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INTRODUCTION

Solidarity in a
changing world

by CEUA MATHER·

The profound political and
economic changes world·
wide are having their
effect on international
trade union aligrunents.
Unions in South Africa, as
across the globe, are reas
sessing what they mean by
international solidarity,
and with whom they want
to collaborate.

In the following pages
we bring together articles
looking at different as·
pects of international
union solidarity with
South Africa.

Both COSATU and
NACfU are evaluating
their relationship to the
rival world confeder·
ations. the Brusscls·based
International Confeder
ation of Free Trade
Unions (lCFTU) and the
Praguc-based World
Federation of Trade
Unions (WFfU). Both
SA federations have a pol-

icy of non-alignment but,
under pressure lO seek out
material and political as
sistance. are increasingly
accepting an ICFfU role.

In an interview, an
ICfTU deputy general sec-

rctary speaks of his organi
sation's desire to increase
support for the SA uade
unions and the fight
against apanheid. He also
talks about ICFTU 'philos
ophy' that a combination
of the market economy
with strong workers'
movements for a fair in
come disuibution is what
develops countries. In the
ICfTU "we don't believe
in trade unions that are or·
ganically connected with a
political party," Howcver,
Jay Naidoo points out that
many ICFfU affiliatcs are
much more "incestuous"
wilh political parties than
thc SA unions.

In a provocative debate
piece, an anonymous
correspondent criticises
both internationals for
being secretive and un
democratic. But rather
than "entering to demo
cratise from within", she

• CEUA 1M THER ;s a member of/he E6IOria/Board. and l0mt6rslaHer, of Inl9fnarional Labour Reporrs,
baSlKI in Sheffield in rhe Unired Kingdom
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makes the radical sugges
tion of a new international
union alliance to cam
paign for a "a single
unified, democratic and ac
countable world
federation". Who might
gather together such an al
liance is left unclear, but
there are many workers or
ganisations· particularly
in the South, but not only
there - which could con
sider joining such an
alliance.

Cenainly both CO
SATU and NACTU
general secretaries per
ceive possibilities of a
new unity to replace me
old Cold War divisions
and recognise, as Jay Nai
doo says, mat there is
more mat unites wolkers
across the globe than
divides them.

Meanwhile, individual
SA unions have also been
assessing me impact of
their relationships 10 me
industry/sector based Inter
national Trade Secretariats
(ITSs) associated with the
ICFTU. Several (mough
nOI all) COSA1'U unions
told the Bulletin mey have
successfully kept external
agendas at bay and have
benefitted from affiliation.

On the plus side,
amongst other mings,
mere is contact with
unions fighting me same
corporations, infonnalion
on bealm and safety, and
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suppan for educalion pro
grammes. Negative trend
which have to be com
batted are external
polilical agendas, and un
warranted siding in
internal disputes.

It appears, however,
that the ITSs are concen
trating on COSATV
affiliates and marginalis
ing NACTU unions. A
defiant Cunningham Ngcu
kana says NACTU unions
are going for self-reliance
as me answer.

Meanwhile, by contrast,
COSATU has been 'nor
malising', as Jay Naidoo
puts it, its relationship
wim western union centres
it previously held in suspi
cion. particularly me US
AR..-CIO. The overseas
activilies of me AfL..ClO
have long been criticised
by COSATU and many
omers for melr suppon of
US government foreign
policy aims. Many eyes,
panicularly in omer
unions of the South, will
be upon COSATU to sec
how it handles the AFL
CIO.

Many the Bulletin has
spoken to believe mat me
relationship between
unions of the South and
the Nonhern-based inter
nationals and their
affiliates is one of patron
age, but have yet to find
how 10 break the Nonh
out of its paternalism.
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One way will be for
unions of tile South to be
more active in contribut
ing 10, as well as taking
from, international soli
darily. It is not just a
question of 'what we can
get' bUI 'what we can
give'. Such a perspective
is, however, absent from
the COSATU policy dis
cussion paper published in
the last Bulletin.

Union-Io-union links
seem 10 have proved par
licularly fruitful. In an
anicle from the USA,
John Hudson of the US
gannent and textile wor
kers' ACTWU speaks
highly of me mutual rela
tionship which has
developed with SACTWU
here. He points to the les
sons ACTWU has been
able to learn from SACT
WU's mobilising methods
and worker control. There
are many others in the
Nonh fighting bureau
cratic unionism, and
racism among unionists,
who might value learning
from their SA comrades.

Both COSATU and
NAcrU recognise that
stronger alliances among
unions of the South are im
ponant for the future. But
in spite of a commitment
10 'natural allies' in the
fight against imperialism
and capitalism, little con
crete progress has been
made. Available resources



flow North-South, not
South- South.

COSATU is now join
ing NACJ1J in putting
more emphasis on re
gional activities, and will
be debating affiliation to
the Organisation of Afri
can Trade Union Unity at
its Congress in July.
C1osercollaboration par
ticularly with other
Southern African unions
on a common social char
ter is already under way.

1bere is much more yet
to international labour soli
darity not covered in these
pages. 1be majority of
workers worldwide are un
able to fonn or join
genuine trade unions, or
have their issues included
on union agendas, for
numerous reasons.

Some are nevertheless
organised in other ways.
Among these are migrant
workers, wornen workers,
part-timers and subcon
tracted labour. They too
should be included in dis
cussions of why and row
workers organise imema
tionally to protect their
imerests.

The imernational union
world has changed, and
will changc further in the
next few years. We hope
these articles contribute to
the dcbate about how the
SA trade union movement
can contribute towards a
new internationalism. ~

INTRODUCTION

International

solidarity:
ILR's Fili ina Friends

Remarkable solidarity was shown last year by
women garment workers in the Philippines to

wards the British-based magazine InterflQlional LIJ
boUT Reports (ILR).liR is known to many ofour
readers for its exccllem coverage of international trade
union issues. 'The Bulletin has for several years dis
tributed liR and reprinted ILR articles.

In early 1990ILR was sued for libel by the British
gannent multinational William Baird PLC, for what it
published about the company's activitics in Britain
and the Philippines. At its IOMC factory in the Philip
pines, Bairds madc clothing for the European market.

The IOMC women workers had been out on the
pick.eHine, harassed by the military, for over year,
first for implementation of a govemmem agreed mini
mum wage increase and then for proper redundancy
pay as Bairds closed the factory down. In their fmal
settlement, the IOMC workers got Bairds to uncondi
tionally drop the case against ILR. ~We told Bairds-.
union President Lucy Salao later said, -that the Filipi
na concept of friendship is that you never kt a friend
down.liR has been a good friend to us:

Fonner ILR Editor Celia Mather told the Bulletin,
-You can imagine what it meant to us that the IOMC
brought this damaging case against us to an end-. How
ever, Bairds is showing no sign of respecting the
agreement liR has had to launch an appeal to meet its
legal coSts.

Facing the libel case and financial crisis, ILR had to
suspend publication in mid-I990. Celia says, however,
thaI they are working hard to relaunch later this year.
Letters or support are very useful for hclping to raise
funds. Please send letters and donations to: Imerna
tionallAbour ReportS, P.O. Box 45, Stainborough,
Bamsley, South Yorkshire, S75 3EA, England. *
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"More that unites

than divides"

In an interview with Celia Mather and Kar1 von Holdt, COSATU general
secretary JAY NAIDOO explains the federation's international policy.

labour Bulletin: CO
SATU's polk, h4s betn Ollt

0/tu:Ryt non-4lignmtfllbe·
~1fI tht inUrNJdoMl union
/t:tkrruWlU, bIIr Ml'tNhtkss
you NJI't betn tUl'tlopinga
rtlatiomhip with tJu lCFTU.
Ho.,. tID 1011 $It Cos.tTU·s
UutnUJIuu.a1poliq tit
tltlopilft~

Naldoo: InICmalional p:Xicy
has never been high 00 co
SA1U'sagenda. We did oot
foel that it was apriority c0m

pared with building a strong in
ICmalIabour l'I'lOY'emeot Also,
'Il'e wanted 10 avoid the situ
ation where conmcts in the in
lemational trade Wlion
movement, which were really
not relevant 10 our struggle
against apartheid and exploita
tion here, COlIld divide us.

So. when we dealt with in
ternational policy at our vari
ous congresses, there W3S

never really a discussion; it
W3S just piop:s:::d and moved.
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I think generally all sides of
COSAlU felt it should not
become a bone of contention.
So we developed a policy of
'active non-alignment'.
which in essence meant we
didn't do mllCh internation
ally.

BtJI. we recognised that
South Africa is III integral 1M
of the weszem econolny. Need
ing llOlidarity for indusuiaI ac·
tion against muhinationais
fran the western coootrics,
and having rnllCh~ aca:ss
10 the West. OU' fll'U contaeIS

obviously developed with
westtrn Wlions. in particular,
the Scandinavians, Dutch,
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and Canadians, and 10 a
lesserexlCflt the Austrnlians
and the British. All these are
ICFIlJ afTiliales.

Now. we had certain pi'Ob
Icms with the ICfTU. particu
larty in ilS rdationship with lIS

historically and certain of its
fWlClionaries. Though a sec
lion of COSAlU cquaro;1the
ICFJlJ with some son of im
perialist ftmCtion, that W3S

neverthe famal position of
COSAlU. and it was audi
ned by people who really
dido't understand the situ
'"on.

I do think some hostility in
side COSATIJ was due 10 hys
telical anti.communi$l. rhclOric
from some quarters in the
ICFIlJ. Many communists
had made aSterling contribu
tion 10 building the democratic
trade union movement in
South Africa. The criticism of
COSAlU was COOling from
anti.commWlists and not just
non-convnWlists..
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non-communists.
So we decided not 10 par

ticipate in the ICFTU Co-ofdi
nating Comrninee or 10

receive assistance via it We
would inslead have bilatcral reo
lations with those national cen
tres we believed shared
somClhing in common wilh us,
which were. as I have said.
largely ICFTU affiliates. Also.
many ofour afmiates belong
10 the ITSs, which are linked
to the ICFTU.

We never intended to split
the ICFTU as some have al
leged internalionally. And we
had no problem wilh those
ICFTU affiliates or nationaJ

.centreS we had bila1Cl1li rela
tions with reporting to the
ICFTU what they were doing
with us.

Our decision to not affiliate
was secn as a political auempt
10 undennine the ICFIU.
Some of it got pretty difficult,
partX:ularly in the way the
West Gennan OOB and the
American AFL-CIO saw us.
But we did have a number of
meetings with the ICF1U 10

eM:hange views. Like any
trade union movement faced
with repression, we sought
support from any agency that
could offer us support, and in
cluded among them was the
ICFrU..

Today, we have strong
links with some of the biggest
unions in the AA..-CIO, eg the
gannent worker.;' ACIWU,
the automobile workers'
UAW. the miners' UMWA,
and the public employees' AF
SCME. As with the Gennan
OOB, we encournge direct
worker-to-worker and union·
to-union oontoct Even though

we had differences with the
national centre. this didn't
mean we had nothing to do
with American workers. In
fact, we respect the role that
American workers, and in
more recent times the AR..
CIO, have played in isolating
apanheid.

It was as the political c0he
sion of COSA1U emelgCd,
that the issue emerged of what
concretely should be our rela
tionships intemaLionally. One
of the biggest problems in
South Africa has been the
way in which we have
become so self-centred about
our struggle that we really
don't understand very much
about struggles in the rest of
the world. There is an expecta
tion that, given thatapartheid
is seen as acrime against hu
manity, everyone should ident
ify wilh us and that this is the

centre of struggle in the work!.
There is very little under
standing of international pr0b
lems, even in Southern Africa.

In 1987, the nrst real de
bate took place, over the ques
tion of affiliation to OAlUU.
None ofus really knew what
OAlUU stood for, but it was
a symOOlic Ihing of wanting 10
identify with Africa. The con
sensus at the end was that we
should develop a working rela
tionshipand get to know what
OA1UU did, the value it
could be both 10 us building in
ternally and also to estab
lishing relations ocross the
region. Again our policy of
non-alignment was reiternted
but there was a view that we
should begin developing con
tacts with militant trade union
centres in the Third World.
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As we saw it, the most mili
tant struggles were being
fought out in the developing
world. and yet the centre of
unionism was either the
WF1U or the ICFJU. Those
aredefmitely not the places
where the most militant
struggles are being fought out
So we looked 10 the South, 10
the Philippines. the Patine
Rim, South Korea. Malaysia.
and to India and Brazil, and in
the Southern African context,
to Namibia, Mozambique and
Zimbabwe.

'The fact is that we never re
ally established links with
unions in the PacifIC Rim or
South America. What inter
vened was a wave of even
more inlensined repression
against our democrntic forma
tions, which meant that by
1988-89 our trade union move
ment had to become absorbed
wilh the political struggle
against the apartheid regime.

I think up to now interna
tional solidarity has just been a
slogan, or has meant money
and material assistance. There
are very few examples in
South Africa of us taking soli
darity wilh international
struggles. 'The NUM made a
donation to the miners' strike
in Britain and workers in 3M
wenton suiJc:e for their Ameri
can counterparts, just as there
has been solidarity with us. in
cluding industrial action, and
obviously also pressure in rela
tion to sanctions, disinvest
ment, and the release of det
ained orcharged trade union
ists such as Moses Mayekiso.

So, late last year we serious
ly. or rather semi-seriously,
started to discuss what our in-
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temational relationships
should be. I think it was put
on the agenda for very con
crete reasons, particularly the
world restructuring of the
economy, and the loosening
of the political climate inter
nationally with the formal en·
ding of the Cold War and the
collapse of East European
regimes.

We also saw that there
were possibilities of a more
unified response by workers
internationally 10 political de
velopments eroding their inter
ests, whether they are in the
Soviet Union or USA. At the
end of the day, workers are
going to begin sharing com
mon problems. particularly
where there is an unbridled
move 10 free ITIllI'ket systemS,

where the lives and jobs of
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workers, the benefits they
have gained, are being jeep
ardised.

So we startOO to re-discuss
our role. Obviously, we had
10 begin normalising relations.
There was a trip 10 the Soviet
Union by the fIrSt. formal pol
itical delegation ofroSA1U
in October last year. In late
1988 we visited the DOB in
Germany, and at a political
level normalised relations with
them. We had our fIrSt. meet
ing with the ICFTU Ellocutive
Council in December 1990 in
ToIcyo. Most recently we
visited the AFL-CIO Execu
tiveCouncil in the USA.

By 'nonnalisation' I mean
that we are attempting 10 say,
'let us set aside our historical
perceptions of each other and
identify if there are areas of
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common interest' because it
is our belief, as Soulb Afri
can trade unionists, that there
is more that unites us than
divides us. We should not
pretend that there are no
differences - there will al
ways be differences - but we
should cooperate around the
issues common 10 us. Wheth
er you are an American
worker, or a worker in the So
viet Union, Europe, Asia or
Africa, Ibe world restructur
ing oftM economy is going
to undermine your rights in
the interests of increased
profits for the capitalists.

So, it is in thatcontext that
we are normalising our rela
tions, not just with the ICFIU
but with all federn.tions. Thctc
are new initiatives afoot to
bring us into contact in the
ncllt few months with unions
in thePaciflC Rim and in
South America 100.

In Africa, we have Iaken a
more active role. Weattended
the OAlUll Congress last
year and have become cen
ually involved in its Southern
Africa Trade Union Coordinat
ing Committee. We are help
ing to develop a social charter
for workers' rights across
Southern Africa. Our common
interests with Southern Afri
can work"ers will be shared.
particularly as borders open
up, with industry relocating, or
manufacturing industry in the
Frontline States being wiped
out by South Africa. The ques
tion of affiliation to OArou
will come up at our next Con
g=.

That is theonly question of
affiliation that will com~ up.
There may be the question of



Labour Bulletin: Thtre
oreforees which have tried
to impose particuwr perspec
tives and ways oforganising
on unions in mo.ny countries.
HasCOSATU experienud
thai son ofpressure?

Naldoo: In the international
environment there are very dif
ferent agendas at play. One
needs to arrive at a situation
where those agendas do not

become hostile to each other
and there is some unity of pr0

cess that begins 10 develop a
common agenda, though it is a
difficult task.

As for COSATIJ,I don't
think we have suffered in any
way from the kind of interven
tion which other counlries
have. Solidarity with us has
usually been on the basis of
what we have put forward as
our needs and that ultimately
is because we have a strong
base. Where you have a weak
base you can have yourself
dictated to, whether it is in a
factory negotiation or on an na
tional or international scale.

In tenns of intetVention, we
would fight it wherever we
saw iL That is why in our rela
tionship to Namibia we were
very cautious about how we

the role we are playing in re
lation to the ICFIU, either
concretising it more with re
gard to material assistance,
or playing a role in whatever
possibilities exist to unify the
international trade union
movemenL

Labour Bulletin: You tlIlk
about 'normalising' reloJion-
ships. TM llIItrntJtWntd
AffairsDt~ntof1M
AFUIO 1uJs bee" seurely
crilidsedfor tM actil'iJies of
Us I nsti/ults in Latin Amtri
ca, Asia and Alma i"
collaboraJing in the repress
ion ofgenuillt trade unions.
How ikJ )'Ou Sit your con
tributW" to the struggle of
those other trode unionists of
the South, with wlwm you
haYt said you alSlJ M'Qnt 10
buildstrongerrewtionships?

Naldoo: I think we would
prefer not to JXllarise the de
bate because foronee there are
real possibilities of unifying
workers. Dcarly the basis has
to be very principled. for
example, respect for the inte
grity and self-detennination of
workers in each countty; that
we should deal with genuine
trade unions not conveyor
belts of political parties, either
of the left or the right, or struc
tures set up by employetS; that
we should deal with uacIe
urtions based on principles
which we espouse, like wor
kers' control over the organisa
tion, oon-m::ialism, and
shopfloor solidarity and
democracy.

We have been very strong
OIl the issue that we do not see
any need for either ourselves

COSATU ON INTERNATIONAl UNKS

or any other national centres of the struggles that we fight,
to set up institutions in other and an involvement in our
countries. We have always struggles. Now, given the
been very critical of the AR..- loosening of the JXllitical pro-
CIO's AALC because of cess here, we are beginning
that. Cooperation should be to discuss areas more orlen-
on a bilateral basis between tated towards reconstnJetion.
national centres, or through So the level of cooperation is
an agreed international moving to development is-
centre, on clearly defined pro- sues. That is the type of basis
grammes. on which we would like to

Obviously, our natural inter- develop solidarity.
esc would be with workers in
similar struggles to our own,
against colonialism, all forms
of imperialist domination and
capilalist exploitation.

Tracie unionists in Central
America or Asia or Africa are
our natura1 allies and we wiJI
attempt through our relation
ship with trade unions of more
devclopcd counuies to in
fluence policy as to how soli
darity is carried OUL That too
mIN be on a principled basis.
You can have solidarity car
ried out by some very well in
tentioned people that creates a
dependency, as well as soli
darity by people who don't
have good intentions. We need
moredebate in the interna
tional trade union movement
to establish the best vehicle to
build solidarity.

What one is trying to
define, and I think we have
achieved it with the Scandina
vians and Dutch is a level of
solidarity based on a respect
for each other's programmes.
It is not that we agree with
them over everything, but we
have developed a relationship
which provides virtually a
model for solidarity in the rest
of the world. It is not just a
U3nSfer of material resources,
but a respect for the integrity
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should proceed. Some wor
kers !here in the initial stages
said they wanled to join CO
SAm unions, but this would
be promoting some son ofc~
Ionia! mentality.

We have identified the
Namibians, Zimbabweans
and Mozambicans as import
ant areas to develop stronger
links. But it has to be on a
very clear basis of de
veloping jointly, nOI deler
mining, the content of those
organisations.

We have never aperienced
interVention, even by !hose
people who disagreed wi!h us,
because they had respect for
us as trade unionists. That has
been acritical difference. And
obviously, given apartheid,
solidarity wi!h us was moch
more a need and sometimes a
necessily in the self-esteem of
people outside this country.

Labour Bulletin: Is tMre a
contribution SoUlh A/rican
unions can make to the North
as weU?

Nalooo: Absolutely. There
are many weaknesses in the
trade unions of the developed
countries. In relation to streng
thening shopfloor democracy,
involvement of people on the
ground in struggles, there are
critical conlributions we can
,,"',,-

A1so on the independence
of the trade union movement
What one sees in the de
veloped world is much more
interaction and integration of
the 1abour movement with pol
itical parties. The question is
always posed to us about 'two
hats'. But ifyou examine the

April 1991

relationship of trade unions
to political parties in the
North it is much more inces
tuous than it is here. Many
trade unions in the West aml
iale to political parties or sit
on each other's constitutional
slIUctures, etc.

While in the social demo
cratic model there is a stronger
role for organisations in civil
society, particularly the trade
union movement., to take pan
in decision-making, certainly
we want to see it taken moch
further. Drawing on the les
sons of both developed and
underdeveloped countries we
hope to grafton our own
model, and thai could be of
use to others.

LaboUr Bulletin: You htJye
uud the phmse 'a m(Jre uni
j~d trade union m(JW!"umt'.
Could you tell us m(Jre about
how you ue the ballJnce
chtJnging belWUn tM WFTU
and ICFTU/ederotions, now
thol the Cold War is Oller.
Whatan the possibilities/or
unifying the moW!ment, while
yelmaking it more~
gressive and responsive to
workers on 1M shopfloor?

Nakloo: It has not been dis·
cussed extensively in CO
SAW, but one can make
some generalisations. Obvious·
Iy, given our principles, we
have a vested interesl in seeing
the international uade union
movement unirlCd, particular
ly given the changes I have
talked about internationally.

These changes in tum re
quire a much deeper soli
darity from the workers in
the western world, particular-
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Iy in relation to democratic
snuggles being fought for
workers' rights and against
the increasingly aggressive
lransnationals, given that the
collapse of the socialist
centre in !he East has tilled
the balance of forces in fa
vour of imperialism.

'The trade union imanation
a1s, particularly the WFn.J
and ICFIU, have in the past
both been influenced by ideo
logy, and had their priorities
determined by ideology,
which h:&!'t been in the inter
ests of the workers of the
world, and both have made
mistakes. I think it is import
anl that we do flOI get into a
'winllCl'" takes all' situation but
confront the reality of what
workers on the ground want,
wherever and whoever they

"'-
If we can establish a set of

principles around which we
can unite workers internation
ally, which should flOI be diffi
cult, then we can start
developing the programme ~
to how we implement those
principles in a process lOWards
unification of the international
trade union movemcnL It is
notgoing to be an administra
tive process. that is one thing
we have learnt here. It is only
through a process of struggle
and engagement that we are
able to unify the labour move
ment internationally.

LabOur Bulletin: Wh6t are
the structures/or making CO
SATU's international policy?
Howdoes your new Interna
tional Offu:erand1M
inlernatWfliJl work you do y,..
terlock with COSATU's



educatiolUJIprogramme?

Naldoo: I think one lesson
we are going to learn is not 10
develop an lnlemationa1 De
partment with a bureaucracy
which separates itself from the
political direction of the feder
aOOrl. The task: of ournew In
ternational Qt'fJC('.f' is more to
do the research, 10 brief
people, and 10 feed repoI1S

back to the structures. Inter
national policy-maJdng re-

COSATU ON INTERNATIONAl UNKS

mains directly in the func- consistency in monitaing vi-
lions of the elected nalional sits, so that they contribute in
leadership. some way 10 the debates

Also, a signifICant part of which arc taking placc.look-
our international study tour ing at international invita-
programme will be located in tions and determining why
the context of oconomic rcc- we have been invited, what
onslruCtion of South Africa, will interest us in those coun-
and so our visits will be more tries and whether we should
to exchange infonnation, ex- accept itor not We will be
peruse and experience on developing a core of people
key issues oftransfemng who understand international
power 10 the people. affairs more than juslthe few

There will be much ITIOfe we have at the moment "0'

eaSATU'S new international officer
CosATU recently created the post of International
Officer. Mcebisi Msiti, with several years' experimee
in SACTU's inumational offices abroad. began the
job on lS MaTCh this year.

Msizi lOld the Labour Bulletin thai. his role is nol
lO always be abroad, bullO ~gulariseCOSATIl's in
ternational work from the office.. He believes tI1.ar.
COSAnJ's principle ofworlun' oontrol and suuc
lUR:5 ofdecision-making wiD p-ev<:r1l inlClTlal.ion.al
work becoming isolated in head office.. "The interna
tional Depanmml belongs 10 the worl:.c:rs, and I have
10 see 10 it thaI I serve their interests", he says.

Msizi firsl gOI involved in lfBde lUlion activities Of·

ganising fOf MACWUSA/GWUSA at his workplace
in Port Eli7.abeth in 1980. He began organising full·
time for the wUon. At the same lime he joined ANC
under_ ground StruelUreS. He was also a foWlder mem
ber and fust genenJ S<lCfetaly of the Port Elizabeth
Youth Congress.

It was on a visit to Lesotho in 1981 thai Patrick
fust came across the e~iled union federation SAcnJ.
The next year he Iefl South Aliica and was employed
inSACTU's International Department In 1985 he
joined the SACTU office in London. and flYe months

later was given the taskof opening upaSAcnJ in
formation Office in DenlTuP:.

"My job was 10 dissemina~ infonnatiOllIO the
Nordic countries. bul it w&s one of the mosl diffICUlt
tasks, hecal'<e SACTU wz affiliated 10 !he WFTU
and all the major Scandinavian unions~ affiliated 10.
the ICfTU. AI thaI time the oonf1iet between the
ICfTU and WFTU w&s vuy strong. I was \(lid by ta_
bour rqnsmta tives in those countries that I WI)llld
not 1Iw:ae1 "

But Msizi setoff on around of visiting fae.
tories, local and regional SltUC:lures and the
SAcnJ Nordic offtce opened in 1987. There he
slayed until he rerumed 10 South Africa in 1990.

"1101d the Scandinavi8llTS, 'You cannot place on us
all the ld!:ologieal srruggles thai you have fOUghl &S
farbaclt&S 1949, because tIlat was I Europeanoon·
fliet, nol a South African one. Let's face the question
ofapanheid'."

'" worked vuy closely with COSATIl when I was
in Den mark. My policy w&s thaaCOSATIl's rda·
tioos should like their own course and I should not
interfm: but P'Ovide the logistics. 1think it worked
out rille. So you CIrI say that I am hefe to oonlinue
what I have been doing." -0>
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Rooting out

dependency

NACTU General Secretary CUNNINGHAM NGCUKANA, talks to CELIA
MATHER and KARL VON HOLDT

Labour Bulletin: Couid
you uU us about your inter
national tiffiliations, and
Wilh whom you ha~e closesl
relationships though you
may not beforma/iy alfii
Ulled?

Ngcukana: NACIU is not
affiliated to any international
organisation except OArou.
We are an independent feder
ation with fraternal relations
to all international confeder
ations. the WCL, the ICFIU
and the WFIU.

We have had closcr rela
tions with the ICFTII blxau.se
it has been one of the major in
ternational confederations
operating in South Africa,
eitherdircctIy or lhrough itsaf
nIiates like the Scandinavians.
Dutch, British. Canadians and
Americans.

Over the past two years or
so we have been able to es
tablish links with the WCL,
and we sent a delegation to
the recent WFfU conference
in Moscow.

Apri/1991

The ICFTU has played a
major role in solidarity with
SA lrade unions, in tenns of
material and moral suppon
and of course together with
the WFTU it has supponed
various positions in the
United Nations and other in
ternational bodies.

Labour Bulletin: CaSA,
one of the unions that
formed NACTU, was affil
iated to the ICFTU. Can
you. lell us why you. now
ha~e a policy of non-affilia
tion?

Ngcukana: Though we rec
ognise that the ICFfU has

played an important role, it
was our feeling thai in the
interest of international
lradc union solidarity we
should not affiliate to any
one for the time being be
cause all of them have
supponed the struggle
against apartheid. By not af
filiating we believed it was
a small contribution 10

wards international trade
union solidarity.

Labour Bulletin: Do you
see thaI position changing,
wilh the chonging realign
mentofthe leFTU and
WFTU?

Ngcukana: TheOATUU
poliey is that Mrican trade
unions do not affiliate to the
internalional confederations.
NACIU had that policy even
before we went into the
OATUU. A shift is some
thing that can only be
discussed by our conference
because non-affiliation has
been a policy decision.



You have got to under
sW1d that NAClU has got a
very strong socialist and Mar
xist-Leninist approach. and
the organisation is very StriCI
abouc how we conduct our
selves internationally.

We would like to see the
ICFTU. WFIlJ and WCL
come together on a common
trade union platfonn to in
crease trade union solidarity
among the international
working class.

There has been bitter anta
gonism but we believe this is
going to change. Eastern Eu
rope is moving towards a
market economy; the trade
unions in those countries will
have to restructure them·
selves to meet the challenges
they face from incoming
multinationals. The division
between the ICFIU and
WFTU will no longer be

""""""Y.
Changes in the interna

tional economic and political
order. and the movement of
weslern capital to the east,
necessitates such an accom
modation.

labour Bulletin: WFTU
has claimed, as have many
o/the milittmt Third World
/edemtions, that it is anti·
capitalist and part o/the
struggle/or socialism.
The ICFTU has tended to
see itselfas ImproYing
conditions within a capitol
ist/ramework. Many
/ederatians would say that
the struggle/or sacialism
continues and there/on
haye a particular perspec
tive on the lCFTU. Wildt is
yaur ylew?

Cunningham Ngcukana

Ngcukana: The ICFTU
looks at the shan-Ierm im
provement of working
conditions within a capitalist
system. and we don't hold
that view. We believe that.
yes, we operate within a capi
talist system and we will
fight for a living wage and
better working condilions.
But the long-tenn objective
is obviously to establish a
system wllere the working
people are in conuol of Iheir
lives.

The WFl1J has had its
own problems. The Eastern
European trade unions were
transmission belts for politi
cal panies and they were in
conuol of the WFllJ. That
didn't make it very much of
a rival in challenging capital.
improving working oondi-
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PhofO: MoriceJ1..abour SulTeritt

lions and SUPlXlrting the
rights of wOlting people.

International relations are
not infonned only by Iong
tenn objectives, but also
shan-tenn objectives and
what is possible at any given
time. We have 10 have mu
tual solidarily with trade
unions in countries where
multinationals operating in
SA come from. To have in
ternational relations only
infonned by long-tenn objec
tives would be a very serious
blunder.

Some national centres
have med us to affiliate 10
the ICFTU and we have had
to explain our independent
position. We certainly do not
necessarily share theirobjec
tives. We are looI:.ing at the
short-tena objective of the
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Ngcukana: NAcru
unions are affiliated 10 ITSs
like the public sector PSI,
foodworkers' IUF, chemical
and energy workers' lCEF,
metalworkers' IMF, building
and woodworkers' IFBWW
and the plantation and farm
workers'IFPAAUW. But
only a few NAcru affiliates
have such affiliations.

When it comes to ITSs
there have been very serious
problems. Our building wor
kers' union has not had
problems with the IFBWW,
and we have had generally
good relations with t1le IMF.
However, with theminewor
kers' MIF, the PSI,IUF, and
the IlF, there have been seri
ous problems. They have
tried 10 play cenain tricks on
our affiliates and we have
made it quite clear that we
will not tolerate some of
their attitudes.

We might have 10 disaffil
iate from IFPAAUW.lthas
sct up an educational pro
gramme for farmworkers,
even though NACIU and
our affiliate, the only union
organising farmworlcers in
South Africa, have our own
education programmes. It has
also been discriminating
against our affiliate in fund
ingofprojects.

The PSI has also been
discriminating in funding
and projects. It is the same
with ICEF, which has been
playing tricks with SACWU,
which is the biggest chemical
union in Africa, to such an

you ull us aboul NACTU
uniom' nllltionships 10 the
lTSs?

labOur Bulletin: Could

NgcUkana: Of course
some of the national centres
have got their own percep
tions. For example, the
Scandinavians and the Cana
dians, believe that you
should be affiliated to a par
ticular political
organisation. They don't
see why we shouldn't be in
the ANC.

Of course, they have got
their own choices of political
parties in South Africa; we
are quite conscious of that.
But our view is that we are
an independent organisation
and we should be able 10

make independent decisions.
We have been able 10 put our
policies across 10 them, and
they do not have any in
nuence.

labOur BUlletin: Then
has been critidsm, particu
kJrly/rom Third World
trade unions, lluJt the trade
union centres o/the north
interfere in a way lluJt Is not
warranled. Hayt you experi·
enced this/rom the lCFTU
or any o/its mtVor affdiaJes?

Ngcukana: We have been
able to get solidarity for
struggles by workers against
multinationals through the
ICFilJ and its associated in
ternational trade secretariats.

The ICFIU became much
more important 10 us because
largely its affiliates come
from western countries
which have trading and in
vestment links with South
Africa: most of the multina
tionals come from such
countries. In the struggle in
Unilever for example, we
were able to get the suppon
afthe IUF and its British af
filiates, and with Coca Cola,
before it divested, from the
ICFilJ-affiliated American
Unions.

The lCFilJ circulates in
fonnation to its affiliates to
get solidarity. Also, there has
been material support from
the national cenlreS affiliated
to the ICFIU - from the

Ngcukana: Yes, we partici
pate because our funding is
multilateral from the ICFilJ
through the donor organisa
tions which are affiliated 10

the lCFIU. We sit in the
regular SACC meetings.

labour BUlletin: What
has been most useful/rom
your rellltuUtshlp ro the In
ternationals?

struggle, and in the longer Scandinavians, canadians,
term our ideas and vision British, American-affiliated
might notooincide. unions, Spanish, and ltalians-

and from the ICFIU itself.
This support !las been for

education programmes and
legal assistance in cases of re
pression. It has been a very
useful and important soli
darity. Through it we have
built this movement to what
it is today. Wehavegener
ally had a lot of suwon
against apanheid.

labOUr Bulletin: Do you
particiPtJle in the ICFTU C~

ordifUltilfgCommitue on
SoutJurnAjrlca?
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union in Africa, 10 such an
elllenilhat SACWU has been
considering disaffiliating.
We have also had a problem
with the ITF, even though we
have the biggesl union in the
passenger transpon industry.
We have had problems with
the IUF bUllhe affiliale is
trying to discuss il and re
solve the problem.

There is a problem of
democracy and account
ability within these
internationals, and a problem
of cenain of lheir affiliates
calling the shots. They are
very seleclive and divisive,
and not very helpful in lerms
of trade union unilY in South
Africa. We are planning a
conference for our affiliates
in Mayor June to discuss
these maners.

Labour Bulletin: Isthis
discriminotion infavour of
COSATU O/filiates?

Ngcukana: In mOSI cases,
yes. Some of the national
cenU"es presume divisions,
and encourage them, be
tween COSAru and
NACTU. People from the
Commonwealth roc and the
Canadian unions have had an
awful attitude. I have had to
telllhe Canadians lhat if
their represenllllive doesn't
come here it doesn't matter.

Some would like to see
NACTU fall. It is a thread
that runs internationally, or
cllestrated by funding by
certain donors and organisa

,tions. To us it has become a
non-issue, however, because
an organisation lhat has got
members is not easy to wish

away.
It is imponanl that our af

filiates get 10 be
self-sufficient, and then they
will be in a position to say to
hell with anyone. The Na
tional Union of Wine and
Spirits is oot affiliated to lhe
IUF, but it is one of lhe most
self-sufficient and demo
cratic U'3de unions in SA.

This is the tragedy of past
international funding, of
paternalism by international
organisations. It has created
a culture of dependency, and
we really have to root it out.

Instead of having a nega
tive impact it has been
positive, however, in lhat our
unions are able to find means
to survive. With the 'anti
apartheid industry' going
bankrupt lhat is an advan
tage. For lhose who have
become dependent on inter
national funding there will be
a negative impacL

South African unions have
got to learo much more about
self-sufficiency. Within
NACTU a rationalisation pro
gramme is already under way
and we are hopeful that even
without international assist
ance in two years' time we
will be able 10 survive. For
instance, we have had to
scale down our administra
tion and our overhead
ellpcnditure.

Labour Bulletin: HdW
you also been in dialogue
with the AFL-ClO?

Ngcukana: We have had
discussions with the AA..
CIO. It is a national centre to
national centre relationship,
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THE VIEW FROM NAClU
but what we would like to
see more is our affiliates
building relationships with
lhe industrial unions in
America, because we have a
lot of American investments
in South Africa. We need
more grassroots relation
ships, in the steel industry,
the food sector, in mining.
We believe that union-to
union relalionships are much
stronger.

Labour Bulletin: Haw
you had any assistancefrom
theAF~CIO's Africdn in
stitute, the AALC?

Ngcukana: The AALC has
never directly assisted
NACTU except through lhe
ICFTU, but the it has as
sisted some of our affiliates,
and possibly through training
programmes of unions affil
iated to the AA..-CIO.

labour Bulletin: Suppose
the Icnu is engaged in
sonu kind afundermining
action against a militant
Third World union. Feder·
ations like the South
African ones, with more ac
cess to the ICFTU, might be
faced with d choke ofcha
lenging the Icnu on
behalfofthose unions or
concerning themsel~es only
with their own short-term is
sues.

Ngcukana: Weare pre·
pared to give unqualified
support to such struggles and
also condemn any activity
undertaken by any organisa
tion, irrespective of our
relationship wilh it, which is

SALB Vo/15No 7



INTERNATIONAL TRADE UNION SOUDARJ1Y

to !he detriment of the work· rope have problems. There is
ing class. The problem is that not much done in the area of
we do not have much infor- taking industrial action in
mation. It is irnponant for support of workers in the
trade unions to develop their Nath, but there are pogsi.
own resources so that they bilities, in particular wi!h
can take an independent posi- British finns.
tion on such maners.

ing trade union rights in a
number of countries. It is im
portant that a fulure
democratic South African
government takes up the
issue of human rights in all
the African countries.

Labour BUlletin: Trade
unionists ofthe Nonh only
seem t6 consider what they
call give and lIat what they
could recti~from you,
Peoplefrom the SOUlh Stem
to consider only what they
can rective and no.t what
Ihey.can conlribu/e. What
do you think?

Ngcukana: It is true that
people view it as us receiv
ing and them giving. The
problem has been the type of
trade unions we have and !he
Jinks wi!h political panies in
power and governments. We
have never had an inde
pendent trade union
movement in Africa. South
Africa has tried but, who
knows, we might move in !he
African direction.

Increased investments
from the Nonh in the South
necessilate cooperation be
cause of the high labour
costs of the Nonh and the
low labour costs of !he
South. With changes in !he
economic order there will be
a change in terms of receiv
ing and giving. It will be a
mutual cooperation.

European products will
find their market in the
South, and of course we can
participate in the boycott of
such products if they mistreat
workers or if unions in Eu·

April 1991

Labour Bulletin: Turning
to "gioMI cooperation, how
do you see your role in
OATUU devewplng'!

Ngcukana: We have been
participating within
OATIJU's SATIJCC frame
work for five or six years,
attending their workshops
and taking part in the South
ern Africa Labour Council
meetings.

The Southern African re
gion is economically
integrated. We have a lot of
migrant labour from neigh
bouring countries and we
should develop a social char
ter to protect their rights.
Most Sou!h African em
ployers in industries
including construction, min
ing, and forestry, are taking
people from outside because
they do not have to make so
cial security payments.

Also, once the political
question is resolved in South
Africa, there are possibilities
that South African com
panies will move into
neighbouring states and ex
ploit workers there.
Cooperation amongst South
ern African trade unions is
very important to tackle em·
ployers in the whole region.

We also believe that with·
in the framework afthe
QATIJU we may be able to
make a contribution to secur-
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Labour Bulletin: As well
as regioMI cooperation,
have you been able to de
velop South-South finks
with other tr!Uk unions
around the world?

Ngcukana: We have a
number of links, like willi the
Australian national centre.
We have been able to go to
India, Malaysia and other
parts or Asia through the
Commonwealth programme.
But the Latin American Jinks
have not been very strong.

We see cooperation with
Eastern Europe and Latin
America as important be
cause of the movement of
working people and capital.
To fund this, we have to de
velop our own internal
resources.

LaboUr Bulletin: How is
interno.liOMI policy deter
mined within NACTU? Do
you have an In/ernational of·
ficer or depanment?

Ngcukana: We have one
member of the Secretariat
woo is responsible for inter
national affairs. We have a
sub-committee, an Interna
tional Committee, thaI
executes policy and recom·
mends changes to
policy-making SD'Uctures, to
Nalianal Council and Con
gress. Q-



INTERVIEW WITH THE ICFTU

the ICITU in SA:
•comlng on

strong
Deputy General·Secretary of the 100 million member International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), Mr DENZIL FRASER, was
interviewed by DEVAN PILLAY· at NACTU's Third National Biennial
Congress on 27 September 1990, Mr Fraser is also a member of the
Italian Socialist Party.h

labour Bulletin: What is
tM prograrruru 0/the ICPTU
in South A/rial and da you
1Mkt a distinction belWttn
NACI'U andCOSATU wlren
ginng support?

Denzil Fraser: Our pr0

gramme is 10 continue suppon
and solidarity with the blaclc
Irade union movement in the
most effective way,

We do not react different
ly to the two federations. It is
not only in South Africa that
the trade union movement is
divided, But this is a problem
concerning the workers here.
and not the international
trade Wlion movemenl Both
of them are fighting w libe·
rate this counuy from the
fascist mioority regime. and
we will help them as much as
we can. Everywhere workers
are divided be<:ause of politi
cal tendencies, but it is not

my duty welaborate on these
dirrerences,

labour Bulletin: Within
Ihe trade unian ma~ement,

in particular ctrUlin affil
iates o/COSATU, there has
always been a reserved atti·
tude towards the ICFTU.
Has there been an impro~e

ment in relationships in
recent years?

Denzil Fraser: II is uue
that in the past we met with
some problems. But our com
miunent is to remain in
touch, and we will continue
to remain so - helping
through our memberorgani
sations with which COSATIl
affiliates have established

contact. Member organisa
tions of the ICFfU have
been our 'ambassadors', We
have been able wdiscuss
with them, and take deci·
sions on how South African
trade unions could be best
helped, taking inw account
their own wishes and needs.

We hope, of course, that
all misunderstandings, if
there are any, can be clari
fied. We meet from time to
time, wdiscuss the problems
concerning South Africa, It
is very good wknow from
Sooth Africans what their as
sessment is of the political
and trade union situation,
and what are the major ob
stacles. We listen to them on
what the international trade
union movement can do to
over come those difficulties.

South Africa has always
been a priority for the
ICFTU. But we need to give

• At the lime of this interview, Devan Pillay was a wrilfK at the Labour &lUalin. He is now the adiotr of Wotk
in Progress (WlP)

•• Both COSA TV and NACTU have policies ofnon·affiliation to the ICFTU. but have been receiving consid
'/fsble funding from ICFTU affiliates

27 SALB Vol 15 No 7



INTERNATIONAL TRADE UNiON SOUDARfTY

it special attention Ihese have given the imp-ession

days, because there is some that the process has begun to

misunderstanding in intema- eliminate apartheid, which is
tiooal public opinion. The not true. We SIrCSS the im-
fact lhal Mr Mandela has ponance of these
been released, and that some conversations, bul we mUSI
conversations are taking convince inlCmational public
place berwecn the regime opinion lhat we mUSI con-
and the liberation movement. tinue 10 assist our friends..

The member organisations
of the ICFnJ around the
world mUSI implement
lCFnJ poIky. If we give up
sanctions and other pressures
on the SA govemnlClll, we
will make it harder for the
black populaLion 10 finally re
cover their dignilY.

South Aftica and the AFL-CIO

•

Relationships between ro
SATU.oo the us union
centre AFL.CIO have been
steadily deepening over !he
past year. A visit by Nelson
Mandela andCOSATU Vice·
President Chris Dlomini in
June. was followed by the
NUM's Cyril Romlphosl in
Oc:lOber and most recently
Jay Naidoo in February this
,~.

In relUm. I delec_ion in
c:ludinC AFL.CIO
InlCmlotional Arrairs DirtlClOr

(and Ieadinc licltt ohhe anti
communist Social Democrats
USA) Tom Kahn, plus repre
senlllives oflhc AfL.C]O·,

Instilllle in Africa AALC.
federated tnd. _fedenled American urUons, visiud COSATU while also anmdinCthe NACTlJ
Concras. ob&a'ven in Oaobc:r 1990,

TIle iluanalionaI activilies of the AF1,CJ(). and pa1ic:u1ar1y its three inslitUles in the Thild
World _the MLC (Africa), AIFLD (Ulin America) and AAfU (Asia) - have received muc:h mli
cUm for supponinC US official fomen policy aims. plflkularly incounlrie$ with milit....t uniol\$
and nalionallibention movemenlS. Marty unionists workhride will be wIlChinclO see how r0
SATU ha'ldles the relationship.

Sinee 19&6. COSATI)', policy has been oneof non-moperation with the AFt-CIO and its
bodies. Consequently, AfL.CIO activity in SA has been with individual COSATU affiliates, includ
ing funding study lOurs 10 the USA. At the ~brull)'meeting in Washington, COSATU p-essed the
AFt-C10 10 regularise this by channelling aet.ivitie$ only on I untre·lO-c:mtre basis.

SA unionists have in the pastacc:med the AFL.CIO of back·peddling on suppon for oconomic:
pressure Igain$t lpartheid. In III interview with the Labour Bulletin at the NAcrU Congress. AFI.
CIO re:presc:nulliv" blomed ~oonfli~ting5ignals eoming from the SA trade union movement until
COSATU wu formed" for earlier relicence. but cllimed the AFL-CIO has always ,upported sanc
tioN and i5 now It the forefront in keeping pressure: on the Bmh administration.

TIley also uk! that the AFL-CIO"hu no problem" with COSATU', alliance with the SA Com
muni5t Party. bul will jtselfhlYe nothinclO do with !he SACP. They also denied having any
reiatiorWtip with UWUSA. ~

AFt-C/O president Lane Kirkland and Nelson Mandela
in the US
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We will campaign against
the lifting of sanctions. Our
member organisation in the
United StaleS, the AFL-CIO,
will campaign againsl il until
Ihere is a real indicalioo that
the SA govemmerll tw given
up apartheid, and has ac
cepted the principk ofone
mon one ""'-

II tw always boeD the pol
icy of the ICFTU and
AFL-CIO 10 support sane·
lions and n(lI only in the
USA. Bul, as a democratic
organisation, we have mel
wilh diffICulties amongSi
member organisations in the
ICFTIJ 10 implcmenilliis de
cision. Some measures
againsl SA could cost jobs in
Ihc industrialised countries,
mOSI of' which have uade re
lations willi SA. During a
period of' high unemploy
menl in these countries it
was not CISy. 11 was not a
question of politics. It was a
question ofconvincing unem·
plo~ people in deve~
countries IhaI W'C owe soIi
darilY 10 the blacJc workers in
Soulh Africa. because their
conditions are much 'NOI'5e

than ours, even ..-hen W'C are
unempkJyed.

BUI the policy of the
ICFTU concerning sanctions
tw been constant since
1950, when the ICFJU
began. We buill our ClHlfdi·
nating Committee
Specifically on the South Af
rica problem to deal willi
assistance 10 black Imde
unions. This was more than
IS years ago, as soon as the
black trade union movement
came into being. At the same
time, we tried to implement

our sanctions policy.

Labour Bul~ln: Wily
1116,. 1Ia.s llun bUII.sllc1l dis·

111m abolll tJr6 lCFTU'1
itJJ~1ttW1Uill SOIlM Africa'!

Denzil Fraser: This is a
good question for tlxlse who
have had doubts aboulthe
ICFTU.ldon'l know why.

When !he world was
divided inlO the democratic
wald on the one side, and
the undemocratic work! on
the OIher, there was popa
ganda againSi us. BUI we

never spent any time answer
ing that propaganda. We
have been busy developing
positive action.

Labour Bul~ln: I,. kmu
O[wllalluJs bulllul~t1ing
ill ElUl6nt £1UD1H ortr du
pall~tu', wlulJ dO:lSM dlink
."U/ IulPIHIIID tll~ World
F6dmll'wII o[TrtIJk UIIWIU
(WFTU), I'UId:IS"r nlDtioll
.ship wull it'!

Denzil Fraser Wedon't
have any relations with the
WFJU, and I don'l see that
happening. The majorily of
Imde unions in Easl and Cen
uaI Europe have withdrawn
from the WFIlJ. Some, such
as Poland and Czechoslova
kia, have already joined the
ICfTU. Others, sueh as Hun
gary and Bulgaria, have
applied for arfiliation. But all
of lhem have already willi-
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drawn from the WFIlJ.

Now the WFIlJ is $lying
thai, since !he division was a
resuil of !he Cold War, W'C

can now come lOgether. How
ever, il was not because or
the Cold War that then: was
a division, bul becallse the
WFIlJ was dependent on a
political party. Now that the
workers are recovering their
independence. their unions
are withdrawing from the
WFIlJ. but it still remains a
1001 of the Russian trade
union movemenL

In the Soviet Union itself
there are also initiatives now
to build froe and independent
Itade unions. For instance,
Ihe miners have built their
own uade union organisation
independenl of the one which
is still connected 10 the com
munist party. For US, il is not
only a question in Russia, but
everywhere. We don'l be.
lieve in trade unions IhaI are
organically connecltd with a
political pany, especially
where !here is. one party
system. It does n(lI serve the
inlCrcslS of the workers.

This has nothing 10 do with
!heCold War. II is • question
of pItiIosophy.The~
tions in !hose countries have
n"aliSt'd that without froedom
and democracy you cannot

have social and oconomic pr0

gress. They will meet a lot of
difficulties, however, because
changing their S)'SIe/l1S will
not automatically solve all
their problems.

It is not true, as is
claimed, thai the market
economy and free enterprise
have developed our coun
tries. It is those Iliings,plus
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slrong workers movements
political and Ilade union
fighting against employers to
make sure that there is fair
distribution of the income
produced.

Labour Bulletin: Many
leaders in COSATU and
NACTU maydescriJNt~_
uWes os Mandst socialists
(not neussarily ofthe Soviet
type). What injbunct will this
MI't 011 tht ICFTU's rela
tions IVith Wse ftdemtioflS?

Denzil Fraser: What does
it mean to be a Marxist these
days? If they believe in it,
that is their righL What is im·
portant for us is a free and
democratic, pluralist society,
where everybody has the
right to express their views,
including Marxist socialists,
even though nobody can ex
plain today what it is. I am a
socialist, but I am first of all
a trade union leader. I be
lieve that my discipline is the
discipline of the trade union
movemenL Although we
must be committed at the pol
iticallevel, the trade union
organisation must remain au
tonomous and independent.
This is an important principle
in a democratic society.

In Italy, members of the
CGIL union federation in
Italy were mainly members
of the Communist Pany.
That party is now about to
give up its communist name.
II believes today in a demo
cratic and pluralist society.
There are some differences at
a political level, but these
should not prevent us from
being united. We all now be-
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lieve that the trade union
movement must be inde
pendent and autonomous,
dependent only on its mem
bers, and not on any political
party. The debate which is
taking place these days in the
CGIL is that it should be in
dependent, and apply for
membership to the ICFTIJ.
They withdrew from the
WfTU years ago.

In France, with the lowest
rate of organised workers in
Europe, the CGT is a memo
ber of the WfTU. The
majority of its members are

not French citizens. They are
immigrants from Nonh Afri
ca. h is the only organisation
in Western Europe that is a
member of the WFI1J.

There is unlikely to be a
similar debate in the CGT as
in the COIL, because the
French Communist ?any has
not changed.

The presence of Christian
trade unions in Europe, with
no more than two million
members, serves to divide
the lrade union movemenL I
am a socialist, but I belong to
a free and independent trade
union movement, not a so
cialist-aligned Ilade union.
This is because otller wor
kers, who are not socialists,
would not be able to be with
me in a socialist union. A
trade union must be for
unity, so creating conditions
that institutionally hamper
unity, does not make sense.
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Labour Bulletin What
does this meall in terms of
COSATU's declared al
liance with the Communist
Party in South Alma?

Denzil Fraser: There arc
communists in COSA11J, but
nobody can say that COSATIl
is a communist organisation. I
am deIl'lOCI3DC, and I believe
in the right for those who want
to be communists to be com
munists. 1bey will have a
great problem defining what
communism is today, but that
is their problem, not mine.

I don't think forming an
alliance with the Communist
Pany necessarily contradicts
what I've just said about
trade union autonomy. The
common struggle is against
apanheid. It is too early to
say what will be the debate
on the kind of society that
these communist people
want to build. We hope that
they will be in favour of a
democratic country, but this
is the second step. For now,
let them be together 10 fight
against apartheid.

Labour Bulletin: DOts the
ICFTU ha~e allY relation
ship with UWUSA?

Denzil Fraser: I am the
Deputy General Secretary of
lIle ICFI1J and I don't know
what UWUSA is. That is a
good answer, don't you
lIlink? [/nterjeclionjromAi
kurnbo. oj Ihe IGFTU Africa
Desk: "II is non-aislenl. We
haye no relalionship with it"]
I don't know whether it is a
football team or what
{laughter]. *



With the loss of most of its
Eastern European affiliates,
and the political rooOClitation
of the newly reconstituted
General Confedcrntion of S0
viet Trnde Unions (from Oc
tober 1990), the Prague based
World Federation of Trade
Unions is undergoing radical
reevaluation and restructuring.

Soviet unions, in the past
the most influential in WFTU,
have a new ideological orienta
tion. They have accepted their
new role ofuade unionism in
a market economy, and the in
fluence of this on the confed
erntion was revealed in the
draft document produced for
WFTU's 12th Congress, held
in Moscow (November 1990).

The old ideological con
frontation with imperialism is
gone (not once is the word
used in thedocument). In
stead, it argues for the
"depoliticisation" of the trade
union movement There
should be an "evolution from
theexiSlCl1Ce of two great ideo
logical blocks. promoting
animosity and confrontation,
to new internationalism with a
human face and progressive
social content", it says. This
shift in the policy of the Soviet
unions simply reflects the shift
ing policies of the Soviet state.
This suggests that the unions
are still tied 10 the bureau
cracy, rather than expressing
an independent line.

WFI1J is inviting the
ICFTU and WCL inlO recon
ciliation, coopcratioo and
"greater unity". That there was
not a better coordination be
tween the internationa1s

What's
new at
WFTU?

previously is put down large
ly to "obstacles set by the
TNCs"_ICFTU General Sec
retary John Vanderveken has
indicated his organisation's
hostility 10 this, however.
"Our greatest asset in the
eyes of the workers in East
ern Europe", he said, "is we
never collaborated in any
way with those who sided
with their oppressors... When
it comes to the WFTl/ ... I
see no reason for us to co
operate with an organisation
that glorifies an economi·
cally bankrupt system, and
that has consistently failed to
condemn violations of hum
an and tnlde union righlS:

In the draft Congress docu
ment, however, WFIU is now
promoting 'free' trade unions,
independcntofpolitical par
tics. Finally buried is the call
for proletarian dictalOrShips.
The draft speaks of merely
"equal participation" by wor
kers in management decision
making, with "the right 10 in
formaLion and consultation".
lIS currentana1ysis of the role
of trade unions would be per
fectly acceptable to any West
E~ social democrat

It is not known 10 what ex
tent the document was accep
ted. However, a Soviet aucmpl
10 have all mention of 'class
struggle' removed from the

WFTU FACES CHAlLENGES

WFTU Constitution met with
heated opposition at the Con
gress and was defeated.

Organisationally, with the
loss of most of Eastern Eu
rope, the Third World has
gained greater significance
within the WFTU. A decisioo
at the Coogress 10 establish re
gional SUUCt1lreS and offices in
Africa (Brazzaville), Asia
(New Delhi), Latin America
(Havana) and the Middle East
(plssibly Damascus) is al
ready being implemented. By
conuast, the fulure of the in
dusuy/scctor based lUIs
seems to be uncertain.

There has been a serious
drop of income following the
loss ofEastcm European affil
iates. However, expenditure
has been CUI, Secretariat staf
fing has been slashed; the
organisation has moved into al
ternative prem-iscs in Prague;
and previous expenditure on
travel for Eastern European of
ficials is no longer necessary.
WFTU still has important
members like the SovielS and
the French CGT. Also, it is not

without resources, having as·
sets like buildings which it
could realise.

The Czech Government has
ordered WFIlJ 10 move out of
Prague by June 1991. WFTU
has appealed. Paris, homeof
the French CGT, is rumoured
to be a possible new location.

WFIU still claims to rep
resent 191 million workers
worldwide·, and has coosult
ative status at Uniwd Natioos
bodies like the ILO, UNES
CO, UNCfAD,FAOand
UNIDo. 0)

• The IUF cJajms WFTU membersrup is dowrllO 171 m~lion. WIlt! only 3 and a half millIOn fully voluntary
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Towards

internationalism!
A Labour Bulletin CORRESPONDENT with recent experience of
international trade unionism argues that most workers of the world know
very little about what is done in their name through the organisations of
the international trade union movement. She calls for a new international
alliance of non·aligned democratic trade union centres, to campaign for
a single, unified and accountable trade union international.

The world has gone through
dramatic changes in the past
five years. With the collapse
of communism and the de
feat of the Sandinistas in Ni
caragua, world capitalism
seems vinually unchal
lenged. But if, to paraphrase
Mao Zedong, every obstacle
presents an opponunity, we
can identify some positive
features in the current situ
ation.

First, all recent major up
heavals have been decisively
influenced by mass mobilisa
Lions of workers and their
families. Mass action in East
ern Europe, the Soviet
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Union, China, Latin Ameri
ca, the West Bank,{iaza,
Bangladesh, Pakistan, India,
Burma, S. Korea, South Afri
ca, and a number of African
countries, has challenged,
paralysed or led to the col
lapse of military regimes,
bureaucratic elites, and capi
talist governments,
regardless of the repressive
measures at their disposal.

Second, although econ
omic failure and hardship
underlies much of tile discon
tent ellpressed worldwide,
there is also a profound
democratic aspiration. Oem
onSlrations everywhere
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repeatedly call for justice, s0

cial responsibility and
accountability.

Third, the rejection of the
'socialist' model as typified
by Eastern European states
has not led to the wholesale
embrace of capitalism by
workers. Aspects of life
under capitalism do seem at
tractive from afar,
particularly the range and
choice of conswner items,
but the negative impact on
jobs, housing, health care
and other social services is
becoming obvious. There is a
growing JXlpular rejection of
the 'free market' solution.
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Fourth, after a period of
decline trade unions appear
to be growing again in num
bers and strength in many
parts of the world. Many ad
vanced capitalist countries
are witnessing an end to the
erosion of union member
ship. Many of the lrade union
movements in former com·
munist states are asserting
lheir independence or being
challenged by more inde
pendent formations. New
trade union organisations are
being formed in countries
which lack a tradition of a
strong labour organisation,
and oftcn where an 'ccon
omic miracle' is supposed to
have undermined the need
for collective activity.

All of these developments
mean international trade
union solidarity has can no
longer be a 'conscience' item
on conference agendas.
Traditionally solidarity has
been seen as a generous
'gift' from more 'advanced'
organisations to the needy.
There has been very lin.le
sense of what the union
movements of the South can
contribute to worker
struggles in the North. And
the unions of the South have
spent all their energy build
ing links with unions in
North America and Europe,
and paid very little attention
to developing contact with
comrades in other counuies
of,the South.

But the power of the multi-

national corporations and fin
ance capital, and the
austerity programmes of gov
ernments everywhere, mean
we have to seek practical sol
utions which mobilise our
potential strength on a world
scale. Our strategy should
rest on building and linking
the power of organised wor
kers which exists in many
countries.

So, how do we build and
strengthen democratic trade
unionism at home and inter
nationally? In this anicle I
will raise a number of criti
cisms of the ICFrU and
WFIU, which arc the major
trade union international or
ganisations. I will then put
forward an argument for a
new international alliance of
non-aligned and democratic
trade unions. I hope that this
article will stimulate and con
tribute to further debate on
these issues.

The need for information
and accountability
Both the ICFIU and WFI1J
are extremely sensitive to
public scrutiny. Needless to
say, this grew out of the Cold
War rivalry between the two
organisations, but it has also
limited the degree to which
trade union activists can find
out what is being done in
their name.

Most internal documenta
tion is classified 'private and
confidential'. Of course, this
is justified if trade unionists
are in danger in their coun
tries and security measures
are necessary 10 protect
them. But the main lX'COCCu
pation seems to be 10 limit
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the information available to
'the other side' - ie, to the
rival international. For both
organisations the 'other side'
also appears to include their
own memberships!

The ICFft) and WFIU
would both claim that part of
the responsibility for explain
ing what is being done lies
with their own affiliated na
tional centres or federations.
National centres/fedcrations
would then claim that indi
vidual union affiliates should
bear responsibility for repor
ting back to members. This is
a route begging for a com
munications breakdown!

In the main, report-backs
are done in the international
section of conference reports.
But a review of these over
the last ten years shows that
often only general references
are made. In fact,the news
publications which are pr0

duced by the ICfTU and
WFI1J tend to be self-con
gratulatory and are certainly
not aimed at an activist audi
ence.

Every activist understands
the need for financial ac
countability. Yet even the
amounts of money which are
at the disposal of the ICfTU
and WFIU are treated as se
cret information, as arc the
sources of the money (al
though lately there appears to
be some relaxation by the
ICFTU). Equally difficult to
get hold of is information
about how the money is ac-

SALB Vo/15 No 7



INTERNATIONAL TRADE UNION SOUDARITY

tually spenL
There is considerable evi

dence Utal bo!h the ICFfU
and WF11J use money to
'win friends and influence
people'. Equally wonying is
money spent by ICFI1J and
WFI1J affiliates in !he form
of direct aid which serves to
increase the dependency of
union organisations in de
veloping countries. The
en!husiasm for this type of
unilateral activity by the US
union centre, the AFL-CIO,
even embarrassed !he ICFI1J
for a time. The ICFTU was
forced to distance itself from
the AFL-CiO after embar
rassing allegations of
union-busting and collabora
tion with governments
against genuine workers' or
ganisations.

A retired general secretary
once described how he used
to play one side off against
ano!her. One year he was
given a Chevrolet by the
AFL-ClO, and the next year
a four-week 'medical re
cuperation holiday' in a
Black Sea resort by !he So
vietACCTU!

This would be comical if
it were not so serious. The
general secretary in question
openly admitted !hat bo!h
gifts distracted him from the
task of building his organisa
tion. They also fuelled a
smear campaign by his gov
ernment that he was
misusing union funds. This
publicly discredited trade
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unionism.
Some national centres arc

more secretive !han others.
When a UK-based charity,
War On Want, published !he
late and deeply committed
Don Thompson's book
Where Were You Bro/her?,
detailing what became
Imown as 'trade tUlion im
perialism'. both the author
and War On Want were
treated by the TUC as trai
tors. Their biggest 'crime', it
appears, was to strive for
openness and to dare to make
this information available 10
trade union members.

On the other hand, where
national centres have at
tempted to explain their
international work, the re
sponse from members has
been positive, leading to a
stronger international con
sciousness. This contrasts
with the cynical view that
matters should be kept 'pri
vate and confidential', which
reinforces the patronising be
lief that workers are only
interested in their pay and
conditions. Perhaps more sig
nificant is that workers can
learn from discussing and
reading about each other's
struggles and experiences.

The free now of informa~
tion is an indispensable
aspect of democratic prac
tice, and could serve as a
first step in opening up the in
ternational trade union
organisations.

Independence
and democracy
Independent democratic
trade unionism is a demand
which is put forward most
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forcibly by the trade union
centres associaled wi!h the
ICFI1J. This demand is also
popular with many of !he
relatively new formations
such as CUT in Brazil and
COSATU, and those centres
such as the CGIL which exist
outside of the main world
federations. Thus a broad
consensus exists across a
spectrum of national centres
who would argue !hat trade
unionism is most effective if
it is independent of the state.

The WF11J until very re
cently preferred not to
elaborate on its view of trade
union independence. It has
only just started coming to
terms with lhe concept, fol
lowing the collapse of its
'independent' Eastern Euro
pean affiliates.

One of the most stinging
criticisms made of many na
tional centres sympathetic or
affiliated to the WFTU has
been that they serve as mere
transmission belts for govern
ment policy, that they are in
effect government<ontrol
led, and dependent upon the
state for finance and other
benefits. While this descrip
tion is accurate for many
present (and fonner) WFTIJ
affiliates, it does not paint
the whole picture. As the re
cent miners' strike in the
USSR and sectoral disputes
elsewhere have illustrated,
important groups of workers
can and do oct independently
of both the state and their
own bureaucratic union
leaderships. Sometimes they
have to fight ho!h.

This is an imponant point
to grasp. It underlines the
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inter- relationship between in
dependence and internal
democracy. Can a trade
union movement which is
not controlled by its mem
bers be uuly independent?

Many ICFIU affiliates
would proclaim that their in
dependence proves that they
are democratic. But for both
ICFIU and WFru affiliates
in developed countries, it is
on international work that
there is least control by mem
bers. It is also on
international work that there
is the greatest reluctance to
challenge their own govern
ments' foreign policies.

In the advanced capitalist
countries, most national cen
tres/federations receive
substantial funds from their
governments for trade union
education and international
work, even when the govern
ments in question are openly
hostile to trade unionism. Re
agan, Thatcher and Mulroney
of the USA, UK and Canada
continued to provide finance
to national federations while
at the same time enacting a
range of anti·union legisla
tion. This continues today.

But does such reliance on
government funding under
mine trade union
independence? The ICFIU
affiliates in question would
doubtless answer ~no". They
might admit that without this
funding they would be less
able to provide services to
their own members and give
assistance to trade unionists
in other countries. But, they
would argue, what is impon
ant is who controls the
finance..and who decides

how it is used.
But who does control the

finance and decide how it is
used? Certainly not the mem
bers!

The AFL-CiO made simi
lar claims when it was
reponed that it was receiving
milIiens of dollars from Presi
dcnt Reagan's National
Endowment for Democracy
fund to use overseas. The
same fund was used to sup
pon the Contras and to
fatally destabilise the Nica·
raguan experiment. While
the AFL-CIO vigorously de
nied that there was any
government control of how
the money should be spent,
the fact is that it was used to
finance pro-US unions and
undermine genuine trade
unionism, often by bloody
means.

American trade union ac·
tivists would not have agreed
to this if they had known
about it, and if they could
have exereised control over
the AFl..-eIO leadership. The
lack of information and lack
of accountability make it dif
ficult to accept the AFL-CIO
argument that it is "inde
pendent" when it receives
and uses this kind of money.
It is clear that no trade union
organisation - whether the
Soviet ACITU or the US
AFl..-CIO - can claim 10 be
independent when it is not
democratically controlled
and accountable 10 its mem-

"'".A numbcrof AFL-CIO af·
filiates are fighting to
establish the accountability
of the federation, particularly
of its international work. Onc
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of the lessons they are learn
ing, and which is shared by
activists in the UK, is that
the trade union bureaucracy
which controls the national
centre/federation is often a
law unto itself. It often mo
nopolises information and
conuols the appointment of
staff and the allocation of re
sources.

Unless trade union inde
pendence is protected by
worker control, there will al
ways be a danger of 'behind
the scenes' deals being
struck which undermine ge
nuine international solidarity.
Often international solidarity
depends on the adoption of a
particular political line or af
filiation. It is often those who
shout loudest about ~inde
pendence" who are at the
forefront of auempting to
undermine the independcnce
of other organisations!

Solidarity with the
South African struggle
The one case of international
solidarity which lOOk place
on terms determined by those
woo received the suppon
was perhaps in the struggle
against apartheid.

Onc reason for this is that
there was a high dcgree of
membership awareness. This
was stimulated not by union
bureaucrats, but by activists
at local level through individ
ual uniOfls and the
anti-apartheid movement.
This made it more difficult

SALB VoltS No 7



OATUU's struggle
for non-alignment
OATUU also had to contend
with similar pressures. Many
of ilS affiliates had slipped so
deeply into the pockets of in
ternational organisations that
they feared any disruption of
external funding would be
fatal. It took a detennined
campaign spearheaded by the
current secretary general to
untangle the web of depend·

not left alone for long!
Sooner or later, and usually
depending upon the pace of
the Cold War at regional
level, they were made offers
that they found hard to re
fuse.

This is not to say that
trade unions in developing
countries were blind to the
dangers, or that financial sup
port was not desperately
needed to help strengthen or
ganisation. But once hooked,
an insidious culture soon de
veloped which changed the
meaning of solidarity into
something quite different. As·
sistance was provided not on
the basis of common e1ass in
terests (although a
convergence of NorthlSouth
bureaucratic intereslS often
developed!), but on an un·
written pledge of loyalty to
the funding organisation,

It was precisely these con
cerns which encouraged the
'active non· alignment' of
COSATIJ. This position has
been sustained despite con·
siderable pressures for more
nexibility and pragmatism.

The struggle for
genuine solidarity
The relationship between
trade union movements of
the North and South dates
back to when colonial gov
ernments were in retreat."'
Local and often militant 'na·
tive' trade unionists were
given instruction on 'The
Principles of Modem Trade
Unionism' by worthy trade
union officials sponsored by
the retreating colonial power.
This kind of 'solidarity' was
intended to teach the 'native'
unionists a 'responsible' ani
tude towards the interests of
capital after independence.

As the Cold War intensi
fied, trade unions in
developing countries were

it be thai what COSATIJ ap
preciated were the offers of
solidarity without strings,
solidarity based on respect
for the independence of CO
SATIJ?

The main issue around which South African WOrlcer~s:--'
received international solidarily was apartheid

Pttoro; Dallid Vitallmpaet VISUalS (Afrapi!l)

for the bureaucracy to oper
ate secretively. COSATIJ in
particular was able to sustain
a mass movement in South
Africa and at the same time
effectively campaign for sup
pan throughout the world
without being compromised
by membership of either the
WFTU or ICFTIJ.

In fact, the support most
appreciated by COSATIJ ap
pears to have come from
centres/federations acting in·
dependently of either the
ICFTU or WFTU, particular
ly the Dutch and
Scandinavians (though they
are ICFTU affiliates), and
non-aligned organisations
such as OATUU and the Ita
lian COIL, new emergent
unions like the Brazilian
CUT, and the smaller Com·
monwealth TIJC.

It was the American con
sumer activist Ralph Nader
who said, "There is no such
thing as a free luneh~, Could

* The rerm 'North' refers 10 the advancedcapiralisrCOlHlrries of Europe. North America and Japan; the Iflrm
'South· reffJrs 10 all orha, countries, itlcks6ng rhe ooVflloping cooorries and /he undrNooveloped Me&.
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the decreasing money avail
able from the North.

Indeed, many donor agen
cies, as well as the ICFllJ,
have recently declared (des
pite their previous activities
to the contrary) that an essen
tial objective in their
assislance 10 trade unions in
developing countries is 10 en
courage ~self-reliance~.11 is
remarkably convenient that
~self- reliance" should now
be 10 justify a switch in re
sources away from the South
just when it is most needed!

Without doub\, trade
union movements in develo
ping countries will continue
10 require considerable sup
port and nnance in their
struggle against the condi
tions which threaten the
livelihoods of millions of
workers. There is, however,
no justification for basing
this redistribution of resour
ces on a patron-elient
relationship.

In the long run, interna
tional trade union solidarily
actions and programmes can
only be effective ifthey are
based on principles which
deepen democratic practice
and accountability within in
dividual national centres and
international organisations of
the North and South. If such
solidarity helps us to redis
cover the common interests
of workers round the world,
we may yet establish the in
ternationalism which
inspired the early pioneers of

The Impact of
reduced funds
The revenue generated by
membership subscriptions
available to northern trade
union centres,lfedcrations has
decreased over the last de
cade. The British ruc, for
example, has shrunk from 12
million 10 8.3 million mem
bers in that period.
Government aid to many
northern trade union cen
tres/fcdcrations for overseas
solidarity programmes has
been decreasing in real terms
too. Finally, there is a steady
drift of what resources do
exist away from the South to
wards Eastern Europe, where
the ICFTU in particular
hopes 10 exploil the now al
most universal
disenchantment with the
WFfU.

Instead of encouraging
moves towards greater South
South unity, this reduction in
funding could actually in
crease North-South
dependency. Trade union
centres/federations of the
South could be driven to
break ranks with their sister
organisations to compete for

been broken entirely, espe- A ~~~
cially as many ICFI'U f! 'FS
affiliates act unilaterally with- ~~. ~
out reference to the OATUU/
ICfTU Co-operation Agree
ment.

However, this initiative to
forge a non-aligned interna
tional solidarity based on the
common intcrests of workcrs
is an important breakthrough.
It is being closely observed
in the Caribbean, Asia and
Central and Latin America.

ency which suffocated pan
African trade unionism.

Drawing upon his experi
ences as a past president of
the non-aligned Nigeria La
bour Congress (still among
the largest trade union organi
sations in the world), he
realised that African trade
union organisations had to
change the way they related
to the internationals and
donor agencies. Better 10 risk
splitting the African trade
union movemem than to
allow its unchallenged domi
nation by overseas interests
to continue, especially in the
face of mounting repression,
enforced structural adjust
ment programmes and
escalating poverty.

QATUU adopted a policy
of discouraging African cen
tres/fcdcrations from
affiliating 10 any interna
tional union organisation
apan from itself. A weighted
voting procedure was estab
lished within OATUU which
favours those centres/feder
ations which follow the
policy of non-alignment. At
the same time, donor agen
cies and internationals were
persuaded to enter into Co
operation Agreements which
provide some safeguards
against the misuse of funds
and establish guidelines on
the type of assislance re
quired.

For the nrst time in many
years, OATUU has achieved
a degree of unity which can
only strengthen its ability to
tackle the many serious prob
lems facing African workers.
Of course the cycle of de
pendcncy/Ioyalty has not
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me WOfters' movemenL

Anew International?
The virtual collapse of me
communisl bloc and its effect
on the WFTU has raised the
question ofrebuilding a
single unified worid U1Ide
union inlemational. TIle
WFTU, with Soviet support.
appears detennined to con
tinue, albeit in a trimmed
down way, desperately seek
ing a new role for itself.

The ICFTU, on the other
hand (and the ITSs), are busy
real locating resources to
strengthen relationships with
tIade union formations in
Eastern Europe. Regular dele
gations are sent to advise on
!Jade union structures. SoIi
damosc in Poland and me
new Cuch union federation,
CKOS,area~yaffil~~

What should be me re
sponse of non-aligned trade
union organisations in this
situation?

First, it is clear that inter
national solidarity is going 10
be auciallO defend the liveli
hoods of miUions of workm
against me activities of multi
national companies and the
austerity and structural ad
justment programmes of
governments, and to extend
ltade union and democratic
rights.

Second, the absence of ac
countability and internal
democracy within me exist
ing internationals is a major
obstacle 10 ensuring that the
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long-lenn independence of
trade unionism is preserved.

Third, despile claims 10
the coolrary, there is little
evidence 10 indicate that the
mentality of theCokl War or
the ElltO-Centric view of the
wc.-Id is being ehaUenged
within the suuawes of either
the ICFIlJ c.- WFTU.

FoorUl, the most dJamatic
advances in trade unionism
have invariably been woo by
trade union movements
which can reJy on the
strength of their own mem
bers, and which are prepared
to mobilise to pursue their de
mands.

Tile issue of whether or
not 10 affiliate to the ICFTU
is not the most appropriate
qucstion. In fact, it seems
highly unlikely that CO
SAn! will change its 'active
non-alignment' policy soon.
However, the question of
ICFI1J affiliation may be
posed over the next few
years. Rccently roSAn!
agreed to participate in the
ICFI1J Southern African C0
ordinating Committee, and
this has fuelled speculation
worldwide.

Is affiliation a viable 0p

tion for organisations like
COSA11P. The Dutch FNV,
and the Swedish, Danish and
Norwegian centreslfeder
ations, which make up the
'progrtSSive group' within
the ICF11J, would argue that
the best way to change the
ICFTU is 10 join it. But the
'progressives' themselves
only have limited bargaining
power within thc 1CFI1J,
and this bargaining power is
based on specirtc conditions.

38

The 'progressivc' group
has considerablc resoun:es at
thcirdisposa1, inherited from
a long period of social-demo
eralie consensus in their
countries. 1bese rescuces
are very valuable to the
ICFIlJ. and this gives them
me room 10 manoeuvre.

On the other hand, within
the countries or the 'pr0

gressive' group, mere are
large anti-apartheid organisa
tions which enjoy the support
of many thousands of trade
union activists. If it became
known that the 'pro
gressivcs' were curtailing
support for COSAlU 10
pressurise it into affiliating to
the ICFI1J, shock-wavcs
would be felt from worker
activists in every locality.

The 'progressives' have
been able to act flexibly with
in !he ICFTU by balancing
these two factors - access to
substantial resources 10 fund
ICFI1J projects, and real
pressllujrom ~low to main
tain good relations with the
SA trade Ullion movement.

The progressives have
won the space inside the
ICFI1J 10 act outside of it in
giving support 10 the SA
unions. But the price is that
they have to report meir ac
tions 10 me ICFTU Southern
Africa Co-ordinating Com
mittee. This means that their
work is in a sense co-ordi
nated through ICFTU
structures.

This suits both the old
guard within the ICfTU, and
especially the bureaucratic
apparalOs, and the bureau
crats of the 'progressive'
group. Both experience press-
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ure from their membership 10
provide solidarity to SA
unions. The combination of
bilateral solidarity by the
'progressives' with co-ordi
nation through the ICFTIJ
structures helps 10 contain
this pressure, since both can
claim credit for me soli
darity. In this sense both thc
conservatives in the ICFTU,
and at least a section of the
'progressive' organisations,
have a common interesL

At the same time, the con
servatives in the ICFTIJ
remain confident that they
can contain the 'pro
gressives', while receiving
substantial funding from
them.

Clearly, COSATU does
not have the same bargaining
powers as the 'progressives' 
but it has other suengths.

COSA11J enjoys enor
mous prestige with
worker-activists everywhere,
and this is one of its greatest
strengths. The ability to link
with these layers of activists,
bot1l inside and outside the
fCrn;, would be seriously
undermined by affiliation, un
less COSA11) explicitly
stated that it intended to chal
lenge decades of Cold War
practice. But sooner or later
it would be acting alone, and
vulnerable 10 accusations of
biting the hand that feeds it!

A far better suategy is to
maintain links wit1l t1lose ac
tivists within ICFIlJ
affiliates, and strengthen t1le
relationship with Ihose forces
prepared 10 fight for genuine
international solidarity world
wide.

On a continental level,

COSA1U is committed to
strengthening OATUU,
which itself has only recently
emerged from t1le quagmire
of affiliation problems. A
concerted input from CO
SA1U could help the
organisation 10 emerge as a
powerful tool for South
Sout1l solidarity, and
challenge the domination of
the Nonhero centres/feder
ations over uade union
activity.

So the question is, not
whethcr 10 affiliate to
ICFTU, but rather -What are
the objective needs of the
workers' movement world
wide in the currenl situation?
How can we conuibute to the
growth of a genuine interna
tional solidarity which is
based on our U"adc union prin
ciples of equality,
accountability, independence
and unity in action?

By posing the question in
this manner, we can escape
falling into the sectarian uap
of placing the organisational
'needs' of the internationals
before the needs of the wor
kers of the world.

The new emergent and
largely non-aligned uade
union movements such as
COSA1U,Cur,OATUU,
KMU, and Others are poten
tially in a powerful
bargaining position. Their
sucngth includes the support
of extensive networks of
worker activists in the estab
lished unions of Europe and
North Amcrica.lftheir
strengths are shared and con
solidated, the non-aligned
trade union movements,
together with union activists
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within the unions affiliated 10
the ICFTIJ and WFllJ,
could playa decisive role in
campaigning for the follow·
ing;
Dthe establishment of an in

ternational democratic
U"ade union alliance which
brings together all those
cenues/fedcrations and re
gional organisations who
agree on the need for a
single, unified, democratic
and accountable world
fedcration, and who arc
prepared 10 openly cam
paign for it;

Dthe free flow and ex·
change of information
about international soli
darity assistance and the
utilisation of resources;

Dthe planning, resourcing
and implemcnting of spe
cific campaigns reflecting
the needs of the working
class internationally.
This approach would es-

tablish a position of
collective strength from
which the non-aligned move·
ments could engage in a
dialogue wit1l existing world
bodies and their affiliates.
This would bea 10gicaJ"de
vclopment from 'active
non-alignment' towards
worker-eontrolled in/una
lionaUsm. I believe this
approach is far more likely 10
be successful than any pro
ject of ~emering the
internationals to democratise
from within~. *
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the practice
of solidarity

ACTWU vice-president JOHN HUDSON describes the strong
union-to-union solidarity built between the SA Clothing and Textile
Workers Union and the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers
Union (ACTWUl in the US.

The organising campaign
was not going well. Court
aulds, a British textile multi
national, was getting the
upper hand through numer
ous unfair labour practices at
its Virginia plant in the US,
which AClWU was trying to
organise in 1987.

AClWU contacted unions
representing Courtaulds wor
kers around the world,
asking them to send leiters to
the company protesting its
tactics. Unions in England,
France and Italy answered
our call. But National Union
of Textile Workers (NUlW)
shopstewards at Courtaulds
in Durban, South Africa de
cided they should do more.

Led by chief steward and
veteran unionist Andrew
Joyisa, Courtaulds workers
declared a ban on overtime
until the Virginia election
and pledged to go on strike if
we lost the election and
called on them for further
support. We didn't win the
Courtaulds election, but
Courtaulds workers did win a
new respect for the polential
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'Through cultural, ideo
logical and practical
cross-fertilisation we in
creasinglyjunction as
virtually one union - or
one movement - with
one agenda. Weare
working to break down
barriers ofculture, polio
tics or narrow national
concerns that might
divide us. Supporting a
struggle oftextile wor
k.ers across the ocean
thus becomes as natural
as supporting one
across town. While we
are still in the early
stages ofthis process,
we see our solidarity as
a contribution to build
ing unity among cloth
ing and textile workers
worldwide. '

-John Hudson

power of solidarity.
Two years later the first

ACfWU delegation to South
Africa visited workers at the
Hextex woollens mill in Wor-
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cester in the Western Cape,
who were making plans for
what they expected 10 be a
very difficult negotiation.
AClWU responded much as
we would to a strike of our
own members. We undertook
an international pre5SlIre cam
paign, threatening product
boycotts against suppliers
and sanctions against Hex·
tex. And we raised over $25
000 to support the strikers
from our locals and individ
ual members.

A few months after the
strike we were the gllCsts of
honour at AClWU·SACT·
WU (by then NUTW had
merged with several other
unions to form SACIWU)
victory celebration at the
Hextex plant. We toyi-toyed
into the afternoon, well after
the end of the 11IIlCh hour,
singing a song workers had
composed dllring the strike:
"Viva ACIWU-SACIWU
Alliance!"

Building one movement,
one agenda
Solidarity between South Af-
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political unionism. Suppor
ting a struggle of textile
workers across the ocean
thus becomes as natural as
supporting one across town.

While still in the early
stages, we see our solidarity
as a contribution to building
unity among clothing and tex
tile workers worldwide.

Origins of solidarity
The relationship betwccn
ACTWU and SAClWU
evolved from the desire of
me new generation of unions
in South Africa to build inter
national solidarity through
'unioo to union' ties.

NlTIW and ACJWU rep
resentatives met in
international meetings in
1979, and established regular
contact. AClWU was moti
vated primarily by a desire to
further contribute to the fight
against apartheid.

The flTSt real opportunity
for solidarity action
presented itself in the

national industries compete
on non-labour cost factors
such as product quality, de
sign content, and market
responsiveness. We must co
ordinate organising and
bargaining strategies on bom
company and industry levels.
And we must fight for trade
practices that allow for fair
and orderly adjusunent in de
veloped countries, while
sharing production oppor
tunities, marlc.ets and jobs
wim developing countries.

ACTWU has worked wim
the South African Cothing
& Textile Workers Union
(SACTWU) and its predeces
sor unions over the last ten
years to build a solidarity
that can help to address these
challenges. We have learned
that solidarity is most effec
tive when it is linked to the
general task of union build·
ing. Solidarity has thus come
to mean our entire "union" of
interests and needs in me pro
cess of developing social and

-,--_---,:-:---,---,------,_~T~EfXTlLE WORKERS HAVE STRONG LINKS WfT/1 US WORKERS
rican and North American
clothing and textile worlc:ers
has evolved over the years to
respond to the challenges we
face in a mobile, labour-in
tensive indusuy. The stakes
are high. Textile and cloUting
employs tens of millions
worldwide. Ciolhing and leX
tile is still often, as in the US,
the largest industrial em
ployer in many developed
countries, providing crucial
jobs for new immigrants and
the working poor. At Ihe
same time, this sector is
often the comer-stone of in
dustrialisation in developing
countries. But whenever
wages are pushed upwards.
because of labour scarcity or
uniled worker activity, manu
facturers move on to the next
low wage haven.

These factors provide the
basis for bolh competition
and cooperation among in
duslrial workers in different
parts of the w()£ld. The only
effective response by wor
kers to the increasing
integration orthe world econ
omy is 10 organise
internationally. We must
struggle to ensure that econ
omic integration improves
the lives of workers in the
Third World, rather than im
poverishing workers in the
industrialised world. Labour
must co-ordinate its
strategies, and fight together
for international fair labour
standards and trade union
rights. We must fight for
high wage growth and devel
opment strategies, rather than
low wage strategies. We
must fight for national indus
trial policies that help our
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monumental NUTW battle to
organise the Frame Group,
with over 20 COO workers.
The Frame struggle was simi
lar in its size,lenglh and
impact on Ole fortunes of
NUTW 10 ACTWU's
slrUggle at lP Stevens in the
1970s. ACTWU worked with
other telltile unions around
the world to pressure Frame
inlO recognition through in
ternational industry links.

Then, when health and
safety became a key organis
ing issue, ACTWU sent its
Hcalth and Safety Director
Eric Fromin to Soulh Africa
for two weeks 10 help estaD.
!ish brown lung and steward
training progrnmmes.

Fromin returned to
ACTWU enthralled by
NUTW's milil.al1cy and
worker democracy. He
shared his experience in
ACTWU meetings over lhe
following year, giving our
members their first taSte of
Sooth African unionism. We
ellchanged educational ma
terials and research on
companies thai opernted in
both countries.

In early 1985 NUTW
President Nelson Mthombeni
visited ACIWU as part of a
tour of South African trade
unionists sponsored by the
New York Labour Commit
tee Against Apartheid, which
ACfWU had been in·
SlrUmental in founding.
Many ACTWU members
then became more involved
in anti.apartheid work, and
particularly in supporting
their union brothers and sis
ters. AClWU locals in some
cities helped establish anti-
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apartheid commitleeS.
During lhis period

ACTWU, allhe request of
NUTW, ran a 'corporate cam
paign' against Tidwell, a US
company. Tidwell had set up
a faclOry in the Ciskei, where
trade unions were banned.
NUTW was unable to make
inroads organising Tidwell
workers. ACIWU put
together a coalition of la
bour, civil rights groups and
churches that was able 10
mount sufficient public press
ure 10 force Tidwell 10 close
down in the Ciskei.

The maturing of solidarity
At an International Textile,
Garment and Leather Wor
kers Federation (ITGLWF)
meeting in 1987,notlong
after the Counaulds cam·
paign, ACIWU and NUTW
leaders had their first de
tailed discussions about
fonnaJising a solidarity pro
gramme. However, we
shared few common multina
tional employers which
would have lent themselves
to co-ordinated strategies.
Moreover, the 1986 US sanc
tions legislation prohibited
the import of South African
textiles. Our focus was lhere
fore more on global
developments in the industry,
which promised 10 heavily
impact both of us. NUTW
was specifically concerned
that South African industry,
which had seen wages rise
dramaticalJy due 10 labour ac
tivity, was starting to move
inlO low-wage southern Afri·
can nations. That region
promised to eventually at
lraCt Western inveslOrs as
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well. A proposal to the
ITGLWF 10 establish an Afri
can regional presence was
our first specifIC collabora
tion in an international body.

Our interaction and con
sultation on a range of other
union matters was having a
positive impact on building
bolh our unions. There was a
growing awareness among
the members of both unions
that brothers and sisters in
far-distant lands were becom
ing part of our union life, and
were crucial allies in con
fronting the global
challenges that faced us.

We also believed we
could benefit from more sys
tcmatically sharing our union
ellperiences. ACTWU was
the product of a merger of
four unions, and NUTW was
about 10 enter similar mer
gers. NUTW was thereforc
interested in our experience
with more complex union
SlrUctures and intemal man
agement issues.

ACTWU felt that it could
learn from the highly demo
cratic and participatory
SlrUctures that NUTW and
other COSATU unions had
buill. A new generntion of
ACTWU leaders were com
ing inlOlheirown. They saw
their mission as rebuilding
working class milil.al1Cy, and
the South African situation
had many useful parallels.
Moreover, among unions in
other countries with whom
ACTWU had contact,
NUTW was by far the most
wi11ing and able to build a
muiti-dimensional relation
ship.

Both unions agreed that di-
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reet interaction among wor
kers was lhe most important
vehicle for building soli
darity. A plan for regular
delegations was outlined. In
1988 ACIWUSA President
Amon Ntuli and General Sec
retary John'Copelyn lOUred
ACfWU affiliates for three
weeks. They toured shops,
observed negotiations and or
ganising campaigns,
participated in steward train
ing programs, and met at
length with our depanments.

ACIWU members were
fascinated to hear about con
ditions under apartheid in
South Africa and me struggle
for change. But basic work
place and union problems
were the main focus. Thc em
phasis on class issues
sltessed me similarities
rather man the differences of
our situations, and demon
suated that me job of
building workers power was
mueh the same, whel.her the
political context was apart
heid or Reaganism. Ntuli
surprised many ACIWU
members when he observed
that while conditions for
American workers were
generally better outside me
factory,mey were often
worse inside, in terms both
eonditions of work and em
ployer resistance to unions.

This tour reinforced the
understanding of interna
tional solidarity as an
extension of shopfloor soli
darity. Our members'
passion for contributing to
the fight against apartheid
was certainly strengthened.
But it also became clear that
we were not simply giving

charity to ACIWUSA. One
ACIWU member said: "I ex
pected to hear about a poor,
struggling little union. But
they're the fourth biggest tex
tile union in the world. They
could teach us a thing or two
about organising!"

ACIWU was then invited
to send a delegation to attend
an ACIWUSA congress in
1989 and tour AC1WUSA
branches. For most AClWU
SA members, we were their
first foreigners. But ACT
WUSA members embraeed
us as "comrades" in thcir
struggle, and pledged to
stand with us in ours.

Organic solidarity
In February 1990 ACIWU
and SAClWU agreed on a
Solidarity Programme to
guide our relationship into
the future. We organised our
solidarity work into five ca
tegories: Basic Solidarity,
Worker to Worker Solidarity,
Local to Local Solidarity. De
partment to Depanment
Solidarity and International
Solidarity.

Two SAClWU leaders
then visited our national con
vention in Miami in June
1990, followed by a national
tour of ACIWU locals.
Work is underway to match
up~hofl.he3ISACTVVU

branches with an AClWU
local or joint board. Future
'worker to worker' dclega.
tions will be organised
around these local ties.

SACIWU organiser John
Eagles spent two monms
working in an AClWU orga
nising campaign in Virginia.
ACIWU president Jack
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Sheinlcman toured SAClWU
branches in early 1991, and
organiser Eddie DeJesus will
participalC in a SAClWU
training conference in late
April. Further staff ex
changes are being discussed
involving organisers, re
searchers and corporate
campaign operatives. SACT
WU organisers have been
invited to work in key
ACTWU organising cam
paigns. Corporate campaign
staff are investigating the use
in South Africa of the vari
ous strntcgies of non-work
place pressure ('corporate
campaigns') we have de
veloped inthc US. In recent
monms AClWU, in co-ordi
nation wim its Amalgamated
Bank, has been assisting in
securing bridge funding for
SAClWU's cO-.Qperative
sewing venture in Durban,
ZCnzeleni Clothing.

We are also starling to
compare notes on our respec·
tive needs for national
industrial policies that en
courage our induslties to be
competitive on non-wage fac
tors such as quality. design
and markct responsiveness.

Solidarity is indeed be
coming both the creator and
the result of conscious social
unionism. We work together
on problem solving in me
building of our separate
unions, we refine our com
mon language, and in doing
so we strengthen our ability
10 confront global industry is
sues. The next frontier is to
expand this model of organic
solidarity to clothing and tex
tile work.ers in other
countries. '0"
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