COSATU 2008 May Day message to South African workers
"Defend democratic gains - Fight unemployment! Crush poverty and inequalities - Create decent work now!"
May 1st is the day when workers all over the world take to the streets to demonstrate their international solidarity and support the struggle for a world free of poverty and exploitation.
This year 2008, as we celebrate May Day and the workers' month, we recall that we have successfully celebrated the heroes' month and recalled the unequalled contribution that Oliver Tambo, Chris Hani and Solomon Mahlangu made to our struggle for freedom and democracy. In May we shall celebrate and remember the immense contribution made by Moses Kotane and Walter Sisulu.  We shall also remember the 51 workers from Kimberley who perished in 2003 at what was then Saulspoort Dam, which is today called the Sol Plaatjie Dam. Through their names we remember all workers' heroes and heroines who made a contribution to strengthen the workers' movement and fight for the rights of workers in our country and elsewhere in the world.
We also remember the thousands killed in work-related accidents. Many others die years after leaving work due to being exposed to dangerous substances such as chemicals and asbestos. We also remember those have lost their limbs and been sentenced to wheelchairs or even become bed-ridden as a result of accidents in all industries. 
Lastly we remember the hundreds who have died of preventable diseases between May Day last year and this year. Above all we remember the workers and their family members who died in the AIDS epidemic that continues to kill about 1000 people a day in our country. 
We will take a moment of silence to remember all those who have passed on, and extend our hand of solidarity to their families. 
This year COSATU, our young yet old Federation, will mark 22 years of its existence. We are happy that COSATU remains one of the few growing labour federations in the world. Our reported membership stands at over 1.9 million paid-up membership today. Indeed, we think the true figure is over two million. 
Our earliest leaders - JB Marks, Moses Kotane, Moses Mabhida, Vuyisile Mini, Elijah Barayi, John Gomomo and others - left us a legacy of a strong organisation. We declare that we are on course to realise the objectives of our 2015 Plan. We have continued to build our organisation - a powerhouse in every respect! 
     The strongest and most effectively organised leaders of civil society formations in our country. 
     A strong and dependable ally of the African National Congress and the South African Communist Party. 
     A conscience for our young democracy. 
     A fearless spokesperson of the downtrodden in our society. 
     A friend of workers and freedom fighters across our continent and the world over who do not fear championing their just course. 
     A voice of reason indeed! 
We must celebrate these achievements. They belong to us. They result from our sweat and sacrifices. Even our worst enemies concede that anyone who wishes to ignore us does so at their own peril. We must however continue to address our weaknesses. 
 
Too many of our workers remain unorganised. Farm workers, domestic and security workers, and other vulnerable workers in the informal sector and small firms do not enjoy the protection of the strong unions we have created. The progressive laws for which we fought still do not protect them from daily abuses at the hands of their bosses. Employers do not voluntarily comply with these laws - it requires strong unionisation of workers for them to be enforced.
 
In addition, we still hear that some of our union officials and leaders do not uphold our good name. They ignore situations that demand their action. As a result, some of our members lose out and end up feeling let down by the labour movement. A few of these officials and even leaders are not only lazy but are indeed corrupt. They take bribes and become blind to the suffering of members. 
 
To these few rotten officials and leaders we say: Please leave the workers movement now. We are challenged to develop systems that will detect these shameful practises early so that our structures intervene to protect our members and maintain our good name amongst the working class as a whole. 
 
This year the Central Executive Committee has chosen a very important theme that will serve as a battle cry for the rest of this year - "Defend democratic gains - Fight unemployment! Crush poverty and inequalities - create decent work now!"
 
Next year we are going back to the polls to vote in defence of our democratic gains. 2009 will represent 15 years of our freedom. It will be only for the fourth time we exercise our hard-won right to choose our representatives in parliament. We shall seek to return the ANC with an even greater margin. 
 
We do this in recognition of the fact that whilst we still have a long way to go to make the call for "building a better life for all" a reality, we have nevertheless made tremendous progress in many fronts. We know that today there are fewer people than they were before 1994 who have no electricity, water, sanitation, decent housing or other basic services. The best way to guarantee this progress is to ensure that we vote for the ANC. 
 
This 2008 May Day, takes place a few months after the historic ANC 52nd national conference held in Polokwane. That conference elected a new leadership and adopted new policies, many of which are in line with COSATU's policies on how to fight unemployment, poverty and growing inequalities. 
 
That conference itself is a cause of celebration by workers and all members of the ANC. Those heroines and heroes who gathered in Polokwane decisively rejected the top-down, elite-driven undemocratic practises that COSATU protested against for so many years. They reaffirmed that the ANC belongs to its branches and policy was not a preserve of government ministers, civil servants, business consultants and academic 'experts'. 
 
They rejected the materialism, self-centeredness and consumerism that gripped some leaders of the movement. They rejected divisions and the culture of labelling and bullying of people who hold different opinions. Before Polokwane, too often debates were suppressed and we saw the emergence of a culture of sycophancy and praise singing, as 'loyalists' sought rewards in the form of plum jobs in government and parastatals.
 
Democratic space was closed down. ANC and Alliance members and leaders were denied their right to say what they thought. Power shifted from the membership and structures to Union Buildings. There was a deliberate attempt to emasculate the ANC so that it would have no capacity to develop, monitor and enforce its policies. Deployment gradually ceased to be a collective endeavour and became a reward for sycophancy.  
 
As a result of Polokwane, today we are celebrating May Day as truly free men and women again. We are here with our ANC and SACP leaders. We no longer see the acrimonious and divisive debates that were a feature of the Alliance before Polokwane. 
 
The space has been opened decisively. Our challenge is to move into the open doors with concrete proposals on what must be done to address the challenges our country is facing. Unlike before, even when we have different points of views on any matter, we know that we won't be ridiculed and labelled ultra leftists and counter revolutionaries. 
 
We must ensure that this spirit is cascaded to all provinces, regions and branches. We know what we have done to assist progressive-minded ANC members to achieve such success in Polokwane. We will do the same at every other level until we can fully proclaim that the ANC's bias towards workers and the poor has not only been fully defended but also advanced. 
 
That is what we are fighting for this May Day and that what is we mean by defending the democratic gains. Polokwane was a class struggle, in which we could not be neutral, between one block advocating change and the other advocating maintenance of the status quo. 
 
This year's May Day theme also commits us to Fight unemployment and crush poverty and inequalities! If you take away government services, including the increase in social grants and pensions, workers are in every respect worse off than a year ago. Our families have been battered by a tsunami of price increases. Throughout the world the prices of bread, mealie meal, rice, milk, and transport have been rising every month. 
 
A new report by reveals that in South Africa in the month of March alone CPIX inflation rose by 1.6%, with the annual rate increasing to 10.1%. The main reason for this increase was the cost of food, transport and school fees. 
 
A breakdown of CPIX by income group shows that for very low income earners inflation is now up at 13.5%! The main reason is that food, which has been rising fastest, accounts for 51% of their expenditure. During March, food prices (within CPIX) rose by a massive 1.4% a month, including increases in milk products and grain products at around 3% a month. 
 
In South Africa, the position is even worse as a result of criminal price-fixing, which has already been proved in the bread and dairy sectors. Greedy companies, under cover of the global price rises, are getting together to put up their prices even higher, so they can make even bigger profits at the expense of their consumers. 
 
COSATU welcomes the strong action being taken by the Competition Commission to stamp out this illegal practice but agree with the government that the Commission needs stronger powers to extend the scope of its investigations and punish the offenders individually, rather than allowing fines to be passed on to the consumers in the form of even higher prices.
 
We are also supporting the Commission's investigation into the entire food production chain, to find out where the extra money that we pay for food in the shops is going. We know for certain that it is not going into the pockets of our comrades in FAWU, who are still among the lowest paid workers. 
 
SACCAWU members are not benefiting either from the skyrocketing profits that the major retail companies like Pick n Pay and Shoprite Checkers are making. Last week Pick n Pay announced that its trading profits had grown some 17% and its turnover increased by R45, 4 billion rands, which is over 15% growth. We have strong suspicion that these profits help explain the high prices for food and other commodities. 
 
We call on the Competition Commission as part of their wider investigation of high food prices to look very closely at the reasons behind this massive profiteering by all the retail companies. In our discussion with them at Nedlac as part of the attempts to resolve the dispute we have lodged through the Section 77 notice, we want them to disclose the salaries of the CEOs. 
 
As if these food prices were not enough of an assault on our living standards, we have seen yet another interest rate increase from the Reserve Bank. That increase will not only add even more burdens on to the thousands of workers who have had to borrow money, but will also put the brakes on economic growth and put jobs in jeopardy. 
 
On top of all this we could now face a huge rise in the prices of electricity, petrol and steel, which will push up even further the price of all commodities. 
 
Our affiliates must keep monitoring all these price increases and make sure that this year's wage demands fully compensate workers for the drop in their real standard of living over the past year. The increases that we negotiated last year may have seemed good enough at the time, but they have been more than cancelled out by rising inflation. All our members are worse off than they were a year ago. 
 
Accordingly we want to warn employers, in particular those we are negotiating with this year, that they must expect a tough period of wage negotiations. We do not only demand compensation but to ensure that our wages help to fully address the impact of high inflation mainly caused by rise in food and transport costs. 
 
For the unemployed and those in casual jobs, who could not negotiate any improvements last year, the situation is critical. In many countries there have already been violent protests by the poorest communities. South Africa will not escape the same fate unless our campaigns, and others by our comrades around the world, can bring about a radical shift in the way food is produced and distributed. 
 
The crises in electricity and oil supplies will also inevitably put even more jobs at risk. While COSATU has pledged to co-operate fully with the government's campaign to save electricity and develop new sources of generation, we will not allow the workers to pay the price for a crisis which is none of their own making. We are worried about the current rolling black outs. Employers in the mining industry estimate that we may loose up to 30 000 jobs if the rolling black outs continue. We know that threat cuts across all sectors of the economy. 
 
We have already begun our campaign of mass action against soaring prices and the electricity crisis and have submitted Section 77 Notices to allow us to organise stayaway protests. No more jobs must be lost! Unemployment is already far too high, still around 35%, far higher than in comparable countries. Even before the electricity crisis, not enough new jobs were being created to meet the Growth and Development Summit resolution to halve the 2004 levels of unemployment and poverty by 2014. 
 
And far too many of the new jobs are casual, temporary, insecure and low-paid, with almost all in construction and retail. As a result we have a growing army of working poor. Together with the unemployed, they constitute about 20 million people - almost half the population - who are still mired in poverty. The working poor, the unemployed and poverty stricken communities have received too little benefit from the economic growth of recent years, and even that is now starting to slow down.
 
That is why we say that while the living standards of the majority of the people have got better since our democratic breakthrough in 1994, some workers are actually worse off than they were under apartheid. This group includes those who were working but are now unemployed, or who used to have a permanent job with benefits, but whose jobs have been casualised. 
 
Meanwhile inequality has widened, as the rich minority of mainly white male capitalists have become richer, while our wages, despite all our efforts to improve them, remain extremely low after 14 years of democracy. 
 
According to the Midi report of salaries of the CEOs, Mr Steve Booysen of ABSA last year received an all-inclusive package of over R17 million, while Sean Summers of Pick n Pay got R10 million per annum. In contrast the minimum wage in ABSA is R4167 per month, at Pick n Pay R2500. Booysen's package is 350 times more than what an ordinary worker would earn in one year, and Summers' is 790 times the minimum earned by a worker employed in a Pick n Pay store.
 
A serious consequence of the levels of inequality is the persistence of racism in our workplaces and communities. Almost every day reports come in from COSATU affiliates and provinces of employers who abuse their workers in a blatantly racist fashion. Such attitudes were supposed to have disappeared years ago, but there is plenty of other evidence that racism is not just an isolated occurrence, perpetrated by a few disgruntled relics from the apartheid era. It is still lurking in our workplaces and communities, just beneath the surface of our 'rainbow republic'. 
BEE and affirmative action, vital though they are, have made only a marginal difference to the distribution of wealth and power on the basis of either race or gender. While we are all theoretically equal, the reality is that there is a pyramid. At the top are the minority of super-rich and powerful white males, with thousands of poor blacks at the bottom of the pile. 
 
If we are to finally eradicate racism from our society the starting point must surely be to eradicate the capitalist economic system which spawned apartheid and racism in the first place, and which perpetuates our racially skewed power relations.
 
We can be very proud that in the last few days our affiliate SATAWU has implemented our principles of international solidarity in action, by refusing to offload a ship's cargo of arms destined for the illegal regime of Robert Mugabe and forcing the ship to sail back to China. The weapons would undoubtedly have been used to kill our fellow workers and the people of Zimbabwe and many lives have been saved thanks to SATAWU's splendid action. It was a great victory.
 
On this international workers' day, COSATU recommits itself to solidarity with our fellow workers who are under attack in Zimbabwe and demand that the will of the majority, as expressed in the 29 March, elections be sovereign and a government elected by the people be installed. We do not forget other workers in struggle, including Swaziland, Western Sahara, Palestine, Colombia, Burma and other parts of the world!
 
In South Africa May Day was made a public holiday in recognition of the role workers played in the struggle to defeat apartheid, and it continues to be the day for workers to celebrate their victories and rededicate themselves to overcome the many challenges which still face us.
 
Among those challenges is to protect the day itself. Employers are eroding the significance of all our historic holidays - May Day, Freedom Day, Women's Day and Human Rights Day - by forcing more and more of us to work. Some bosses do not even pay workers double time for working on a public day or give them a day off in lieu. COSATU demands that these days be declared non-tradable public holidays, on which no employers, apart from those providing emergency services, can open their workplaces. 
 
The principal challenge this May Day is ensure that the leftward shift in the ANC's policies post Polokwane are now entrenched into the ANC's 2009 election manifesto and implemented by the new government led by Comrade Jacob Zuma. 
 
Creation of decent work and restructuring of the economy must now become the supreme national priorities, with strategies to accelerate growth and distribute the benefits to the poorest sections of our society. We therefore recommit ourselves to COSATU's long-standing demands for:
     A 40-hour working week and an 8 hour working day; 
     A living wage for all working men and women; 
     The creation of decent work; 
     And end to casualisation/temporalisation, subcontracting and use of labour brokers; 
     A safe working environment; 
     An industrial strategy to shift our dependence on the export of raw material in favour of manufacturing industry so that we can create jobs for the unemployed; 
     Young people and workers to have equal access to education and skills training;   
     Every community, not just the leafy suburbs, to get decent government services like education, health and policing;   
     A big increase in public investment in infrastructure and service delivery, to give unemployed people a chance to contribute to their communities as well as earn a living;   
     An end to the brutal exploitation and ill treatment of farm workers, construction workers and vulnerable workers from neighbouring states; 
     An end to food prices, fuel, steel, and school fees increases. 
 

In conclusion, we call on all workers and indeed every member of our alliance partners to rally behind the 2008 May Day theme "Defend democratic gains - Fight unemployment! Crush poverty and inequalities - create decent work now!"  The ANC has declared 2008 as the year for mass mobilisation and has prioritised education, health and crime as the issues the society should mobilise around. We agree. We call on workers to support that call. At the same time we call on every progressive person to support us as we battle on all the issues that will make us defend our gains, fight unemployment, crush poverty and inequalities and create decent work now!

END
