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Co-operatives
start small and
cannot provide
umployment for
everyone

AFTER the 1987 sirike,
NUM decided to sel up
co-ops Tor a few of the 13
000 workers who did nol
gel their jobs back.

Most ol the dismissed
minewarkers came  Trom
Transker and Lesotho.

The sinke commillee siruc-
turgs were changed into the
structures ol co-op sociches

Ihese hove been registered as
the Basotho Mineworkers
Labour Ciovoaperative, and the
Transker Mincworkers Co-
operative Project.

Since then, production co-ops
making concrele blocks have
been set up in Flagstall and Um-
Lata in Lhe Transkei, and in Quth-
ing in Lesotho. The projects in
the Transkei have 63 members in
cach, and Quthing has forty
members.

Shared benefits

A co-op is an organisation of
people who come together 1o
share their skills and resourees -
to help cach other survive by co-
operating together.

There are many different kinds
of co-ops. But i all of them, the
members Gre q:{lmll and the
benefits are shared belween
them

The members work collectively
and democratically. They elect
the commillees that are necded
to runthe alfairs of the co-op, and
these communtees are account-
ablc to the members.

Some kinds of co-ops create
employmen, while others help
people 10 save moncy, or 1o add
to thewr income.

Co-ops have been set up all
over the world, where workers
have tricd 1o use their own
resources 1o cscape the oppres-
siom of the factory, or the misery
of unemployment,

But all over the world, co-ops
have faced many problems. Many
colfapse, resulting i hardship for
their members. We need 1o un-
derstand the problems co-ups
face. and [carn from the ex-
penences of other countries, 1o
make sure we don't make the
same mistakes.

Different Kinds of co-ops face
diffcrent problems. But produc-
ton co-ops face the biggest dif-
ficulties.
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In South Afnica wday, mow
production co-ops have about
ten members. And most co-op
members carn aboul R140 a
misnth, From this, we can see that
production co-ops are usually
quite small: and they are not lead-
g the way in paying a living
wage. In Facl, co-op members are
sullenng

Problems co-ops face

Cocops are different from
caprtalist companics, because
they are democratically run. Bul
in somne ways, they are the same

Each month, they have tomake
encugh money [o pay wages, and
Lo buy the matenals they need 1o
continue production. Making
moncy by producing and selling
products is not always easy.

Co-pps ofien bave dilficuliy
selling the products they make,
Somelimes, this 15 because they
are producing something that
alrcady being produced by
capitalist companics who have
sophisticated machinery and can
sell products cheaply.

Management skills

Co-ops have to learn the skills
of democrane management, and
this 15 often tough.

To make enough money Lo pay
decent wages, a co-op has Lo run
elliciently, and has to meet s
production targets, For example,
the Phalabhorwa Workers” Co-op
has to make and scll 3 500 t-shirts
a month,

Il anything gocs wrong, the
members may not be able 1o pay
themachves wages that maath,
And there are many things thai
CAN g0 WrOng.

The workers have o draw up
work rosters and co-ordinate the
production process from start 1o
finish. They must make sure the
co-op always has enough stock of
all the matcrials it needs,

They must monitor quality con-
trol, and make sure that produc
tion tirgets are mel They have (o
pay the accounts, balance the
books, draw up budgets, and give
financial reports. The vehicles

must be serviced and mamtamed,

and deliveries must be on ime.

) he co-op members also have
1o plan ahead, and set aside
mongy cach month so thal they
can aflford to replace their
machinery when it's old,

Num PROJECTS

The Basotho Mineworkers Labour Co-operative has started
a co-op producing cement blocks in Quthing

The co-op in Quthing is producing the high quality blocks
needed in the community
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Workers organise production democratically in the co-ops,
but they still must meel their targets

, o Y a
Mosl co-operatives are small and while they can provide
employment for some workers, they cannot solve the
unemployment problem
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They need a markcting
alradegy, Lo make shre Lhey can
sell what they produce. And
there must always be caough
moncy in the bank 1o buy all the
matcrials necded 1o keep
production gong,

Any co-op member will 1ell you
that it s hard o co-ordinate all
the differemt processes inoa co
cpr I 6 @ b respernsibility. A
sometimes it only takes one
problem to bring production 1o a
standsnll

A cosop in Jmbabwe gives
oo cxamplie. Ths was a pouliry
co- op, selling egies For some
tme, everything went finc. Bul
LILE 1!';1}, the chickens Bl ens il
1 by any misre egpes

The co-op hadn’t planned
afcad, sad they fad ased up all
their muney on wapges, They
couldn’talford 1o buy new chick-
cns, and so the co-ap collapsed

Creating employment

When NLIM started sctting up
co-0ps, the most urgent pim was
tor provade jobs Tor the disnussed
workers

But produciion co-ops are min
a simple solution 1o uncmploy-
ment. Each co-op takes time o
develop, and can only provide
limited number of jobs - because
the bigger the ce-op, the bigget
the orgamsational difficulties in
making it work.

So, although our co-aps arc
among the biggest in the country,
they are still small when we take
mio account the number of
workers who lost their jobs,

Sowe need to be realistic about
the potential of co-ops to solve
the problems of unemployment.
They can provide some jobs; and
over me, we should be able o
huild a stronger and sironger net-
work of co-ops. But the resources
we have avanlable to set up co-ops
arcadropinthe ocean comparcd
with the size of the unemploy-
monl prﬂhh:m-

No easy solutions

To solve this problem, we necd
to restructure the whole
cconomy, and change 118
prioritics; we need (o be able o
usc the vast wealth being
produced in the mines and fac-
tories. This will only be possible
when the people of South Africa
hold political power in their
hands.

So, co-ops won'l provide us
with a quick and casy solution to
the problems of unemployment.

Al this stage of the develop-
menl of co-ops in southern
Alrica, they will oot be able o
create Jobs [or all the workers dis-
missed during the 1987 strike, nor
for the thousands more who are
likely w face retrenchments i
the coming year, This 1s a hard
reahity for workers who may have
pinned their hopes on the co-ops,

We should try to Creane as many
jubs as possible. But we need o
look at other ways in which the
dismissed workers can organise
co-operatively.



