WE WILL NOT
GIVE IN!

IN a tremendous show of solidarity, 300 workers who were unfairly dismissed from B & §
Engineering and Steelbrite in September, have met together every single day since then, The
workers have faced terrible hardships but they have all continued to resist applying for
selective re-employment at the Brits factories. In tribute to this sofidarity, FOSATU Worker
News here carries an interview with the 8 & S workers’ comm/ittee.

How did you first begin uniting the workers?

In the beginning workers began going back to the factory to be reemployed and some of them just went
back to their homes, We decided to organise them together and we felt that if people
could report daily we could discuss with them their decisions.

How many people did go back in the end?

Up to now about 600 went back and about 400 of those were actually not taken back at the factory. The
300 here never retumed to the factory to seek re-employment — in fact we only collected our wages in
December.

How did you survive from September to December?

At the time some of us had savings and we lived on these and also shared them out. Also people m the
community were initially willing to help us out, as well as some of the other workers in the area,

How did vou plan all this?

Well we decided that people should report everyday and in fact they began coming from September 8 as
this was the place where we normally held meetings.

What was discussed and planned in the first few weeks?

We began discussing how we were harrassed by management and how workers in other factories were also
harrassed such as FEMCO where thev retrenched also to break the union. We would take examples of
people’s experiences and get workers to talk and comment. We discovered that if we want to survive here
we will have to stick together as this will be the only way to kéep the orgamsation strong. If we deparf then
it would ail break up and people would be weak if they wete alone. Actually we spent a 1ot of 1ime ssking
people how they felt about the dismissal - whether they thought it was unfair or fair — finally we all
agreed it was unfalr and we all decided to stick together,

What were the problems you encountered?

After the first meetings we discovered it was possible to motivate the people and not to seperate ourselves
from one another by being Xhosas or Tswanas — finding that each and everyvone of us is useful to the
others. On the other hand by doing so we discovered by sharing the information and our feelings about the
situation in the factory — the bad conditions — people shared their experiences and exposed the way in
which they were treated. This type of discussion helped a lot because it showed people that if they went to
another factory the situation would be exactly the same and we thought we should rather stick together
and fight the situtation at B & §.

How did you begin dealing with problems of survival?

The committee planned that we should begin asking for help from the local churches and we got all the
people involved in this by asking each and everyone of them to take a letter to the church in their particular
area. We also planned to get some help from other workers in the area. At that time we had no idea we
would be out for 0 long and we also depended on our savings.

Have there been any problems between the workers and the committee?

No never. In fact when the entire committee was dismissed in July — management forced workers to vote
for a new committee after we were re-instated but the same people were voted in. So all we did was bring in
some new people. There were a few problems when we started getting money from outside as some of the
workers did not trust that they were going to benefit — they thought that the money would just go to the
committee. This led to a lot of discussions where we explained exactly how the money was going 1o be
used. We explained that we were all in the struggle.

What was the money spent on?
Well to get to the place where we met. Some of us had real problems with transport and some of the money

first went into making sure that those who wanted to come to the hall could. In fact what we used to do
was share tickets. One day | would come and the next my neighbour would,

THE EVENTS...

MAY 1982 — the Metal and
Allied Workers Union begins
organising B & S Engineering
and Steelbrite at Brits in the
Transvaal. These two factories
have a total workforce of 900
who produce steel and wooden
furniture for the retail market-
the building industry, prov-
incial administrations, offices,
government departments and the
Defence Force.

After gaining about 70 percent
membership, a commitiee was
clected and the union made
several attempis L0 negoltiate a
recognition agreement with man-
agement.

JULY 1982 — the whole comm-
ittee was fired by the company
which said they had been
retrenched. This led to a work
stoppage at both plants, forcing
management to reinstate the co-
mittee. All 12 members were
taken back and management
agreed to discuss some of their
grievances. However, manage-
ment refused to recognise the
committee as a union com-
mittee and called i1t a liaison
L‘ﬁl‘l‘lTl'IiHE’_.E.. The commiitiee con-
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tinued to approach manage-
ment for recognition but meet-
ings were always postponed.
SEPTEMBER 1982 — at last a
date was sei for discussions on
grievances, This was to be held
on Tuesday September 7. But a
few days before this, manage-
ment called in the vice-chairman
of the committee and threatened
that if he did not leave the union
he would be transferred to
Johannesburg. According to the
vice-chairman, management said
the “union was putting nonsense
into my head’. He replicd that if
he was going to be dismissed
this should be discussed before
the whole committee. Manage-
ment refused.

The day before the meeting
was due (o take place, Sep-
ember 6, the vice-chairman was
fired for allegedly refusing to
work when he was ordered to
move to another department.

The following day workers
said management came into the
factory and switched off the
machines. Workers waited until
late in the aftermoon when they
were called to the gates and told
by manapement that the faciory

was going to be closed for three
days and that all 900 had been
dismissed. If they wanted their
jobs back, management said
they could apply for selective
:ﬁ]-emplu}rn'hent on September

Management has claimed that
workers were fired for partici-
pating in a go-slow but workers
argue that the company wanted
to get rid of the union.

Over the next few days the
committee and organisers appr-
oached management for discuss-
ions on reinstatement for the
entire workforce but met with
N0 SUCCess.

Two of the committee mem-
bers were arrested under the
Intimidation Act but charges
were later dropped.

Management began hiring sel-
ectively but 300 workers have
resisted and have met every day
since then.

JUNE 20 1983 — B & 5
Engineering and Steelbrite are
due to appear in the Industrial
Court where workers are char-
ging them with “unfair labour
praciices .

STILL united after nearly nine months — the B & S workers.

Was the committee under a lot of pressure — did the situation be-
come very demanding?

Yes there were some problems especially emergencies — people who
could not pay for treatment, kids who were sick. The way we would
deal with this was to all come togeéther and make a contribution
from our savings and then if we got money in from the churches
these people would be paid back,

Also the committee found that people were complaining that their
families were putting them under a lot of pressure, telling them to go
back to work. The problem is that some of us are the only member
of the family with a fulltime job and consequently the families had
to make sacrifices for this struggle. This is why we are so close now,
Anyway when there were problems in the families we would send a
few of the committee members to talk to the whole family and
gxplain the sirepele and what 11 was all about.

5o the group has got stronger?

Yes we started guite strong and now we are even stronger.

What else have you done all this time — nine months is a long time
to meet every day?

Each day we would report what we had heard about the factory —
you see¢ many friends working there and they tell us exactly what is
going on. We would get stories from our brothers on the production
problems - the amount of rejects that have been sent back, who
they have hired, whether the factory is losing or not. For the first
few months we knew that the trucks delivering were only half full.
Production is still low — they are not producing the same number of
units and they still want some of the skilled workers back,

All of you here are from different positions in the factory — did you
glways trust each other?

It is true, some of the supervisors were not trusted because they used
to work very closely with the white foremen and management. But
they have shown that there is no difference — they are not brothers
of the foremen but workers like all the others. We have begun to dis-
cuss this question of how management tried to divide us.

What has been the role of the union in all of this?

Sometimes the workers would ask where the organisers were and
whether they had forgotten us as they did not come here very often.
We had to explain that they were very busy and that they were pro-
ceeding with the discussions with the Industrial Council and the
Court case. When two committee members were arrested under the
Intimidation Act and the charges later withdrawn — this gave us
faith in the union that something could be done for us.

What have been the main sacrifices?

Well some of us do not eat properly and cannot feed our children
like we used to — some of us have sent our children away to our par-
ents. Many of us have had to sell our belongings such as clothes and
bicycles and watches and some of us have had goods repossesed, We
also now have spent all our savings some of which we had saved for
many years and were hoping to buy better things for our children.
Some of us have had to sell our goats and cattle and this was very di-
fficult as we sold them for very little.

Do you think the workers have changed over the nine months?

Yes people have changed through all the discussions. We have come
to realise what it is to sacrifice and stick together and to trust one
another — that an injury to one is an injury to all. Most of us only
knew in the beginning that we were employed and that we should
accept our situation and what they give us. Most of us were not
aware of our rights. We leamt that by being alone nothing could
happen and that the only way was to stick together. We are all
fuifermg and sacrificing.
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