
SAAWU: Dispute at Metal Box 

On November 15 1984, Metal box management a t the 
Rosslyn p lan t dismissed i t s 500 strong black work
fo rce . According to dismissed workers, Metal Box 
i s not the worst company around; by South A f r i can 
standards wages and condi t ions were described as 
"moderately good". Rather, the causes of the d i s - ^**** 
pute are t o be found i n the f a i l u r e of management to honour i t s 
agreements, and in the fact t ha t , according to workers, the comp
any's t r a i n i ng and promotions po l i cy was r a c i a l l y d i sc r im ina to ry . 

The South A f r i can A l l i e d Workers Union began organising a t the 
p lant in l a te 1984. SAAWU organisers began by r e c r u i t i n g workers 
outside the fac to ry , who then went on to organise i ns ide . As 
workers began to j o i n , s t ructures were created ins ide the p l an t , 
w i th shop stewards elected for each crew ( s h i f t ) . The stewards, 
together wi th elected o f f i c e bearers, formed a Workers Committee. 
In A p r i l 1985, w i th over 75% of the workers signed up, the Workers 
Committee successful ly approached management f o r a recogni t ion 
agreement. Thereaf ter , monthly meetings were held, a number of 
grievances were addressed (eg. regarding o v e r a l l s ) , and workers 
noted an improved a t t i t u d e on the par t of lower management. 

The company even negotiated p r i o r to ret renching 22 workers in 
September 1985. I t was agreed w i th the Workers Committee that 
these retrenched workers would be considered f i r s t f o r any vacan
c ies which arose. However, i n October, w i thout exp lanat ion, 3 new 
(whi te) faces appeared on the shopf loor . When management was ques
t ioned they rep l i ed tha t the retrenched workers-were not su i tab le 
for the s k i l l e d pos i t ion of production mechanic for which the 
whites had been rec ru i t ed . But, the workers could not see how the 
3 whites could be so s k i l l e d , since the company intended to send 
them on a t r a i n i n g course! Management having f a i l e d to provide an 
acceptable exp lanat ion, the workers downed too ls on October 23. 

D iscr iminat ion in t r a i n i ng 

I t was not simply that management had broken the retrenchment 
agreement. I n the view of the workers t h i s was j u s t the most r e 
cent case where black workers had been overlooked in favour of 
whi tes. S i g n i f i c a n t l y , there had been a number of blacks working 
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as product ion mechanics for a considerable per iod of time u n t i l 
1984, when they were demoted. Workers said tha t before tha t time 
oppor tun i t ies ex is ted fo r blacks and whites i n the company's 
t r a i n i n g cent re , which had provided a basic course in engineer ing. 
Everyone had a chance to go on the course, and then receive fu r 
ther t r a i n i n g on the j ob . Workers say tha t t r a i n i n g oppor tun i t ies 
f o r blacks were reduced when the present P lant Manager, Alexander 
McLeish replaced the previous manager, McGregor, in 1984. Now most 
on the job t r a i n i ng goes to wh i tes . The same t rend is ev ident , 
they be l ieve , in respect of apprent iceship t r a i n i n g . In 1981 there 
were 8 black apprent ices, and 4 wh i te . In 1985, there were 10 
white apprent ices, and only 2 b lack . 

Management has since protested tha t black workers who appl ied for 
the pos i t i on of production mechanic were set an apt i tude t es t 
which only 4 out of 30 managed to pass. Workers po in t out that 
even these 4 were not accepted. A lso, the resu l t s of the t es t are 
un i ve rsa l l y re jected by the workers. The f a c t tha t management 
refused to a l low them to sc ru t i n i se the marked papers has fue l l ed 
suspicions that i r r e g u l a r i t i e s surrounded these tes t s . 

I t may be tha t Metal Box, in the midst of recession, i s being 
forced to cu t back expenditure on t r a i n i n g . But black workers 
w i l l not accept economies which are implemented on a rac ia l bas is . 

Mass dismissals 

On October 23 workers began a 2-week s i t - i n , c lock ing in every 
day and then s i t t i n g in the canteen. Negot iat ions over the pos i 
t i o n of the 3 new workers were f r u i t l e s s . McLeish was not going 
to l e t anybody t e l l him what to do, espec ia l l y b lacks. On November 
8, the workers were locked out . On the 15th , they were dismissed 
when they ignored a management ult imatum to re tu rn to work. 

From the f i r s t , the union put forward only two demands: that the 3 
workers leave the premises; and t ha t workers should be paid for 
the time they were on s t r i k e . The union was w i l l i n g to compromise 
to the extent tha t the 3 new workers might be suspended or sent 
on leave pending the outcome of negot ia t ions . Management refused 
to address t h i s centra l issue, although they came up wi th t he i r 
own proposals, such as an undertaking to employ 3 blacks in add
i t i o n to the 3 whi tes. They also attempted to br ibe workers w i th 
a promise of bonuses i f they returned to work. Only a handful ac
cepted the b a i t and approximately 420 are s t i l l on s t r i k e . 
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Having dismissed the workforce management s tar ted r e c r u i t i n g 
amongst retrenched workers and people who had prev iously worked 
f o r Metal Box. Approximately 60 came forward and together w i th 
the white s t a f f they have kept the p lan t running. The workers say 
tha t e f f i c i e n c y has been af fected and s h i f t s have been reduced, 
due to a combination of s t r a i n and long hours. 

Boycott 

SAAWU has taken the workers case to the I n d u s t r i a l Court (The case 
i s due to be heard on January 31) . In the meantime, and immediate
l y a f t e r t h e i r dismissal i n November, workers launched a boycott 
of canned dr inks in the Pre tor ia area. The campaign was vigorously 
taken up by the local communities, and canned dr inks disappeared 
from the shelves. (Metal Box produces a l l cans conta in ing beers; 
wines and cold d r i n k s ) . Management's response was to obtain an i n 
t e r d i c t res t ra in ing SAAWU, and cer ta in of i t s members and o f f i c 
i a l s from organis ing or encouraging the boycot t . The boycott con
t inues in P re to r ia and there are signs tha t i t w i l l spread. 

As fa r as the dismissed workers are concerned, they continue to 
meet to discuss strategy and they remain conf ident . Some have 
withdrawn t h e i r money from the pension fund in order to buy food; 
many have no money and are experiencing extreme hardship. They be
l i eve t h a t , to w in , the campaign against Metal Box must i n t e n s i f y . 

Indeed, i t would seem tha t the company i s p a r t i c u l a r l y vulnerable 
to boycotts and loca l and in te rna t iona l pressure. SAAWU i s inves t 
i ga t i ng a l l the p o s s i b i l i t i e s . I t i s r e l a t i v e l y easy to boycott 
dr inks in cans, as such dr inks come in bo t t l es as w e l l . Moreover, 
Metal Box South A f r i ca Ltd i s par t of a much larger corporate net
work. I t i s u l t ima te l y con t ro l l ed by S A Mutual v ia the supposedly 
" l i b e r a l " Barlow group which cont ro ls C G Smith which owns most of 
Nampak which in turn has a 51% holding i n Metal Box. ( I n fac t Nam-
pak and Metal Box are c losely i n t e r - r e l a t e d ) . In a d d i t i o n , Metal 
Box Overseas Ltd re ta ins a sizeable ho ld ing . Independent trade 
union organisat ion spans many of the companies associated wi th 
Metal Box. Most s i g n i f i c a n t fo r trade union s o l i d a r i t y is the f ac t 
tha t many of these unions have, since the s t r i k e began, come to
gether to form COSATU. (SALB correspondent, January 1986) 

Of fe rs of help or messages of support should be sent: care of 
SAAWU, 3rd F loor , Tudor Mansions, 73 Troye S t ree t , Johannesburg. 
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