or electricity to your house,then
you ace not going to get it. The private
company will only give if you can pay for
it. So to me, the talk that says privatisation
will make things better has been refuted
in all parts of the world,

Bulletin: What are your barpafning
arranpements or agreements?

Ronnie: It's very exciting in the scctor
now because on 1 March 2001 the
bargainiag council was registered. This
means we now have the institutional
space to deal with ¢challenges confrenting
the sector.

Since the recent local government
clections, the number of local authorities
has been reduced from almost 800 to less
than 300, It means that amalgamations, on
a scale not seen in this sector before, have
taken place, So for us the critical issuc
over the next year will be to create
uniformity in the sectar, For example, the
Johannesburg council has linked up with
what was Midmnd and Ryalami previously.
S0 workers with different conditions of
cmployment are brought together, What
we necd to do s create uniform
conditlons of employment and a single job
evaluatlon system for the scctor as a
whole, S¢ we are golng to have an
extremely toreid perled of collective
bargalning over the next 24 months

addressing these issues.The first issuc is
the placemen of workers into the
structure and thereafter we will deal with
equalisation and rationalisation.

Bulietin: Daes privatisation undermine
collective bargalining?

Ronnie: Yes, very much so. It undermines
the process, We are of the view that the
1goli plan is not simply a plan Lo privatise
municipal services, but it is also a plan ta
smash the union,

We say that because Johanneshurg will
now be broken up into many private
entities and council-owned utilities, which
are separate employers in their own right.
At this stage these entitics (both private
and public) will not be part of the
bargaining council. $o in one sweep, over
60% of the wotkforce in Johanaesburg
falls outside the protection of the
bargaining council. We have to engage
with each one of these.

What is svorsc Is that Johannesburg has
outsourced its fleet to a private company,
Superfleet, It is unable to employ all the
workers into the opertions that are
scrvicing the council. So it is transfernng
workers into othier contracts that it has
elseswhere., 50 within a week of workers
Joining Superfleet, they were told that
they would be golng to Nelspruit or
Roodepoort. These workers <o not even
work in the municipal sector anymore, The
company also refused to speak to SAMWU,
saying that they are in the motor sector,
and If they want to speak 10 us, they necd
to get permission from NUMSA. They are
claiming that they will only recognise our
shopstewards for an interim perlod and if
we wint to continue representing our
members we have to get admission to the
mator industry bargaining council.

These are some of the real problems of
privatisation: taking workers out of the
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union they joined and
undermining the collecove
harpaining armngements Tlos
holds major implications for
the terms and conditions of
employment of these!
workers

Butlletin: What bave you
achlieved for yaur members
in bargaining?

Ronnie: Relating 10 wages,
we received increases that on
averape have been above
inflation We ensured the
minimum wage paid in the
sector 15 R1 600 per month

We have also concluded
with the empleyers what we
consider 10 be an extremely
good arganisational nighits
agrecment. It applies to every
municipality acooss the
country.The agreement mahkes
provision for a faicly hibecl
time-off for shopsteward
training It 2lso makes
provision for a full-time
shopsteward for every 1 000
members up to a maximum of
six for one municipality. The
agreement says that you can never have
more than six fulltime shopstewards per
mumcipality even o it has 20 000 workers
like Johanneshurp

According 1o the agreement, if a local
authority only has 500 workers and the
local amhority nexa te it also has 500
warkers, these two authorities can have
ane full-time shopsteward together. The
twa local authorities will share the cost of
that shopsteward These full-time
shopstewnards assist in budding the union
in the workplace.

[ think in the last few years, SAMWTU

‘The gap between the centre and rank and file has
grown.’

has improved the conditions of
employment of its members quire
substantially. All of that is now obviously
under threat with the moye towards
privatsation and the subsequent
undermuining of centrmlised barpaining

Rulletin: What are SAMWU's strengths
and what areas do you need to mprove?

Ronnie: A weakness of the union
movement, which applies equally to
SAMWU, is the need to ensure that our
members are in contral of the
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organisation And that the members drive
the decision-making in SAMWU. We are
looking at ways of improving mandate-
taking procedures. For example, for our
national wage negotiations we keep the
cell phone numbers of all the
shopstewards with cell phones in a central
database.At the end of each round of
negotiations we send out a short message
on their cell phones saying what the
current positions of the union and of the
bosses are We alsa prepare a pamphlet
that we fax to the shopstewards. A full
repart is availabie at the union office So
workers don't read the information in the
press first. They pet it by way of a short
message and pamphlet. The provinces can
then set up thetr consulting processcs
based on warkers already having the
informaton. These are just some of the
innovative ways to improve mandate-
taking in the union.

SAMWU has a quarterly magazine,
Workers News, printed in three different
languages. It 1s an extremely vseful tool for
keeping workers informed of
developments in the union. It also
provides a forum for them to express their
concerns.We also took a decision this year
to take a full year’s subscription ta the
Labour Builetin for our shopstewards.
This allows them to keep abreast of snme
of the debates of the labour movement as
a wholc, not just SAMWU.

We are currently investigating other
technological advancements that can be
used in the interest of the working class as
well, These include things like video
confurences, where you can pull
shopstewirds together in a single place
and have a debate across the country.

We belleve that these are the kinds af
investments unions can make to budld the
organisation, As a result of the shift
towards centralised bargalning, the gap
between the centee and the rank and file

has grown over time, We have to find ways
10 close that pap.

The other issue that we have ta
confront is how we relate to the ANC,
with wilom we are in aftiance and who
constitutes the majority in most councils
In other words, they are both our alliance
partner and our employer. Many of these
ANC councils are actively promoting the
privatisation of municipal services. So if a
council restructures and it is not
consistent with the union's position, we
have 10 respond even if it means coming
into conflict with our athance partners. We
lobby our position at council level and
dircctly with our partners in the alliance.
To date we have had limited success.

Bullelin: Are wonren represented on your
strucrires?

Ronnie: Yes, women are represented. The
sector employs about 15% women. The
bulk of them are in administrative
positions, SAMWTU introduced a quota
system of 30% a few years ago.This
exceeds the representation of women
becawse the wlea is also to increase '
women’s levels of employment in local
povernment, We also have a quota system
that applies at branch and provincial level
It allgwed for the executive structures to
have at least 30% representation by
women shopstewards.

SAMWU's constitution does not make
provision for a quota system at aattonal level,
S50 we are busy circulating proposals to
amengl the constitution to make provision
for an entrenched quota system. Then we
ean have an entrenched quota system of
30% in all structures of the undon: the
eXecutive structures, congress struckures and
at branch, provingial and national levet,

Our constitutlon makes provision for
women structures. Previously, we had
wonien's committees in our branch,
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provincial and natienal levels
We are changing that to gender
committees These commitiees
will be open 1o men as well,
but women will remain the
majonty in these comnmttees
No more than 307 mun can
atiend the gender committees

We feel that at this stape it is
necessary that women renmiin
in the majority. Yot we want to
encourage the participanon of
men We don't see these steps
as existing forever.\We see it as
a necessary intenvention to
ensure that womean's and
pender issues remain firmly on
the apenda of all structures

This will be the case until
such time as these 1ssues
become part and parcel of our
thinking and our actions in
SAMWU.Then it will no longer
be pecessary 10 maintain a
quola system and it wall simply
wither away. These are
transiuonal steps towards full
and proper participatuon by somen in all
structures of the union.

Bulletin: Do you bare a message for
your members?

Ronnie: The message that I think should
go out to members s that they have a
responsibility to ensure that cthe
organisation is nghtfully theirs They
should ke control of the organisation

through the shopstewards they elect They

should hold these shopstewards
accountable and ensure that those
shopsiewands repoert back to them They
should ensure that the culture on which
the labour movement was bualt -
mandates, report backs and parucipaton
by membership - becomes the future of

Cn its own, SAMWU will not defeat the Igoli plan.

the unton mevement So the message is
quict simple:Workers need to take control
of the organisation,

Bulletin: Do you barve a message for the
bosses?

Ronnie: Well, 1 think the messapge for the
hosses is while we might he a hat bactered
and bruised from the years of strugpling
against povausation we have clearly not
been defeated. The positions that we hold
on privatisation have been vindicated over
and over again We are conhdent that we
will emerge victonously from the baitle
agxinst privatisaben and the fight for
alfordable services for all people. It 1s part
of the realisation of a better hife for which
we have all sacrificed for so long. *
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