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Forty weeks on strike 
One of the longest strikes in recent years is still 
under way at the Grunwick Film Processing 
company in Willesden, England. 

In August last year the workers at Grunwick 
came out on strike for the right to belong to a 
trade union. Not being union members, as most 
British workers are, they were suffering severe 
hardships at the hands of the Grunwick 
management. 

Management, who have been accused by the 
strikers of running a "sweatshop" and of 
paying near-starvation wages, have tried every­
thing in their power to break the strike which 
has now lasted for 40 weeks. They have 
employed young schoolgirls as strike-breakers, 
driving them to work and locking the factory 
doors behind them. 

Since the strike began a picket line has been 
held by the strikers outside the factory. They 
have been assisted by fellow workers in the 
local trade union movement who have support­
ed them on the picket line, on demonstration 
marches and raised money to keep them going . 
The strikers have also turned their attention to 
other sections of the working class for support. 

At one stage last year members of the Union 
of Post Office Workers stopped collecting and 
delivering mail to the company. This action, 
which almost succeeded in bringing manage­
ment to its knees, was stopped by the interven­
tion of the courts. As the strike continues, the 
morale of the strikers is reported to be very high 
and further action by the combined trade union 
movement is expected . 

Mozambique: the tasks of building socialism 
In his opening speech to the Third Congress of 
Frelimo, held in Maputo during February, 
President Samora Machel spoke about the tasks 
facing the people of Mozambique. 

He said that in the course of the struggle "the 
most conscious among the Mozambiquan 
labouring classes understood that to win the 
class battle against foreign . and national 
reactionaries, the labouring classes had to be 
united, organised, conscious of the ultimate 
objectives of their struggle, and armed with 
their scientific ideology." 

It was now necessary to develop the revolu­
tion in order to build a society free from 
exploitation. The building of socialism in 
Mozambique involved hard class battles -
economic, political and ideological. A new 
stage of intensification of the class struggle had 
been reached, he said. To achieve socialism, the 
workers, in close alliance with the peasantry 
and with progressive elements of other labour­
ing classes, .peeded a vanguard party guided by 
the scientific ideology of the proletariat. 

The Congress agreed to create a Marxist­
Leninist party to lead the continuing struggle. It 
adopted an extensive programme for the party. 
Its objective in the sphere of labour and social 

policy is to "create conditions for dignifying 
work as the motive force of society's develop­
ment and the criterion for the distribution of 
the results of production." 

The elimination of unemployment through 
the expansion of agricultural and industrial 
production was a priority. It was also necessary 
to develop workers' organisations which would 
play a decisive role in furthering workers' 
political consciousness and in defending the 
interests of the labouring classes. 

Southern African unions 
agree to 'link up 

At a recent meeting in Oar es Salaam, representa­
tives of the Zimbabwe Congress of African Trade 
Unions, The National Union of Namibian Workers 
and SACTU agreed to form a Joint Committee to 
consult on all issues and problems of mutual 
interest. 

It was decided to send a joint delegation to 
Accra to meet the Executive Committee of the 
Organisation of African Trade Union Unity. so 
as to ensure united action on all matters affecting 
Southern African trade unions. 

Grun wick workers picketing outside their factory 

New Transkei taxes will ruin poor families 
Heavy new taxes are being imposed on people 
living in the Transkei . Poor people on the land 
will be forced by these taxes to give up their 
beasts and huts. What will become of them? 

Every South African worker whose family is 
kept in the Transkei reserve under the pass laws 
will find that these taxes amount to a reduction 
in their wages and a threat to their survival. 

Totally dependent 

The people living in the Transkei are totally 
dependent on the system of migrant labour. 
Over 80 per cent of the adult male workers 
work as migrants in other parts of South 
Africa . . 

Families in the Transkei cannot survive 
without the wages sent to them by the young 
men working on the mines and in the factories 
in the big cities like Johannesburg, Port 
Elizabeth and Cape Town. 

At the same time, they cannot survive on 
these wages alone. 

Low wages 

The bosses, helped by the slave-system of the 
pass laws, security police powers and the 
restrictions against African trade unions, 
greedily force the workers' wages down below 
the subsistence level. They argue that the 
workers' families can live off working on the 

land in the reserves. 
In this way the bosses squeeze the greatest 

possible profits out of the workers, and force 
whole families into labour. Although the 
women, children and old people have to work 
on the land in order to scratch a living, they are 
in fact indirectly working for the bosses in the 
cities. 

Increasing the burden 

Now the Transkei regime is increasing the 
burden of exploitation on the poor people. 

Contract workers from the Transkei have to 
pay taxes from their wages tothe South African 
government. In addition they had, until 
recently, to pay a yearly hut tax of RI to the 
regime in the Transkei. But this hut tax has now 
been increased to RIO a year! 

Also, a new stock tax has been introduced 
which applies only to those people whose cash 
earnings in the Transkei are too low to be 
taxed! Under this new scheme, donkeys are to 
be taxed at RIO each, cattle at R2, horses and 
mules RI, and 50 cents each for sheep and 
goats. 

Had to be changed 

Matanzima and his cronies original!)' .. wanted 
much higher taxes than these. The original 

proposal was for a tax of RIO on cattle and 
donkeys; horses and mules R5; and R2 for 
sheep and goats. So great was the opposition to 
this that the taxes had to be changed twice in 
three weeks! 

What do these taxes mean? The Matanzima 
regime admits that it is using the taxes to force 
the poorer families to sell their animals. In this 
way the poor people will be forced off the land, 
and the land taken over by the rich elite, the 
chiefs and headmen who support Matanzima's 
party. 

Attack on workers 

So these taxes are yet another attack on workers 
and their families. There is huge unemployment 
in South Africa. The Transkei and the other 
reserves are dumping grounds for the unem­
ployed. From side the ordinary working 
people are being driven to starvation for the 
benefit of the rich. 

The authorities will encounter mass anger if> 
they , try to enforce these taxes. All workers 
must support the struggle against the taxes! The 
Transkei is part of the same system of oppres­
sion and exploitation which runs through the 
whole of South Africa. The struggle must be 

.' directed against this whole system .- not only 
against the Transkei regime, but also against 
the South African government and ruling class. 



.' 

South Africa's construction workers 
This is the third in a series of articles dealing with 
the conditions of workers in Sou th Africa's major 
industries. 

The construction industry is the fourth biggest 
employer of labour in South Africa, after 
mining, agriculture and the government. It 
employs one third as many workers as all other 
manufacturing industries put together. 

The following table shows both the growth of 
the industry from 1945 to 1976, and the rising 
percentage of black workers employed in it . 

Africans 
Whites 
Coloureds 
Asians 

1945 
%of 
Total 
64.2 
25.2 
10.5 

Number 
21,692 
8,502 
3,539 

57 0.2 

33,790 

1976 
%of 
Total 
73.3 
13.5 
11.8 

Number 
327,700 
60,500 
52,900 
5,800 1.3 

446,900 

Construction workers build all the factories, 
offices, shopping centres, houses, roads, 
bridges and dams. In 1973, the total val.ue of 
everything they built. was R~,094 millIon. 
About two-thirds of this was bUilding work on 
houses and factories . 

Hit by slumps 

The construction industry, more than any 
other feels the effect of slumps in the capitalist 
econ~my. When capitalism is expandi~g, we see 
many new buildings - new factones, huge 
shopping 'centres, housing estates - going up . 
But when the economy slumps, building is the 
first type of production to be cut back. . 

This means that building workers are the first 
to be hit in times of economic decline, and they 
are hit the hardest. This is what is happening 
today in South Africa. Thousands of construc­
tion workers are laid off when they have 
finished work on particular building sites . 
When the African workers go to re-register as 
"w"ork-seekers" at the Bantu Labour offices, 
they are told there is no more work for them. 
Many are then endorsed out to the reserves 
under the pass laws . 

Fierce competition 

Last year the amount of construction work out 
to tender fell by 25070. There is fierce competi­
tion among the building ~irms for t.he f.ew 
contracts available. The big compames lIke 
Roberts Construction, L TA and Murray & 
Stewart, are squeezing out the smaller com­
panies . These big companies can afford, for a 
time, to lower their prices to a point where the 
small firms cannot compete and are forced out 
of business. 

But it is, of course, the workers who are 
made to suffer the worst effects of the 
economic slump. 

Losing their jobs 

Last year over 15% of all workers in the con­
struction industry lost their jobs. This meant 
that 60,000 African workers, and 1O,~ 
Coloured, Asiart and White workers were laid 
~[ . 

The large number of unemployed makes It 
very difficult for those workers who do manage 
to keep their jobs to fight for higher wages. 

" Low wages mean high profits. Despite the 
fact that last year was one of the worst ever 
experienced by the building. industr~, . the 
profits of the giant Anglo-Amencan subSidiary, 
LTA, shot up by 12.2% between April and 
September. 

Co nstruction workers are hit hardest 

laws and the denial of trade union rights to 
Afri~an workers. Most of the African construc­
tion workers are classed as "migrants" from 
the rural areas. This is very convenient for the 
bosses because it means that when a job is over, 
or business is slack, the bosses can send the 
workers to the reserves and need not sign up 
any more. They are spare? the expense. of 
having to cover the workers In any way dunng 
bad times. 

The building firms also employ many work­
ers who live in the cities "illegally" (that is, 
without the necessary permission), at very low 
rates of pay. These workers have no protection. 
They are employed as casuals, so. that the 
bosses can dismiss them without notice when­
ever they please. The police know that many 
"illegal" Africans work on building sites, and 
carry out frequent raids to check on passes. 

TIle legal minimum 

In 1975 the minimum wage for Africans in 
construction was RO,53 an hour. On a 4O-hour 
week this worked out at RllO per month. * 
With' the heavy overtime worked in the 
industry, the average African earnings per 
month in 1975 stood at only R115. 

The average monthly wage for Whites in the 
industry was R539, Asians R299 and Coloureds 
R215 in 1975. 

Whites in the construction industry are 
employed as artisans (plasterers, fitters , weld­
ers, etc.) or as supervisors. Many C~loured and 
Asian artisans are also employed In construc­
tion but in the Cape most of the Coloured 
workers are unskilled or semi-skilled. 

Job reservation 

J ob reservation is very tightly enforced in this. 
industry, with the artisans' unions trying to 
"protect" the positions. of thei~ members ~y 
racist measures excludmg Afncans (and In 

many areas also Coloureds and Asians) from . 
skilled jobs. 

During the boom in the construction. industry 
from the mid-sixties to the early seventies, there 
was a huge shortage of skilled labour. T.o over-
come this the bosses made a deal With the 

African wages low governme~t and the artisans' uni?ns to allow a 
Wages for African building workers are very certain relaxation of job reservatiOn. 
low. They are kept down because of the pass Bosses were allowed to employ Africans in 
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certain skilled jobs at wages much lower than 
those paid to Whites, Coloureds and ASIQl~s 
working in the same grades. Elaborate cond.l­
tions were imposed to ensure that the baSIC 
apartheid restrictions on black workers were 
not dismantled. 

No longer 

The present crisis is reversing all this. There is 
no longer a shortage of skilled labour and the 
jobs of skilled workers are threatened. Dunng 
1976 over 8 000 White, Coloured and Asian 
artisans we;e laid off in the construction 
industry. One union secretary claims that in 
some centres like Durban, 20% of all construc­
tion artisans will be out of work by June 1977, 
and this level will be reached throughout the 
country by December. There has also been a 
lowering of artisan wages . 

As a result, the exemptions allowing Africans 
into Grade One jobs were withdrawn at the end 
of March this year - though employers could 
re-apply for special permission to use skilled 
African workers . 

Employers have begun to replace African 
operatives with White and C;oloured tr~de 
union members, and many Afncans are bemg 
dismissed to make way for unemployed arti­
sans. All down the line the racial structure is 
used to off-load the heaviest burdens of the 
crisis onto black workers. 

Mass wage struggles 

African building workers were prominent in the 
mass struggles for higher wages in 1973 and 
1974. In 1973 and the first half of 1974, there 
were 32 strikes in the construction industry 
involving 3,640 African workers. A total of 
34,000 hours of production were lost. Often the 
bosses simply fired the strikers, but in some 
cases the workers won significant wage 
increases. 

African building workers who are trying to 
organise themselves to fight exploitation face 
severe difficulties. Their jobs do not last long 
and they have to move frequently from one 
building site to the next. They know that there 
are a great many unemployed workers looking 
for jobs. If they go on strike, it is easy for the 
bosses to fire them and hire other workers at 
the same low wages. 

The bosses do not hesitate to call in the police 
to break organisation and strikes. The regis­
tered unions for skilled White, Coloured and 
Indian construction workers are very hostile 
toward African workers who they fear might 
get their jobs. 

Determined resistance 

Despite all these difficulties, the~e is deterl!lined 
resistance to the bosses and polIce on bUlldmg 
sites. Construction workers know well the tactic 
of working slower in support of their demands. 
Industrial sabotage is frequent. During one 
pass raid on a big building site inJohannesburg, 
construction workers on the high scaffoldmg 
"accidentally" dropped bricks on the police. 

However, isolated acts of resistance will 
never be enough . The difficult struggle to 
organise has to be carried on at all times. 

For African construction workers to become 
powerfully organised, they will hav~ to join 
together in large numbers - both With fellow 
workers on all other building sites, and with 
workers in other industries. Also, they should 
unite with Coloured and Asian unskilled and 
semi-skilled workers, who are largely wi~hout 
trade unions . The strength of the ordmary 
workers lies in numbers! UNITE AND 
ORGANISE! 

' RI = approx £0.67 or $1.15 
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