The P.E. Motor Strike

B ; _ m<3 = <r July and Au9ust over 10 000 motor workers ir
ort Elizabeth have been either on strike or locked out of

their factories. Thousands of workers trying to return to
work had the gates locked on thsm, riot police have been
called and over 500 workers at Ford were retrenched. The
events are too many to count. Here we will try to highlight
only a few of the most important and comment on some of these

The motor industry in PE has seen intense struggles
between workers and management over the past few years, but
this strike has raised crucial questions about worker orga-
nisation and management strategies in the Eastern Cape.

On July 15 more than 10 000 workers at Ford, General
Motors and Volkswagen downed tools after wage talks at the
Industrial Council (IC) between the union and the employers
rnaTnaCf”™i deadlock. The workers are all members of the
FUSATU affiliated National Automobile and Allied Workers
Union (NAAWU) .

NAAWU and the Industrial Council

Naawu is one of the few independent unions that sits on
an IC. While the union is aware that other independent unions
prefer negotiating outside the IC system, they say this IC is
different from most others. Naawu 1is one of two unions
sitting on the IC. The other union is a white union represen-
ting mainly skilled workers. The three motor companies - Ford
VW and GM - are the employer parties to the IC.

Naawu represents the majority of the workforce in the
three factories. This means their power on the IC is not
diluted as it would be if they were one union out of 13 sittim
on an IC - as is the case with the IC for the Iron and Steel
Industry.

After each IC meeting, which shop-stewards attend,
there is a mass report-back meeting. The union is well orga-
nised on_the shop-floor and says it negotiates from a ﬁosition
of organised strength.

Thejtrikejegins
At the start of the wage talks with the employers, Naawu
workers were demanding R3,50 an, hour. They are presently
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Glnnn™ hwf,reasonf they gave were Naawu's reluctance to supﬁ
support Macwusa strikeS In the past year and the fact that

workers only observed a 5 minute stoppage to mourn Neil
Aggett s death, instead of the called-for half an hour.

Industrial Council Negotiations Resume
unti v/ V n e IC,”~h8 deadlock over wages continued
was declared”® * (July 23) When 30 <fficial disPut”

When a dispute has been declared in the IC, settlement
can cake months. Often the dispute is referred to arbitrator
This means an outside body - usually a government body - make

decision, which has to be obeyed by the workers and the
employers.

gn fa?Utth=rkers 10 ~he factories were unhappy about this.

iatfnnc; * - I s* accePted the union conducting negot-
1ations through the IC because they had been able to play an

important part in the negotiations. However, at this stage,
it seemed the union would get tied down in long-winded
bureaucratic dealings that would exclude the majority of the
or ers from participating. The workers were also unhappy
about letting a government -appointed arbitrator resolve the
dispute with the employers. The workers and Naawu stated thei.
position firmly: that collective bargaining was a matter for
-employers and workers; it was not a matter for a “neutral”
third party. They were not prepared to accept arbitration.

The Workers Hit Back

Workers at all the factories decided on a "go-slow"®
until management agreed to in-plant negotiations. In response
to the go-slow™, management at VW closed down their plant
again on August 5 putting 6 000 workers back on the streets.
The Ford Truck plant closed down and so did the Assembly plant

a few=days late”” GM ~ ™ re~opened their Pla"ts

it waf wUthIC meet¥n9 scheduled . Au%ust 5 Naawy announced
It was withdrawing from wage negotiations on the IC. Union

thP rir=6n SaJd the fmPI< yers were stalling on the workers and
the drawn-out dispute procedure would be used to

bureaucratise negotiations and weaken the workers®
? had, flred six worekrs, including a Shop-
stewarJ 4;r a?legegly %lghtlng with other workegs wﬁo P
continued working when some had wanted to walk out, most
the workers at the Neave Assembly plant downed tools in

position.

of
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sympathy with the sacked workers. Naawu denies strongly that
their members were involved in any “brawls® and considers it
a fabrication by ford management to enable them to victimise
fhe workers.

On August 10 Ford management said they were closing down
all four plants for ten days.

Three days later on Friday 13, when workers went to
collect their wages,Ford retrenched 507 hourly paid workers.
About 330 were from the Neave plant. Riot police were present
at the Neave plant for most of the day.

Although the motor companies claim to have lost about
R42 million in the 1st month because of the closures and
strikes, and the workers have lost about R2 million in unpaid
wages, the motor companies, especially Ford have closed
down their plants on the slightest pretext rather than nego-
tiate with the workers. Many people in PE are in fact saying
that the closing down of the Ford plants has not hurt the
company very much. 1In fact, it is even thought that the strike
suited Ford, coming at the time it did, because it gave them
an excuse to lay off workers and close down their plants with-
out having to negotiate with them first.

And although morale among the workers has been generally
high, they realise the difficulties of having gone on strike
at a time when economic recession is setting in and retrenc
ments”""arethe order of the day.

But it is also clear that the strength and unity of 10 000
workers cannot be ignored. VWand GM have shown signs of want-
ing to negotiate with the workers and have even said they are
willing to conduct in-plant negotiations. But they are tied
down by Ford. Becasue VW and GM sit on the IC with Ford it is
difficult for them to make decisions independently of Ford.

Most recently the motor companies have proposed to the
unions thatthey will negotiate with them outside the IC -
but they have specified that they want to negotiate jointly.
Naawu has not accepted this as it demands individual
negotiations at each factory.

Naawuls Problems

For all its previous confidence in the IC forthe Motor
Industry in the Eastern Cape, Naawu found itself trapped in
some of the pitfalls that affect all ICs. Once a dispute was
declared, the way in which further negotiations could be
taken out of the workers® hands was obvious to both the workers
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and the union.
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plan on the part of all motor employers in South Africa*?!! *
crush Naawu. The union has said that in companies like BMW

or Datsun in Pretoria, where the union is weak, worekrs have
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When employers saw they could keep the Cortina Diant
running with Macwusa members, even though the other plants we?
Isoed, they might have thought they could afford to take a ,&

much tougher line to break the Naawu workers.
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