



































































































































The workers’ committees were elected by all workers from all shafts with representatives
being chosen from each shaft. Moroka®® a PTV from Amplats explained the process that was
used in forming the committees. He explained that workers who were willing had to
volunteer that they wanted to represent their colleagues from their shafts. After the
workers had volunteered, their names were subject to debate by all the workers at a mass
meeting. They would then vote and chose the representatives from that list. The mass of
workers would look at the capabilities of the workers in question based on courage,
incorruptibility and good negotiating skills. The workers had to volunteer to take up the role
because they did not want to just propose names and force people who were not willing to
undertake the role. The committee members chosen were then mandated to take forward

workers’ demands.

Thabo®®, from Amplats, described how important it was for workers who were chosen to
commit to being in the committees because workers acknowledged that they not only
needed principled and skilled negotiators but also brave workers who were ready to meet
the wrath of the mine bosses and other interested parties.
You had to be strong and committed to be in the workers committee, we didn’t want
cowards or sell outs because we already had enough of that from the NUM, so when chosen

you needed to also agree that you would be committed to the struggle and only push for the
workers’ demands and nothing else.

The Amplats worker committee are said to have constituted between five to eight members
per shaft. In total the overall committee had over 45 members’. The committee was
comprised of different occupations and not dominated by any single occupation as was the
case with the Impala and the Lonmin committee before the Massacre, which were
dominated by RDOs. Thabo further explained that because of the manner in which the
workers were chosen, all occupations were incorporated. There was no doubt that the

committee would represent all the workers and not any one group.

28 Pseudonyms for worker, interview conducted on 5t September, 2013.

®Interview conducted in Rustenburg in September, 2013. Pseudonyms have been used for all interview
participants.

** The exact figures were not very clear, a wide range of figures was given during the interviews because the
numbers were flux due to the fact that these were informal structures and were formed according to context
of a particular shaft
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The workers committee’s organised initially within their work premises. Simon explained
that organizing was happening within the shafts underground, at the hostels and that when
a meeting needed to take place communication was sent out by sending phone messages to
people at different levels in the shafts and those in the hostels to meet at a central place. He
further explained that when messages were sent, they were very short and not detailed as
they did not want to reveal anything but wanted to discuss all matters en bloc and as a

collective group so that decisions could be made by all the workers.

Further respondents explained that during negotiations with management, the committees
did not always send the same people but would change depending on the demands or
context. The workers tried to ensure that whatever delegation was chosen included

representatives from different shafts and not just one shaft.

it was evident from the interviews conducted that 99 percent of the respondents which
included both committee members and ordinary workers, that there was a lot of
participation during the strike from the mass of the workers and decisions and demands
were worker driven.*! The workers during the strike tried to practice democratic and
participatory principles by ensuring that decisions were made en mass and workers

committees were avenues used to convey workers’ demands or decisions.

Webster (2013:98) posits that there are two important components to a union’s approach
to building democratic structures through the strategic use of power; 1) democratic process
to win voluntary consent from members for mobilisation and for restraint when necessary;
2) tactical flexibility, which includes a capacity to distinguish principles and tactics and to
choose those tactics most likely to succeed, including negotiation and compromise. From
what was highlighted from the interviews, it was evident that the workers committees were

using both of these approaches in the 2012 strike wave.

Mzi, who was a Worker Committee member from Amplats Komanani shaft, explained that
the committee members were simply representatives whose duty was to go to

management and table the demands of the workers and nothing else.

3L All but one respondent or interview participant felt that the strike was workers driven and that committees
entirely represented the views and decisions of the mass of workers.
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If the workers tell us to ask for R16, 080 and if management says no and gives us a lower
percentage we would not agree until we report back to the workers. If the workers said no
we want R16, 080, we would still go back and tell management that we want R16, 080
moreover; workers didn’t trust percentages but only wanted to talk in real money term.
Before we took any decision we had to discuss it in the mass meeting otherwise we would
be in trouble.

This way of negotiating is testament to workers committees applying what Webster’s argued
as the two most important components to a union’s approach of building democratic

structures through the strategic use of power.

Workers interviewed said that whereas they acknowledged the importance of collective
bargaining through unions, they found it refreshing to work with the workers’ committee
who demonstrated that they had only the interests of the workers at heart. Workers felt
that this gave them control of their own destiny and that they felt that they were powerful.
This ties in with Callinicos (1995) argument that the bureaucrats’ betrayal of specific
struggles made the rank and file aware of the clash between themselves and their
representatives and therefore of the need for forms of organisation more responsive to

their own needs and wishes.

What was even more interesting to note about how the workers committees were
composed was that not only did each shaft have representatives who formed the larger
group of workers committee (45 plus members), each shaft ensured that there were women
worker committee representatives unless a particular shaft had no women workers. Asanda
Benya (2012) did extensive research on women in mining and highlighted a lot of challenges
that women working in the mining industry face whilst working in a highly paternalistic
environment and some of these challenges included harassment and even sexual abuse.
Whilst this thesis agrees with Benya that indeed women in mining face many challenges in
this highly male dominated environment, research findings showed that women during the
2012 strike were not excluded but were chosen and incorporated as worker committee

leaders.

The workers interviewed explained that even though there were not that many women
workers in the platinum mines, they acknowledged that most of the women they worked

with faced a lot of challenges, firstly their being women in mining was in itself a challenge
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but that they had a huge household burden with most of them being single parents or bread

winners for huge families without any other support.

You know the women who were committee members were even more aggressive and
courageous than the men and we understood this because they are even harder hit by the
low salaries and poor working and living conditions than us the men. So for them, it’s even
more painful and much closer to the heart. We had to nominate women to be part of the
committees; we could not afford to isolate them because we work together.

PHOTO 3: Women worker leaders leading the protest march against proposed retrenchments

Nomfundiso®, a female workers committee member explained that it was not easy being a
committee member as there were many demands on one’s time but that she was happy to
be part of the committee because it gave her an opportunity to relay to the committee
other concerns that the men would not be aware of that affected the women in the shafts.
The men listened to us and never undermined our input and this was very good. Working in
mining as women is difficult because it’s looked at as a man’s world and | suppose
sometimes men feel like their territory has been invaded, but during this strike, there was
nothing like men or women we all got together because we were all fighting for the same

thing. | felt that the committees included us more than the unions, as they invited us to even
table issues affecting us as women working underground.

It is through these workers committees, which would meet in private locations and have
mass meetings either on mining property like the hostels or even public property like a park

or football field, that management was forced to recognise the worker committee

e Pseudonym for worker interview conducted 6" September, 2012
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structures and concede to some of the demands of the workers and after a protracted nine
week strike, workers returned to work. Like Lonmin, all the workers committee leaders were
elected to be AMCU shop stewards or branch members after workers joined the union after

the strike had ended.

It is important however to note that in the case of Amplats, according to workers
interviewed, there was little to no influence from AMCU before or during the strike.
Stephen, an Amplats workers committee member explained that for Amplats before the
strike started in September the workers had approached AMCU to see how they could work
with them, but unfortunately could not get any support from AMCU who were by then very
cautious as this was just after the massacre and when the Farlam Commission of Inquiry was
instituted.

We literally handed Amplats membership to AMCU on a silver platter after we had fought

our own battles, in fact, if it were not for the fact that companies are more readily able to

recognise unions than structures like workers committees, we would not have joined any
union.

Workers argued that they joined AMCU at management’s insistence that they needed to be
represented by formally recognised bargaining structures. A mine official confirmed this and
indicated that it was better for workers to be represented by unions whom employers could

negotiate with in accordance with legal guidelines.

5.2 Underlying causes for evolution of workers committees

Earlier chapters highlighted events and factors leading to the 2012 strike wave and the
Marikana Massacre and illustrated that not all the strikes were organised or influenced by
the same things. The earlier part of chapter 5 demonstrated how the worker committees
were formed which included the process of their formation, their composition as well as
how the committees operated or mobilised. This part of the chapter will discuss the
underlying reasons for the formation of these alternative forms of organisation, in essence

why the committees were formed.
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According to research findings, what was common amongst all the workers from the
different mining houses and the reason for formation of alternative forms of organisation
was the workers disdain for the NUM. As discussed in previous chapters, the majority of
workers interviewed especially those from Amplats, argued that they only joined AMCU
after the strike due to management's refusal to engage directly with the workers committee
after the strike had ended but also because going back to NUM was not an option (Fogel,
2013). All the workers interviewed from Impala, Amplats, Lonmin and Samancor were in
consensus that the demand for a living wage was paramount, but another factor that
workers agreed on was that they no longer wished to be represented by the NUM and this
was the primary reason for the formation of the workers committees as an avenue through
which their voices and therefore their demands would be heard. This was the reason why
after the strikes had ended; workers resorted to joining AMCU instead of going back to

NUM.

Most workers felt that NUM was too entrenched in trade union bureaucracy to be useful to
them. The workers explained that they would have liked to remain organised under workers
committees as they didn’t entirely trust unions but also emphasised that they understood
that they needed to be under a union for collective bargaining reasons as companies’
recognised unions more but felt that workers committees needed to continue to exist to

curb union bureaucracy.

As illustrated earlier in Chapter One, a union like NUM had a lot of clout historically and was
known for fighting for workers’ rights and was even associated with social movement
unionism. However despite this history, workers interviewed were of the view that the way
that trade unions used to operate before the democratic dispensation has changed
compared with how they operate now. Workers felt that the unions no longer upheld
workers needs and instead sided with capital. Workers claimed that union leaders became
so entrenched in their bureaucracies that they actually forgot that their primary role was to
serve the interests of their membership, the workers. Many workers claimed unions had lost
touch with the workers because they did not work side by side with them underground and
got better salaries and bonuses and could therefore not relate to the grievances of the

workers.
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One of the workers interviewed from Amplats explained that before the strike had started

and whilst workers were having initial discussions, NUM was approached but the response

from NUM was hostile.

At first when we started organising when we tried to talk to NUM they laughed at us and
said we were wasting our time. When they saw that we were serious and continued to
organise and mobilise then they started threatening us and told us that we were nothing
and if we pushed on they would make sure we got fired.

He further explained that the response encouraged workers to be even more determined to

organise on their own. He emphasised that workers wanted to show the unions that

workers had the power and unions oniy had legitimacy because workers gave it to them.
The NUM became a mafia, look at what they did at Lonmin, they caused the massacre and
here (Amplats), they were threatening us and telling us that we were nobodies and that no
one would listen to us. This really angered us because without us unions would be nothing

and we wanted to show them that we had the power and if we wanted we could take it
away from them.

Vayise, an RDO from Amplats claimed that the union leaders from NUM were a sell out and
never went to the negotiating table to really push for workers interests. He argued that the
union (NUM) had changed and betrayed the workers;

Maybe it is because they sit in offices, live in nice suburbs, drive nice cars and get good
salaries and bonuses, that’s why they don’t care when we ask for increments and better
working conditions. Being a union representative these days puts you in a different class and
that’s why they can’t relate to our struggles, they just think of how they can get better
positions within the unions so that they can get more. It’s a career.

This ties in with Buhlungu’s (2010) argument that there has been the shift from trade unions
of the 1980s which experienced trade unionism and mobilisation as a process of building
solidarity through a collectivist ethos based on self-sacrifice to the trade unions of the 1990s
and 2000s which experience an engagement in formal and bureaucratic organisational
processes which result in upward mobility and individual reward. Chinguno (2012:14)
equally advances that there is transformation going on in the unions at present and that
union representatives were obsessed with getting positions and moving up the ladder and

into politics.
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PHOTO 4: Workers at a rally in Rustenburg carry a makeshift coffin symbolising the death of NUM in the Industry

Workers also felt that unions like the NUM, being part of COSATU, which was part of the
tripartite alliance was contentious and a backbone to weakened trade union power and the
change in trade unions from being pro- workerist to pro-capitalist and prioritising the
interests of the mine owners before the workers. Solomon, an Amplats worker explained
that they could not have confidence in the union NUM because it was more concerned
about keeping COSATU’s relationship in the tripartite alliance cordial than meeting the
needs of workers.
COSATU and therefore union affiliates like NUM have become a branch of the ANC and the
Mine bosses that is why when we ask for more money and better conditions the unions
won’t hear us because it’s like you are creating confusion in their household. Yet these
unions forget that they get paid by our subscriptions. That is why it is not strange that most
union leaders end up in politics because the unions, the ANC and the mine bosses are all
related, look at Kgalema Motlanthe, Cyril Ramaphosa and many other people in the ANC
they all came from the unions, for them unions are just ladders to becoming presidents and

ministers. | don’t trust the union and for its credibility sake, it should either cease to be an
affiliate of COSATU or COSATU should get out of this marriage (Tripartite alliance).

This is in contrast to what Webster (2013) indicated as COSATU’s vision when joining the
alliance and indeed in advocating for the RDP which was meant to tie government to a

labour driven development programme.
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However, many workers interviewed also shared Solomon’s view and explained that their
being union members was undermining their rights, as the unions themselves had become
mine bosses as they had shares in the mining companies. Thabo, from Amplats accused the
union representatives of enriching themselves and becoming shareholders in Mining
companies and as a result having conflicting interests which lead to the workers’ precarious
position.
How do you expect them to give pay rises when they are also shareholders in the mining
companies? That’s like telling them to reduce what they will get and their selfishness won’t
allow it. They can’t listen to us or our demands, it means less for them and so they sit in
union offices not to meet our demands but to ensure that they find ways of covering our

faces with lies so that they can continue getting more money. It is a very difficult situation
for us, where do we run to?

This indeed is in sharp contrast to comments made by COSATU Secretary General
Zwelinzima Vavi in 2011 that COSATU and its affiliates fearlessly raise issues for the

downtrodden and are the ‘moral compass’ of the young democracy (Sikwebu, 2013:63)

Many workers interviewed also claimed that the NUM had been cheating them through the
union investment companies. Most of the workers lamented that when the NUM was
building investment companies, they all thought it would help workers to have access to
financial and other services which would otherwise be hard to access from other institutions
such as banks that demand a lot of paperwork. However, workers claimed that the NUM
and its partners were only out to make profit like any other business and did not care if that
profit came at the cost of workers survival and dignity.**Workers lamented that because
their wages were too low for them to meet the cost of living per month, most resorted to
getting loans from institutions such as Ubank which is owned by the NUM and the Chamber

of Mines.

Zonwabele from Lonmin, explained that because their salaries were not large enough
workers got unsecured loans. However, as the salaries remains stagnant when paying back
the loan, it meant that the balance that remained was too low to cover costs. Hence

workers are forced to get another loan to survive

* Focus group interview with 5 workers, 2 from Impala, one from Amplats, and 2 from Samancor mines
conducted on 25" August, 2013 in Seralang, Rustenburg.
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Before you realise it, you are getting a second loan before you even finish paying off the first
and the tragedy is that most workers get these loans to deal with emergencies so it’s not like
they invest and get returns that can be used to repay the loan. | don’t know of anyone who
does not have garnishee orders every month and unfortunately because it’s our unions that
own these lending institutions you can’t even get relief as they make sure the loan is cut
directly from the payroll.

Lisa Steyn wrote an article ( M &G, 27/09/2012) less than a month after the Marikana
massacre, on the impact of high levels of credit and that this may have contributed to the
cocktail of factors that led to the bloody clashes between police and Lonmin strikers. The
story was corroborated by interviewed workers concerns, about how NUM had become like
any other business and despite their statement about being a banking institution driven by a
social consciousness that underpinned all it does, such institutions have caught on that
because of the challenges of workers low salaries they will continue to seek unsecured
credit and dig themselves into further indebtedness, which works for the institutions
because as long as the worker is employed they can continue recovering their loans with
interest and make money. The question remains, why had Cosatu not made sufficient effort

to push the issue of garnishee orders to help the workers?

It is challenges like these that led many workers to further mistrust the NUM and many felt
that the union had completely lost touch with the challenges workers faced and could
therefore not adequately represent them at the bargaining table hence the need for
independent worker driven committees. One worker from Impala went further and
explained that he could not trust NUM because the union had through investments
promised workers herds of cattle or R2,900 and that after making workers believe in this

investment they only got R700 each and no cattle was seen and so workers felt cheated®.

Another reason for workers refusal to use union structures and ultimately form workers
committees to represent themselves was that workers felt that because of the tripartite
alliance, the state and therefore NUM through its affiliation to COSATU was also a source of
their problems and facilitated the exploitation of their labour through extant legislation as
well as using state instruments like the police to crush strikes and protests. All workers who

were interviewed expressed the view that unions (COSATU) and the state were one and had

** Interview with worker from Impala conducted on 5" September, 2012.
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as their primary interest, pleasing the mine bosses and themselves who had become part of

the capitalist regime.

Sello, an Amplats Winch driver had this to say about the unions and their relationship with
the state;

The ANC state is to blame for our problems, it’s like once they got into power they forgot
about the people, especially the Zuma administration. They side with the capitalists because
when it is election time, they get their funding from the capitalist. Look at what happened in
Marikana, there is no way the police would have killed our colleagues without permission
from the state. It’s like we are still under the apartheid state. They don't care about us and
just want to keep the capitalists and themselves happy, that is why there is so much
corruption by people in government, and a very greedy trend has been set.

Sello’s argument came in the wake of the fact that during the Marikana Commission of
Inquiry, emails were presented involving Cyril Ramaphosa a former trade unionist and
currently ANC and South Africa’s Deputy President as well as Lonmin board member, calling
for action against striking workers (34 of whom were shot dead by the SAPS) and what he

called their dastardly criminal conduct (Daily Maverick, October, 2012).

However, during the research, union representatives were also interviewed and it was
interesting to note that they too had what they described as their own challenges as unions.
The biggest challenge highlighted was how globalisation in terms of flexible labour has not
only weakened unions but also made it difficult to organise and mobilise workers as most

workers who work under subcontractors are difficult to capture under unions.

A union representative from NUM expressed how difficult it was to fight for workers when
mining companies are threatening retrenchments all the time because they can get cheaper
labour with fewer liabilities through subcontracting. Silver (2003) asserts that globalisation
indeed is widely seen as having created a vicious circle in which weakening marketplace
bargaining power undermines associational power and vice versa. Mobilisation of global
labour reserves has not only directly undermined workers’ marketplace bargaining power
but has also helped to de-legitimise existing trade union organisations and labour parties’
organisations to deliver benefits to their members.

It is not that we don’t want to fight for our members, the reality is that we are doing our

best, it isn’t easy to demand a 20 per cent increment and be stubborn about it. Firstly, we
sign agreements for certain periods and workers need to understand that it is difficult to
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make fresh demands when the companies are stilf holding us to those agreements for that
given period. Plus, what do you do when the mine company tells you they can’t afford it and
if you insist on that percentage they then tell you that you can only get it if they retrench
half of the workforce? Our primary priority is to keep our members employed and that is
why if the mine company says they can only give us five per cent, we accept it if it means
keeping our workers employed.

He further explained that the issue of mining companies using subcontractors had really
destroyed unions’ capacity to organise and mobilise.

We are losing our members and those that we still maintain think we don’t care. But
unfortunately this is very difficult to communicate to workers who are frustrated...

The subject of contract workers in the platinum mines featured very prominently in the
interviews conducted and demonstrated the depths to which mining capital has integrated
itself into the global economy and the steps it has taken to be more competitive, operate
efficiently (high profits) with the lowest costs of production. Workers have experienced
insecurity not only through job losses but through increased subcontracting where workers
have very insecure contracts and can be fired anytime, receive low wages and have no
benefits. Mining companies, in a bid to reduce costs as well as liabilities, have resorted to

subcontracting/outsourcing most of their non-core and some core services.

Subcontracting is not a phenomenon unique to platinum mining but has since the post
Fordist era® become a common feature amongst many companies especially multinational
companies which felt such techniques protected them from market fluctuations. Gerreffi
(1994) argues that a Global Commodity Chains GCC speaks to this as an emergence of a
global manufacturing network characterised by internationally coordinated trade and
dispersed production capacity. A study conducted by Southern African Mining Project
(SAMP) in 1999 showed that more than one in ten miners in South Africa are now on a
short-term contract and are routinely required to work longer hours, under more dangerous
conditions than ordinary miners. This figure has been said to have increased over the years,

in 2012, Lonmin’s contract labour stood at 23percent (Benchmarks, 2013).

% post-Fordism is a system of industrial production that marked the transition from mass production in big
factories as championed by American car manufacturer, Henry Ford, to a more specialised and flexible
manufacturing and labour regime. It is also referred to as flexible accumulation {(Harvey, 1989).
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The NUM on the gold mines slowed down the pace of retrenchments and obtained fairly
decent packages for workers in an industry that was nearing the end of its life. In this
regard, the platinum mines were much more ruthless and seem to have laid workers off in
response to variations in the market. Sub-contracting was also more wide spread in
platinum than in gold. Centralised bargaining in the gold sector perhaps placed some limits
on management prerogatives although different mining houses adopted very different

policies.

Workers also identified the problem of labour flexibility in the form of casualisation of
labour and subcontracting as a challenge and threat to their job security. Silver (2003)
argues that globalisation has led to a lot of casualisation of labour through the use of

contract workers which has also made it more difficult to organise labour.

Mr Moloi, lamented how in his 33 years of working in the mines he now has to contend with
working with subcontracted workers who were on very insecure short term contracts;
Most of the people | worked with before were retrenched and now work under
subcontractors whose conditions are even more appalling. They are paid very little, most of
the money goes to the supervisors and the contractors don’t even want workers to get into
unions or even to go to the hospital or disclose when they are injured because they fear
losing their licences, yet they don’t provide safety for the workers or even proper equipment

and gear to do the work. It really angers me that such things are happening now; | ask
myself, what were we fighting for during apartheid?

Many of the workers interviewed expressed concern about the commodification of labour
and the increasing number of workers under casual or short term contracts and the high
levels of instability they faced. As described earlier by Mr Moloi, a lot of people who get
retrenched and even those who were previously unemployed, often out of desperation seek
employment under companies subcontracted by the mines. The Benchmarks Report on
Lonmin from 2008-2012 illustrates how big the use of subcontractor and contract workers
has become in mining companies and Lonmin in particular. The table below illustrates the

total workforce and contract worker share.
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Lonmin and AAP 2001:
Total work force and contract worker share (%)
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Figure 3: Source Benchmarks policy gap 7

Bongani’®, employed as a PTV in Impala since 2002, explained how his friends working for

subcontractors were on a three month contract system and how the subcontractor would

keep changing their company names such that workers could not keep track of who

employed them.
The subject of subcontractors is really worrying especially in Samancor mines, first the
contracting company keeps changing names yet it is the same people from Berfiels to Platco
and many more. They give workers contracts for three months after that you are out of a job
and then you stay home and get called back again maybe after a month or two but still get
another three month contract. There is no security with these contracts sometimes before
the three months elapses they tell you to go and there are no benefits at all. You can’t even
access hospital treatment when sick or injured. Some other people are on longer contracts

for one year but so far | am aware of over 200 who were dropped before their contracts
ended under false pretences like they missed work or are on medical leave.

Mr Mzechi, a 50 year old migrant worker from the Eastern Cape working for a contractor on
a one year contract explained how he got sick after five months of employment, followed
proper procedure and went to the hospital and got the right documentation for human
resources. However upon his return from sick leave a few days later, he was advised to go
back home and continue his sick leave and was told he would be called back for work.
However after a few days he was informed that he was dismissed. He decided to seek legal

recourse and went to the municipality who referred his case to the Commission for

i Pseudonym for worker, Interview conducted on 26" August, 2013.
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Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration (CCMA). Mr Mzechi however explained that he kept

being pushed back and forth without anything being resolved and at the time of the

interview, 6 months had elapsed without any progress or outcome.
| don’t know what else to do, | keep going to the CCMA, and they refer me to the
municipality, union or the company, meanwhile when | go to these places they all keep
sending me back to the others. | thought the CCMA would sort this out for me but nothing
has transpired. The funny thing is when | go the mine my card is still active and in the system
it shows that | am still an active employee on the payroll and getting paid yet | have not
received anything for over six months, so | don’t know who has been getting my money. My
wife just gave birth three months ago and | am really feeling the pressure and so
disappointed that the CCMA seems to side with the company. Now | have found out that a

lot of my colleagues, about 200, were also laid off during the same period as me with
strange reasons. The problem is we were not under a union and fighting individually is hard.

In addition workers expressed concern that in some cases, subcontracting created tensions
between permanent workers and short term workers. Many workers interviewed expressed
that they were unhappy about the bad conditions that subcontracted workers were
subjected to but at the same time felt that it was because of the increase in the number of
subcontract workers who they had to work side by side with that made their jobs
precarious, as it became very difficult to mobilise with contract workers who were not
allowed by their employers to get involved in unions or strikes. Workers also claimed that
management sometimes used the example of the employment conditions of subcontract
workers to discipline permanent workers by reminding them that they could be replaced by
subcontract workers and that they should be grateful for their current status which was

better than that of subcontracted workers.

Thobile, a Lonmin mine Winch operator lamented that he felt very sorry for subcontracted
workers but at the same time felt threatened by them and that they were a constant
reminder of how easily he too could become one of them, which he described as a very

powerless situation and almost slave like.

The situation is really bad for contract workers, long ago when this business of subcontractor
started, they mainly hired foreigners like Mozambicans who were desperate and accepted
the low wages and poor working conditions, now even South Africans are in the same boat.
These people have no rights, they get fired anytime and when they get injured on duty they
can’t even go to the mine hospital or report the accident because contractors are scared of
losing their licences, their employers don’t allow them to join the unions to get
representation to fight for them, the unfortunate part is that the mines seem to like
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subcontractors because they do not want to be bothered with recruitment problems and
having to deal with providing the basics and benefits that permanent workers get.

This underscores what Harvey (1989) describes as the radical restructuring of the market
where in the face of strong market volatility, heightened competition and narrowing profit
margins employers have taken advantage of weakened union power and the pools of
surplus labour to push for much more flexible work regimes and contracts. The instability of
contract workers is even more evident in that Amplats which had in January 2013
announced the planned retrenchment of 14,000 workers has now after pressure from
workers and the union reduced the number to 3, 000. The reduction however has been at
the expense of contract workers which the mine has decided to get rid of instead. The Union
for the permanent workers may perceive the fact that a substantive number of permanent
(unionised) workers will not be retrenched as a victory; however it is at the expense of
contract workers. This could be what Webster et al (2008) refers to as institutions of
collective bargaining now utilising concession bargaining or ‘strategic unionism’ under the
threat of factory closures or layoffs. Instead of unions mobilising and organising both
categories of workers to fight retrenchment, they have to make concessions to save their
membership. The instability of contract workers does not only reflect how the working class
has been fragmented but also demonstrates how workers’ rights have been reduced from
citizens to denizens, a status almost akin to serfs, in that they have a more limited range of

effective rights than citizens (Standing, 2011).

One school of thought on the 2013 Amplats retrenchments and an article in Amandla
magazine ‘Amplats are lying; no need for retrenchments,” captures this school of thought
and argues that there was no need to retrench workers as retrenching workers and closing
down of the companies most productive shafts (Khuseleka and Khomanani) was done in a
bid to reduce production and raise profitability. Another school of thought to which many of
the worker committee leaders subscribe, argues that whereas they agree that the closing of
the two shafts is meant to reduce production and raise profitability, they argue that the
retrenchment and closing down of these particular shafts was meant to demobilise worker
organisations especially that Khuseleka and Khomanani had the most militant workers as it

is was from there that the 2012 strike in Amplats began.
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At a rally held in Rustenburg in October 2013, workers (both permanent and contract)
protested the retrenchment of 3,000 permanent workers as well as the proposed cut back
of contract workers. One permanent worker Ayanda®’ expressed his dissatisfaction with
management’s decision to still go ahead and retrench 3,000 permanent workers and in

addition contract workers.

There is no need for Amplats to shut down these shafts as it is not true that the shafts are
not making profit. If you check the financials, Khuseleka and Komanani shafts are the most
productive shafts in Amplats, Rustenburg. They just want workers to suffer especially
because most of the militant or vocal workers (Workers Committee leaders) come from
these shafts. They thought that if they say they will only fire 3,000 and then fire contract
workers that this would make us happy. How can we be happy that they fire contract
workers who are even more helpless than us, just because they are not adequately
represented? Workers are workers whether contract or permanent so we cannot be happy
that our skins as permanent workers have been saved at the expense of contract workers.

PHOTO 5: Workers in a protest march against retrenchments in Rustenburg, October 2013.

Mr Mzechi, formerly a contract worker, explained that solidarity amongst all the workers
was very important and lamented that sometimes there was fragmentation amongst

workers. He explained that when subcontracted workers organised they did not get much

¥ Pseudonym for worker, Interview conducted 3 October, 2013
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support from the permanent workers, yet when permanent workers went on strike they
expected contract workers to support the strike. He cited the example of how at Lonmin a
delegation of striking workers before the massacre on 13th August had gone to Karee Shaft
K3 to persuade contract workers to join the strike and yet he was not sure if permanent

workers would all stop work to support an action only affecting contract workers.

A workers’ committee leader interviewed, explained that former worker committee leaders
who were absorbed into AMCU structures, were pushing for the unionisation of contract
workers not only to ensure solidarity amongst workers but for contract workers to have the

protection and support of the union and the mass of workers behind it.

A union representative interviewed explained that the problem was the new labour laws
which they viewed as giving more legitimacy to labour brokers who facilitated the continued
subcontracting of workers. The union representative claimed mines used brokers to avoid
having workers who were unionised. This is captured by Forrest (2013) who argues that
mines use labour brokers to circumvent unions and young workers, in particular, are
recruited by the unregistered "bakkie brigade", who pay as little as R60 a day and may
demand a R150 registration fee. Workers recruited in this way enter very short-term work

situations, making union recruitment impossible.

Forrest (2013) argues that mines now have to accommodate the Labour Relations Act, but
employers see the Act as giving legitimacy to brokers, who become the primary employer.
Permanent labour employed directly by mines is extensively unionised, so it appears that
mines are adhering to labour laws, whereas in fact a large part of their workforce is weakly
organised or unorganised, brokered workers. She further argues that through brokers,
management has fragmented the labour force. When permanent rock drillers revolted
against the NUM and demanded higher wages last year, brokered labour was not included

in their demands.

It is evident that labour brokers methods of recruitment and contracts as well as the issue of
having permanent and contract workers has fragmented worker solidarity because of labour
subjectivity and weakened the union’s bargaining power, testament to Mr Mzechi’s

argument. Forrest (2013) asserts that ‘Permanents’ fear that, if unions negotiate for all mine

workers, this will lower their wages and so they lack the resolve to fight for brokered labour.
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Further, workers highlighted that the committees were necessary because there were so
many challenges that they experienced which had become like a norm and to which the
unions did not bother to find solutions and just accepted the situation. The workers
explained that every day they have to grapple with challenges in the communities such as

unemployment to which unions are doing nothing about.

Mr Moloi explained that a long time ago, unions did not just restrict their work to
workplaces but also got involved in community struggles as problems in the communities
ultimately affected workers. He further explained that this link unified union struggles with
community struggles; he however argued that unions like the NUM were so ‘bourgeois’
that they did not care to be in touch with what was happening in the movements and that
the formation of workers committees was also an attempt to build solidarity and linkages
with the community. Chinguno illustrates the Lonmin workers committee’s attempt to link
worker and community struggles when he reveals that during the period of the Lonmin
strike when workers were camped at the Koppie, all the men including those not employed
by Lonmin but were community members were required to go to the Koppie every morning
to be part of discussion after the whistle was blown. This explains why not all the 34 who
died on the day of the massacre were Lonmin employees as one of them was an

unemployed community member (Chinguno, 2013).

it is important to note that the South African economy like many other economies in many
parts of the world has experienced a process of deindustrialisation in the last few years
characterised by the commodification of labour, retrenchments, factory closings, and the
subcontracting and casualisation of labour which companies feel protects them from market

fluctuations.

This has created tensions in the work place because it forms an evidently unequal and
exploitative hierarchy of work in the company and amongst workers. The process has also
transformed the way of life that workers were used to and has brought about feelings of
insecurity and desperation within workers, because without stable jobs and wages, people

are ‘forced’ to resort to survivalist measures in order to cope.

It is clear that the manner in which global capital has grown and evolved is not something

that workers are in control of. Yet it threatens not only their livelihoods but has had a
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profound effect on the social, cultural and political lives of workers as well as their workless

neighbours.

This was evident from the responses from workers interviewed in the platinum belt. Many
workers felt that before they could complain about their poor wages, their paramount
worry was job insecurity, as how long they would have secure job was no longer
guaranteed. This was another bone of contention with the NUM whom they felt did not
adequately address these problems. Workers felt that every time that the mining companies
announced retrenchments reminded them of how unstable their situation was as they could
be retrenched anytime. Tumelo from Samancor had this to say;

Itis very hard to work in the mine first of all we get very little money and yet make these

mining companies very rich with our hard work, as if that is not enough we live in fear of

being retrenched every day. | fear for my family as it is very hard to get a job in this country

and since | get very little it has been hard to save, | live hand to mouth and if | get retrenched
today, | don’t know what | will do and how my family will survive.

Mr Moloi, described how things have changed in mining in recent years and lamented that
even though mining has always been about the exploitation of labour to make profits, the
situation pre 1994 was more tolerable because workers understood the oppressive nature
of the apartheid regime where as now, it was even more painful because workers had to
face bad working conditions, low wages, poor living conditions and lack of confidence in
their union representation in the democratic era.
| have worked in the mines since 1980, things were hard back then because under apartheid
if the employers felt you were a problem they would simply discharge you by crossing with a
red pen in the then South African ID which meant no one could employ you as you were
blacklisted, but we understood the oppression of the apartheid system. Now we are under
the ANC and we just hear announcements that so many people are being retrenched. Most
workers because of iow wages survive by borrowing money from ‘Mashonisas’ (loan sharks),
but of course this means they are perpetually in debt and can’t even build a house or buy
cattle back home. Workers live in shacks because that means they can get a little bit more to

help them survive and now you see we have so many informal settlements around with very
poor living conditions, it is very sad indeed.

Mr Moloi’s quote above adequately highlights and summarises the underlying causes not
just to the formation of the workers committees and/or the 2012 strike, but clearly reveals

how acute workers problems are and the failure of the NUM to pick up on these concerns
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and act on them, leading to the union losing its hold in the platinum belt. It also underlines
what a ticking time bomb the country is sitting on if these highlighted issues are not

addressed

5.3 Status-From the 2012 strike wave to 2014

As discussed in previous chapters, members of the workers committees that were formed in
2012 were absorbed by AMCU and were elected to positions of shop stewards and branch

officials after the strike.

However, according to various responses from the interviews, the structures of the workers
committees continued to exist in the background even though most of the members were
absorbed into the new AMCU union structures. Workers indicated that they continued to
meet twice a month as workers committees to share information and would report back to

the workers.

Nomfundiso a former workers committee leader and now an AMCU member, indicated
that the new union leadership had been showing signs that they could be trusted as they
always reported the truth to the workers even if it was bad news and did not sugar-coat
things. However, one of the fears workers expressed was that AMCU was new to them and
they were yet to be entirely convinced that it could not end up being swallowed-up in union
bureaucracies like the other unions. The workers committee leaders indicated that they had
tried to take steps to ensure that the committees do not completely vanish but remain in
the background as watchdogs. Fogel (2013) confirms this, as workers in his interviews have
expressed 'We go on strike as AMCU but will remain in workers' committees.” Mzi a workers
committee member and now an AMCU shop steward explained that even though he was an
AMCU shop steward, he still wears the hat of a worker committee and when he is not happy
with what the union is trying to push for he takes off his union hat and speaks as a workers
committee representative to ensure the workers mandate is taken forward.

Another strategy we are trying to use to keep union members in touch with workers is by

having some union members still working underground with the workers. Before when you
become a union member you are taken to the surface, but now we are advocating for some
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members to stay underground so that they can be the link between workers and union
representatives on the surface. Hopefully this will help AMCU to remain sober.

Another workers committee member, Sam, indicated that they as part of workers
committees were not only trying to push for the unionisation of all contract workers in
order to bring workers together as well as build consciousness among workers, but to
improve organising, mobilising and building consciousness in the surrounding communities.
During the strikes the community supported us and it was like back in the old days when
workers struggles linked with community struggles we want to continue working like this

because the challenges of the communities are ours and the workers challenges affect the
communities.

During interviews, workers and worker committee leaders were asked what they had
achieved through the workers committees, and they responded that they were able to show
the world and remind unions that power lay not in the union leadership but in the workers.
They argued that they were in control as workers because the workers committees gained
their legitimacy from the workers, and it was through workers mass solidarity that they
were able to exist in the first place and later on negotiate with management.

We felt in control and knew that whatever outcome came was what we fought for on our

own. We were able to show our class power as workers. It was a tough period but it brought

us together because we all identified with each other and the workers committees
consolidated this identity.

They also indicated that they felt for the first time in a long time a sense of dignity as they
felt that working through workers committees gave them respect as workers, adults and
human beings not just ‘labour’, which they indicated was how the mine bosses and their
former union the NUM, perceived them. They further explained that their expectation was
for the same culture to be entrenched in AMCU so that workers are respected and included
in all matters concerning their welfare.

Yes we didn’t get the R16, 080 and we will continue to fight for it. But we wanted the bosses

and the unions to appreciate that we were not small children who could just be pushed

around anyhow. They say the mines don’t make money, but have you noticed that when we

go on strike ali they talk about in the media is how much money the company is losing each
day that we are on strike and its usually millions of Rands. So why not just give us decent
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living wages so that we can live with dignity as human beings? If they lose R40million for one
day that we strike, surely they (Mine bosses) can get that money that we make for themin a
day and give us decent wages, this is where we do not agree with the mines and the unions.

Despite this small victory for the workers, the Workers committees have been met with
problems of opposition from unions who view them as a threat to union power and the
central bargaining system. In Lonmin, a very strong workers council consisting mainly of
older workers over 40 existed, even after the strike ended, and continued to be militant
pushing the unions to continue fighting community struggles as well as for the R12,- 500, as
the percentages that Lonmin had promised after the massacre had not materialised and
workers felt cheated. Despite the fact that AMCU had been welcomed by workers,
interviewed workers indicated that the union decided to disband the Workers Council citing
it as a divisive element. Thobile from Lonmin explained;
We are very worried about the way the union is acting, this workers council of the madalas
(old men) was a good thing as it kept the union in check but now AMCU has come and said it
and all other workers committees structures existing in the mines should be disbanded
because they are dividing workers. The truth is that the unions are threatened by the
workers council and committees because they know that these are building consciousness
among workers to call for accountability. Imagine the union is saying that workers should
only talk about issues of workers and not the community, yet we spend twelve to - sixteen

hours of the day in the community and eight to - twelve hours at work, how can we not talk
about problems affecting the communities? The union is now oppressing people.

Fogel (2013) in an analysis on the committees and strike adds that at Lonmin, AMCU
generally views independent worker organisation as a threat to its leadership, and is largely
hostile to attempts to reorganise AMCU on the basis of a more democratic, participatory
structure after the mass influx of members following Marikana. He further adds that the
fear is that this will 'politicise' AMCU in the sense that it will make the militancy of workers
routine and embedded within the union which would jeopardise their relations with a

hostile mine management.

It was clear at the time of the study that workers were worried about AMCUs stance to
disband all workers' committee structures functioning as an independent body. Workers felt
their watchdog role was being taken away and as such there was a danger of AMCU

becoming like NUM in future and not listening to the workers.
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We must remember that NUM too was once militant and focused on workers like AMCU,
but overtime their focus changed and they are in bed with big business, if the workers
committees are completely disbanded, it will be difficult for workers to keep AMCU on track
and accountable to workers. Nkululeko said.

Nkululeko like many other workers interviewed also expressed concern that currently AMCU
was not doing much to build the union especially the rank and file and that the union was
centred around one person i.e. the President, Joseph Mathunjwa.
AMCU needs to build people in the union structures who can handle things in the absence of
Mathunjwa, but it seems, the leaders are threatened by the young men who are shop
stewards instead of building them, if Mathunjwa isn’t there then things won’t happen, this is

not how we were organising as workers committees, it should not be about the presence or
voice of one person but that of the workers. AMCU needs to build other people.

AMCU to its credit amongst the workers pushed for a strike in January 2014 in protest
against retrenchments and also continued to push for the R12, 500 living wage and
therefore carrying forward the workers mandate. However, AMCU has been met with a lot
of pressure in response to the strike not only from all three big mining companies with
Amplats going a step further and suing the union leadership (IOL Business Report, February,
2014), but also with factions of workers within the union plotting to form another union (IOL
News, February, 2014). Mathunjwa has also been under fire with corruption charges which
many workers believe is a ploy to get rid of him and destabilise the union. In addition in
February, 2014, AMCU branch chair Simphamandia Makhanya and Jacob Koh who were very
active in the workers committees were arrested on attempted murder charges (Ibid,
February, 2014), to which AMCU and its sympathisers are calling trumped up charges meant

to demobilise the strike action and ultimately the credibility of the union.

This is a clear attempt to neutralise one of the key leaders of the strike at Amplats through

spurious charges. Said the Democratic Left Front (DLF) to which Makhanya is a member.

Many of the workers expressed that workers committees represented democratic,
participatory structures and have the potential of being social movements for change

necessary both at work and in the committees. The workers interviewed also indicated that
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it was important to start looking at alternative movements for change both at work and in
the communities, as the instability faced by workers was leading to the formation of a huge
informal sector which could easily be exploited if consciousness is not built to help them

organise and mobilise to demand their rights and a better life.
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6. CHAPTER 6 -CONCLUSION

Whilst the 2012 strike wave and indeed the Marikana massacre was centred around a living
wage, it is clear that there were many underlying issues that had been crystallising for a
long time before the rupture in 2012.The failure of the NUM to service its numbers led not
only to the union losing its legitimacy amongst the workers, but also to the formation of
militant structures of worker representation that not only challenged capital but built a lot
of consciousness amongst the working class. This was evidenced with the strike spreading to
the transport sector and agriculture in the Western Cape with workers also organising

outside union structures and- demanding a living wage.

Clearly the working class has regained consciousness. It is becoming more and more aware
of its power and trying to assert some control in the labour movement. The 2012 strike
wave and the Marikana massacre are believed to have contributed to what is currently
referred to as the NUMSA moment.* The breaking away of NUMSA, one of COSATU’s
largest affiliates from the tripartite altiance with the intention of forming new alliances with
workers and communities, is an indication that there has been an awakening amongst the
working class who are trying to take charge of a highly explosive capitalist system that has

exploited workers for a long time.

Workers in the platinum mining industries are faced with many challenges and different
levels of instability. They have tried to devise counter movements to change their
circumstances and workers committees were a testament to this. The case of the workers in
the platinum mines has highlighted that the challenges workers face are at many different
levels. The causes are not only global capital, but are at other levels, the unions, the state,
and even the law or legal framework. However it is also interesting to note that even the
institutions that workers perceive to be the cause of their precariousness, equally suffer
from their own insecurities. Unions for instance, feel insecure because of the
commodification of labour or how the flexible labour market has reduced union
membership and power. At another level, unions feel workers’ committees also pose a
threat to their power and future of the central bargaining system. At the same time, the

neo-liberal state, which does not hesitate to unleash its oppressive arms on militant citizens,

*® NUMSA at its special National congress held 13-16 December 2013 announced that it was breaking away
from the alliance.
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appears to be under pressure to facilitate the integration of the economy into the market
system. At the same time, it is faced with challenges of how to keep its citizens’ rights within

the context of global market competition.

Neilson and Rossiter (2008) argue that flexible labour is the norm of capitalist production
and reproduction. It might therefore contribute to new forms of political organisation that
stretch across divisions established by the speeded-up and flexible conditions of
contemporary capitalist accumulation. Workers are still fighting for a living wage 18 months
after the Marikana Massacre. The research paper has demonstrated that the South African
working class is frustrated, mobilising and organising. It is beyond question that if the state
and capital do not wake-up and begin to seek solutions to the many problems the majority
of South Africans are facing, then Marikana and the 2012 strike wave will not just be
something that happened at some point in the recent past. it will be the beginning
potentially of an uprising. If so, the fantasy that some held during the 2012 strike wave that

South Africa was having ‘an Arab spring’ may not be a fantasy for much longer but reality.
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