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C O S A W R  C O N S U L T A T I V E  C O N F E R E N C E

The aim of the conference was to look at the issue of the future 
of war resistance in exile as well as the return of exiles and 
the future of COSAWR. It was attended by 100 people, mostly from 
London, but some from the continent. Many had not been involved 
in the war resistance movement. The conference was addressed by 
ANC, ECC and COSAWR speakers and followed by small group 
di scussion.

A) Inputs
ANC (Prograssin Naiker): The A N C’s priorities are to set up 
branches within the country with democratic structures and 
accountable leadership. They will be embarking on membership 
campaigns. At this stage it is premature to for democratic orgs 
to merge with the ANC but members of those orgs will be 
encouraged to join the ANC. Another priority is that of building 
uni t y .

With regard to the army, a priority is the democratisation of 
structures. Conscription does not have a place in the present 
situation and the ANC ’ s policy is that there is no basis for 
forced conscription in the future. Ending conscription is also 
part of the struggle of democratisation and a priority.

War resisters should not return as individual but rather together 
in a large group and need to make a statement on their return. 
At the ANC meeting with de Klerk the position of exiles will be 
discussed. Planning for return should take place after this 
meeting. After their return, war resisters need to join orgs and 
they can give an important role contribution with their exile and 
international experiences.

They are encouraged to join the ANC on their return but it would 
be logistically difficult for people to join just before their 
return.

Gavin Cawthra of Coswar outlined the history of the organisation 
and raised a number of possible options facing COSAWR in the 
current period (See separate paper). Jacqui Boulle spoke about 
the current priorities and strategies of the internal war 
resistance movement.

Small g r o u p s
Return of exiles: There was a number of different positions that 
came up. The dominant position was an agreement of the political 
value of a return of a group of exiles. While they would still 
face conscription, it would force de Klerk’s hand. Return needs 
to be done in consultation with ANC. The return has to be done 
in cooperation with ECC who would have to provide support and 
campaign around the return. COSAWR needs to do international 
lobbying and campaign to ensure a successful and safe return of 
exiles. It would also need to facilitate the return. While most 
seemed to be in agreement with this position, many had 
constraints that would prevent them returning at the earliest 
possible opportunity, e.g.: families, wives, careers and even 
mortgages! It seems as if the initial group will be small. The 
of objectors returning individually was also raised, although



this will be a less desirable option.

A minority position, but with significant support, was anxiety 
about a return with conscription still remaining. This was 
particularly the case for those who have refugee status and would 
have to surrender their status upon leaving the UK. There was 
also a perception that it was safer for ANC people to return 
with returning war resisters facing prosecution if they failed 
to report for their call-up.

The future of War Resistance in exile
COSAWR should not change structurally and its priority should be 
the facilitation of the return of exiles. It needs to continue 
in the short term, but its role will become redundant. However 
some felt that their would still be a role for COSAWR in the 
future as not all exiles would be returning and that their would 
be an ongoing role to do research into the military.

Future issues
Participants welcomed the ANC position on conscription. Some felt 
that there should still be a non-military form of national 
servi c e .

Women’s group report
The women participants decide to meet separately. They were 
critical of COSAWR’s neglect of women as a group who were 
effected by conscript and as a constituency within the exile 
community. The return of exiles is an opportunity for COSAWR to 
mobilise and organise war resisters. COSAWR needs to organise 
m o r e  s o c i a l  e v e n t s .  W a r  r e s i s t e r s ’ 
partners/1overs/paramours/wives /dependents/children all need to 
be part of the process of preparation for the return.

The participants decided to set up a group for those people who 
were thinking of returning. The group would look at the issues 
around the return, consult with the ANC, look at running a 
campaign in support of the returning exiles. A support group was 
also set up for those people who are not war resisters but are 
involved with war resisters.



PREAMBLE: Conscription of white men into the South African Defence Force 

continues. The period of service is one year and ten months. The penalty 

for refusing to serve is three years in Jail. There are currently two war 

resisters in jail ;  Charles Bester and David Sruce. Trials of seven war 

resisters who have also declared their refusal to serve in the apartheid 

army are  c u r r e n t l y  t a ki n g  p l a c e  in South A f r i c a .  It is un cl ear  

whether the speculated amnesty for political prisoners in South Africa will 

mean the release of these imprisoned war resisters and subsequently the 

ending of conscription Itself. An option taken by many war resisters who 

refuse to serve is to go into exile. The Committee on South African War 

Resistance Cast 1979) remains their organised voice.

PRESS STATEMENT

In the l ight  of recsnt  deve lop me nts  in South A f r i c a  around on® 

hundred  e x i l e d  South A f r i c a n  war r e s i s t e r s  now l i v i n g  in the 

Uni ted .Kingdom and Western  Europe  g at he r ed  in London to 

c o n s i d e r  the r e t u r n  Of e x i l e d  war r e s i s t e r s  to South A f r i c a  

and to c o n s i d e r  the f u t u r e  of w a r  r e s i s t a n c e  in e x i l e  and in 

South A f r i c a  i t s e l f .

We welcome the A NC ’ s r ec en t  statement  that there  wi l l  be no 

c o n s c r i p t i o n  in a f u t u r e  d emocr atic  South  A f r i c a .

We a gr ee d  that the immediate o b j e c t i v e s  of the war r e s i s t a n c e  

movement s h ou l d  be:

* the r e l e a s e  of imprisoned  war r e s i s t e r s

* a moratorium on o b j e c t o r  t r i a l s

* the s a f e  r e t u r n  of e x i l e d  war r e s i s t e r s  to South 

A f r i c a .  COSAWR is l a u n c h i n g  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  campaign in 

support of th es e  o b j e c t i v e s .

We f u r t h e r  ag re e d :

* that our long term o b j e c t i v e  is the a b o l i t i o n  of 

a p a r t h e i d  c o n s c r i p t i o n  and the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of a democratic  

and p e a c e fu l  South A f r i c a ;

* that the r i g h t  of South A f r i c a n  war r e s i s t e r s  to 

p o l i t i c a l  a sy lum or r e f u g e e  s t a t u s  s hou ld  be m a i n t a i n e d  as 

long as a p a r t h e i d  c o n s c r i p t i o n  e x i s t s .

War r e s i s t e r s  who i ntend  r e t u r n i n g  to South A f r i c a  d e c l a r e  

that we do so with  th<a i n t e n t i o n  of c o n t r i b u t i n g  to the broad 

s t r u g g l e  to end a p a r t h e i d  and that under no c i r c u m s t a n c e s  wi l l  

we a g a i n  a l l o w  o u r s e l v e s  to be c o n s c r i p t e d  by the a p a r t h e i d  
reglme.

We send our g r e e t i n g s  and s o l i d a r i t y  t o  t h e  broad ant I- 

mi l l t a r y  f o r c e s  in South A f r i c a  and e s p e c i a l l y  to the End 

C o n s c r i p t i o n  Campaign and commit o u r s e l v e s  to w or ki ng  t o ge th er  

in e n d i n g  a p a r t h e i d  c o n s c r i p t i o n  and mi l i t a r i s m.

FURTHER D E T A I L S :  Matthew Temple ,  COSAWR-UK, Tel :  287  3 7 8 6 ,  
Fax:  73 4  5 9 6 8  <attn COSAWR)
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