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 1 

1 Introduction 

 

Early in the morning on the 6th of October 1989, just after the office of the Zimbabwe Congress 

of Trade Unions (ZCTU) in Pockets Building along Jason Moyo Avenue had opened, two plain 

clothes policemen, one of whom was the chief of a special unit in the Central Intelligence Office 

in the President’s Office, demanded to see the Secretary-General. After identifying themselves 

they informed him that they had instructions to place him under arrest. They also informed him 

they had instructions not to disclose any reason for the arrest and, moreover, that phone calls 

were not allowed. Thus the Secretary-General of the ZCTU, Morgan Tsvangirai, in office for 

just over one year, was taken away to a police cell at the police station in Waterfalls, a suburb of 

Harare.  

 

Trade union leaders are a favourite target for the security forces in African states, it seems; 

sudden arrests and detention are rife in these positions1. Usually, these arrests follow a strike call 

or a demonstration of angry workers demanding a change in government policy. And usually, 

the government blames the union leaders for not having kept the workers in check. They ought 

to be taught a lesson. If arrests of union leaders are the order of the day, why then was this event 

in Zimbabwe so remarkable? Why was one of the leaders of the Congress of Trade Unions so 

threatening for the establishment that he should be “stored away”? Why was the flimsy pretext 

of invoking a South African infiltration resorted to? 

 

Up to that time the ZCTU—generally speaking— was considered a toothless tiger, securely held 

on the leash by the ruling party. Barely a year earlier the Ministry of Labour decided to intervene 

in the administration of the national trade union centre in an attempt to clear its name tarnished 

by an unending series of instances of petty theft and corruption, factional infighting and 

unprocedural behaviour. The ZCTU had certainly not become the powerful trade union centre 

which some of its founders from high political circles might have envisioned in 1981: the 

workers’ wing of the political party which acted as a transmission belt to relay the party’s 

policies to the workers and enforce their compliance. Certainly, the loyalty of the ZCTU’s 

 
   1 In the same year 1989 trade union leaders were arrested and detained in Ivory Coast, Mauritania, Nigeria, 

South Africa, Sudan, Swaziland, and Uganda while the General-Secretary of the Togolese National Centre was put 

under “village arrest”. For the previous as well as later years a similar list could be made, as indeed the 

International Confederation of Free Trade Unions has done: the annual survey of violations of trade union rights 

(see ICFTU 1987, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1998, 1999). 
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leadership to the ZANU government was pledged over and over again. However, by 1988 the 

ZCTU had developed into an organisation without legitimacy in the eyes of the workers and it 

was of such low calibre that even transmitting simple messages from the political (party) top to 

the bottom was beyond its competence. In its subservience to the party the ZCTU was second to 

none. On that score there was no need for harsh correction to put it back in line. 

 

Neither had the year 1989 been marred with violent strikes or riotous worker demonstrations 

which usually functioned as the proverbial fig leaf to justify the arrival of the Central 

Intelligence Officers in the union’s office. Admittedly, a few strikes had occurred in 1989 in 

Zimbabwe, but these had come nowhere near to grinding the economy to a halt; the industrial 

disputes were certainly not such that a muscular reaction was called for.  

 

The answer to the paradox of hefty state intervention seemingly without reason has to be sought 

in the person of Morgan Tsvangirai, the ZCTU Secretary-General, who was elected in office at 

the ZCTU extra-ordinary Congress held in Gweru in 1988. He managed to transform the 

organisation into a professional body. Equally important, he managed to place the Zimbabwe 

Congress of Trade Unions on the societal map of Zimbabwe in a more prominent role than his 

predecessors had done or had been willing to do. The uncalled-for show of strength was meant 

for him—his arrest a signal not to deviate from the party line. 

 

This study will document and analyse the developments in the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade 

Unions as it made its way from a mere marginal yes-figure in politics into an (at least) forceful, 

critical observer of the political wheelings and dealings of the government, if not as a potential 

powerful competitor in the political arena. I will argue that the arrival of Morgan Tsvangirai at 

the helm of the ZCTU in 1988 was a tidemark in the adolescence of a young trade union 

movement. What was once a rudderless boat, floating aimlessly around with too many mediocre 

seamen claiming to be captain, was now put slowly, yet steadily, on a firm course. The national 

trade union centre was given a new sense of purpose, its office re-organised and enlarged to 

cater for a growing number of services-to-be-delivered to its member unions. At the same time 

the labour centre was set to regain a place in Zimbabwean society as the voice of labour. 

However, the study will also discuss weaknesses which still remain. Especially the poor 

financial and organisational resource-base which hampers shedding off some of the other 

structural constraints, constraints which have been worsened in the aftermath of the introduction 
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in 1990 of the first Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP).  

 

The study will also analyse the impact this coming of age of the union centre had on its 

affiliates, the national trade unions, as well as on the rank-and-file members who were supposed 

to be represented by this trade union movement. Decades of white rule had left the black 

Zimbabwean union movement at Independence divided, weak and dependent. Union presence 

on the shopfloor was largely insubstantial if not non-existent. In the immediate post-

Independence years trade union leaders did little to alter this picture; organising was not their 

main activity. After several years the business community organised itself and found a willing 

ear in government circles for a more free-market oriented approach to labour, and an equally 

willing ear for the introduction of ‘unfettered’ collective bargaining. In this they were assisted by 

an international climate of structural adjustment. When collective bargaining was finally 

introduced the union movement and its national centre were caught unprepared. The centre 

lacked a clearly developed policy to guide its affiliates. These, in turn, lacked the resources to 

become strong bargaining ‘partners’. However, over the years a policy towards a preferred 

industrial relations system was developed within the ZCTU. This development will be analysed 

in subsequent chapters. 

 

The development of organised labour in Zimbabwe will be addressed at two levels: the macro, 

national level and the micro, enterprise level. At the macro level, two themes will be examined. 

The first relates to the relation between the state and organised labour. Here issues of trade union 

autonomy, labour control and corporatism will form the background against which the 

Zimbabwean developments will be set. The second theme that will be discussed, is the 

development of industrial relations institutions at macro level, in particular collective bargaining. 

The origins of collective bargaining as an instrument in labour policy in Zimbabwe will be 

traced, and its post-colonial expression analysed.  

 

At the micro level, the level of the enterprise, the study will also address two themes. The first 

theme deals with the relation between the trade union and forms of workers’ participation 

established within the enterprise. Immediately after Independence the new government issued 

guidelines for the creation of workers’ committees. Likewise, policy initiatives were announced 

to use these workers’ committees as steppingstones for the introduction of other, more far-
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reaching forms of workers’ participation. This study will document and analyse these 

developments as well as the ZCTU’s reactions. The second—and related—theme at the 

enterprise level regards changing managerial approaches towards labour. By the end of the 

1980s, managements the world over began to view their labour not merely as a production factor 

but as an asset, a resource to be nurtured and cared for. A new labour-management approach 

emerged under the heading of Human Resource Management that sought to solicit the 

commitment of workers by involving them in day-to-day, job-related decisions. “Employee 

involvement” became a managerial buzzword (see e.g. Hyman & Mason 1995, Marchington 

1995). The study will analyse to what extent Zimbabwean management used the existing forums 

for workers’ participation to further the introduction of a new kind of approach to labour 

management and the response of (organised) labour. 

 

To justify the choice of these four themes we now turn first to some considerations which form 

the backdrop against which the analyses of the macro level have to be seen. Thereafter, similar 

considerations for the micro level are presented. 

 

Trade Unions and the State 

At the macro-level, the research questions are derived from the following considerations. Trying 

to set state-trade union relations against a broader background, recourse is often made to the 

concept of ‘(neo)-corporatism’ as opposed to ‘pluralism’. These two concepts are seen as the 

two ideal–typical strategies of the state towards organised labour. This study does not intend to 

present a theoretical discussion constructing a conceptual framework using these two concepts. 

However, a brief outline of the issues at stake will help highlight a few themes relevant to the 

emergence and evolution of the Zimbabwean Congress of Trade Unions in its relation to the 

Zimbabwean state.  

 

In the pluralist approach, it is held that the state acts as a neutral referee towards societal interest 

groups that are in free and even competition, each holding an equal amount of power. According 

to Poole (1986:100) pluralist industrial relations prosper in a culture where there is 

“commitment to freedom of association”, a “democratic political structure comprised of a two- 

or multi-party system”, and an independent strength of organised labour, to act as a 

countervailing power against managerial despotism. On the other hand, at an institutional level, 

Poole holds that management has to be willing to recognise trade unions and to bargain with 
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them in ‘good faith’ (1986:100)2.  

 

The conceptualisation of corporatism, on the other hand, starts off with a more interventionist 

role of the state. Interest groups, like trade unions, have responded to this more active role of the 

state by linking their interests to those of the state (Rakner 1992:11). In this way, trade union 

autonomy—so essential in pluralist explanations—is lost, but this relationship between the 

union and state remains characterised by “harmony and identity of interests” (Poole 1986:100). 

Corporatist arrangements between the state and interest groups can thus play an important role 

in fostering political stability. In this way, corporatism becomes a system of governance. 

Developed along these lines, the concept of corporatism is predominantly applied in a Western 

European context. A striking feature in this argument is that the initiative to merge trade union 

interests to those of the state lies with the trade union, which acts from a position of strength. 

Literature distinguishes this form as ‘societal corporatism’, which is contrasted to ‘state 

corporatism’. In the latter form, the state initiates the process of co-optation of the trade union by 

imposing measures of control.  

 

Some studies on (neo)corporatism in Third World settings take an almost mechanical path (see 

e.g., Thavisri 1991; Akwetey 1994; Hashim 1994). First, the origins of the concept are traced to 

early twentieth century Southern Europe where fascist state forms developed. Subsequently, a 

review of the second wave of literature, which began in the 1970s, is ushered in; hence the 

prefix: ‘neo’. This usually starts with a reference to what is often called an ‘aptly’ titled essay 

written by Philippe Schmitter in 1974: “Still the Century of Corporatism”. His definition of 

corporatism is easily the most quoted in literature: 

 

A system of interest representation in which constituent units are organized 

into a limited number of singular compulsory, non competitive, hierarchically 

ordered and functionally differentiated categories, recognized or licensed (if 

not created) by the state and granted a deliberate representational monopoly 

within their respective categories in exchange for observing certain controls on 

the selection of their leaders and articulation of demands and supports 

(Schmitter 1974: 93). 

 

 
   2  This study will not explore the contrast between pluralism and corporatism any further. Robert Bianchi 

convincingly showed that both can best be seen as “…alternative modes of representation which can emerge and 

develop simultaneously within the same political system” (1986:507). 
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Subsequently, literature focusing on Latin America is reviewed. It is indeed here that the 

concept has gained most currency in explaining the role of an authoritarian state vis-à-vis 

organised labour (e.g., Collier 1979; Malloy 1977; O’Donnell 1973; Stepan 1978). Out of this 

review, a list of characteristics is often derived focusing on the extent and level at which 

organised labour is controlled. Schmitter contends that under societal corporatism, an 

organised interest group (such as labour) will accept these controls in return for the right to 

take part in policy making (1974:104). Some authors contend that for trade unions this quid 

pro quo is the mere right to existence or the check-off provision that guarantees trade union 

funding (see e.g., Andræ & Beckman 1999: 272). Mericle (1977) provided the most elaborate 

details of the system and levels of such state control over organised labour. He concludes that 

the state (in his case, the Brazilian state) developed three mechanisms of control: 

• at the level of trade union leadership – by vetting ‘elected’ leaders or by installing 

leaders; 

• at the level of the organisation – by requiring trade union recognition; by allowing only a 

single  trade union (centre); and by prescribing permissible trade union functions; and    

• at the level of the trade union members – by curbing the right to strike. 

 

As Lehmbruch observes (1982: 4-12), Schmitter’s definition of corporatism stresses two 

aspects of this “system of interest mediation”: recognition and control by the state on the one 

hand, and the structure of this interest representation, on the other. Furthermore, Lehmbruch, 

co-editor with Philippe Schmitter on two occasions (Schmitter & Lehmbruch 1979; 

Lehmbruch & Schmitter 1982) points out that the focus should be on the structure of the 

system of interest representation. For him, the major conceptual variable is involvement of 

the interest groups in policy making, or the “organizational participation in government” 

(1982:4). This makes all the more sense, given that corporatism is meant to be a system of 

‘interest mediation’ or representation, and not just of interest suppression or interest 

repression.  

 

This latter aspect of actual participation in policymaking, receives little attention in the 

literature on corporatism in Africa – here the focus is almost exclusively on the control 

aspect. This is operationalised by looking at such factors as the centralisation of trade unions, 
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the unitary structure and trade union monopoly or ‘singularity’ of labour unions3, and the 

subsequent incorporation of labour in state structures (see e.g. Shaw 1989; Hashim 1994;  

Rakner 1992; Thavisri 1991, for Asia4). Hashim tries to incorporate this access to policy-

making into his analysis, by examining (a) affiliation of the trade union to a political party, 

and (b) representation in national assemblies (Hashim 1994:101). For a study trying to 

generalise at macro continental level, such broad operationalisation might be unavoidable, 

but the result is unsatisfactory5. For a trade union in Africa affiliation to a political party all 

too often meant complete submersion to that party. This left little if no room for meaningful 

access to policy-making. Usually, the small number reserved in parliament for a trade union 

made them into a mere token form of representation; moreover, national assemblies in Africa 

have never really been prime examples of independent bodies of policy-making. It follows 

that for the access to policy-making more in-depth research is required than the rather 

superficial and mechanical indicators used for broad comparative study. 

 

With the dominant focus on control and monopoly in the operationalisation of corporatism, 

the concept loses its specific connotation of “a system of governance” in which special 

interest groups have privileged access to policy making. Used in such a loose way the 

concept becomes similar to more straightforward labour control approaches (see e.g., Crisp 

1984, Harrod 1987), and recourse to the concept of corporatism as a separate entity in its own 

right, gives no analytical advantage6. “Corporatist” then becomes just another adjective, on 

the same level as ‘incorporated’, ‘controlled’ or ‘institutionalised’ – the difference being that 

corporatism sounds more academically exciting and correct.  

The present study will analyse how the Zimbabwean situation scores in the aspect of access 

to policymaking for organised labour. Instead of using merely such indicators as outlined 

above, the study will present in detail a number of policy debates and decisions and will 

examine whether organised labour played a role in any of them. In addition, the study will 

 
   3  The formulation is taken from Lehmbruch (1982:10). 

   4  For some exceptions (e.g., studies which do emphasise this aspect of access to policy formulation in the 

South African context) see Baskin (1993); Schreiner (1994); Habib (1997); Klerck 1998). For a similar study on 

Mexico see Levy (1990).  

   5  To do justice to Hashim it should be added that in his case study on Nigeria he is much more specific: 

analysing trade union involvement in ad-hoc and permanent national advisory committees, he concludes that 

this reality has “little significance for corporatism” (1994:223). 

   6  One study even retains the word “corporatism” for a variant labelled: “bargained corporatism” but adds 

that “it does not suggest a corporatist substance (accommodation, policy participation etc.)” (Andræ & Beckman 

1999:274). One wonders about the value of a concept without substance! 
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also analyse (also in detail) the way in which the Zimbabwean state sought to control 

organised labour after Independence and its objectives for doing so. Thus, combining the 

policy-making process and more straightforward control measures, a conclusion can be 

reached on whether or not the concept of “corporatism” can explain Zimbabwean reality.  

 

In the 1970s literature on Africa, the focus on labour control often took the form of an analysis 

of party-union relations. The party as the main player in the single party state usually had 

submerged the trade union under its wings and turned it into a ‘mass organisation’. The 

subsequent discussion then highlights the question of trade union autonomy, usually within the 

paradigm of liberal pluralism (see Hashim 1994:218). 

 

In itself the theme of “trade union autonomy” was already established on African soil in the 

1950s. In the British colonies attempts were made to create ‘guided’ and ‘sound’ trade unions, 

often with the direct help of officials, not only from the Labour Department in London, but also 

from the British TUC7. Konings captures the gist of this autonomous trade unionism: 

 

Trade unionists were constantly advised to stay away from ‘politics’, 

particularly in the sense of preserving the unions’ autonomy with regard to the 

emerging nationalist movements and parties and to restrict themselves to 

economic and industrial demands (1989:29). 

 

How successful these pre-emptive moves from the colonial administration had been became a 

matter of heated debate, not only in academic literature (see e.g., Berg & Butler 1964) but also 

on the ground. After the attainment of Independence in many African countries the new 

governments sought to impose control measures on trade union organisation – sometimes 

similar to the colonial regulations. In general, it meant that in newly independent states there was 

no place for an autonomous trade union movement. The ruling party—often the single party—

reigned supreme. Explanations for this approach have been found in the need felt by the rulers to 

impose on the trade union a ‘productive’ role (rather than a ‘consumptive’ role) in order to 

enhance economic development. Trade unions were supposed to restrain workers’ demands and 

encourage them to work hard for the development of their country.  

 

 
   7  See for this influence from the ‘mother country’: Davies 1966 (1976: 31-52); see e.g., for Kenya, 

Mboya (1963); for Cameroon, Konings (1989; 1993); for Ghana, Konings (1977). 
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Alternatively, trade unions have been reined in because of a perceived political threat. As one of 

the few rather well organised groupings in society, the trade union movement could destabilise 

the regime by expressing militant demands that would almost automatically have a political 

character. On the other hand, the trade union movement, because of its organisational resources, 

could itself become a competitor for the ruling party in the political arena or act as an 

accomplice for another political party to oust the incumbent regime. Altogether there were more 

than enough reasons for a newly established political regime to try and curb the influence of 

organised labour. The subsequent subjugation of the trade union to the political party again gave 

rise to a debate on the concept of labour control8.  

 

Recently, the “autonomy” theme has re-emerged in literature, this time in discussions about the 

contribution of organised labour to the development of democracy. Authors like Akwetey 

(1994), Bauer (1998), Kester & Sidibé (1997) Konings (1993, 1999), Rakner (1992), have 

argued that the impact of trade unions on the process of democratisation depended to a large 

extent on the degree to which they were independent from the ruling political party.   

 

This theme of domination by the political party over the union is also recognisable in the early 

development of the ZCTU. Initially, as I will argue, this dominance was mainly to prevent 

political rivals to use the organisational capacity of the trade union centre as a vehicle to attain 

political power. Once this danger was either eliminated, or, in some cases, had simply vanished, 

other measures for keeping the political influence of the trade union organisation in check 

became appropriate. And, as a result, another controlling mechanism was brought into play: the 

market. Policies to “liberalise” the functioning of the labour market were introduced which 

stripped trade unions from some of the legal support they had had in the early days of 

Independent Zimbabwe.   

 

With the withdrawal of the state, often precipitated by structural adjustment measures, the 

dominance of state, or of the single party, waned. No longer is the state able to actually provide 

the quid pro quo arrangements that it promised organised labour in return for subservience. 

 
   8  For an overview of the literature in the 1960s and 1970s on this theme, see Konings (1977:12-18); for a 

critical discussion see Hashim (1994); he denies any usefulness in the concept of ‘labour control’ claiming it is 

biased towards a normative position in favour of the Anglo-Saxon model of state-trade union relations, with 

institutional separation within a pluralist democracy (Hashim 1994:217-21). 
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Herbst (1990a) refers to this process as “structural adjustment of politics” (see also Bienen & 

Herbst, 1996). However, this does not mean that the reins that held organised labour are any 

looser. An alternative has been found quite in line with the reigning world ideology: the free 

market. This study will track down the process of state withdrawal from its interventionist role 

in industrial relations. The measures used for state control were replaced by, on the one hand, a 

process of institutionalisation of the interaction between workers and management through the 

establishment of a collective bargaining machinery in which market forces were given a greater 

role. On the other hand, a process of deliberately creating division was unleashed to weaken the 

organisation of labour. 

 

Industrial Relations Institutions 

Collective bargaining is seen as an important instrument used to contain conflict within 

industrial relations, if not to resolve it. Scholarly perspectives of the concept vary and can be 

grouped under ‘pluralist’ and ‘radical’ headings. Both agree that a conflict of interests exists 

between the parties involved in industrial relations: labour and capital. Pluralists argue first that 

the differences are not so fundamental as to challenge the basic authority structure, let alone 

endanger the very existence of the system. Secondly, the expression of this conflict of interests is 

channelled away from an open and unpredictable direct confrontation into regulated and 

predictable behaviour. Hostile behaviour is institutionalised, yielding a fixed and regulated 

pattern. As early as 1954, Dubin wrote: 

 

 Collective bargaining is the great social invention that has institutionalized 

industrial conflict. In much the same way that the electoral process and 

majority rule have institutionalized political conflict in a democracy, collective 

bargaining has created a stable means for resolving industrial conflict (R. 

Dubin, in Flanders 1969:52).  

 

Some commentators have, therefore, even labelled collective bargaining as the 

institutionalisation of class conflict. Basic to the success of collective bargaining in this line of 

reasoning is another pluralist assumption: the two sides in the negotiation process have more or 

less equal power. Without this, the outcome of bargaining, a collective agreement, would not 

hold long, since the agreement would seem to be imposed on the weaker party. This is how the 

Ramaswamys formulate the consequence of this pluralist assumption regarding the parity of 

power: 
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This is what provides the order and stability that enables industry to function. 

But whether either of the parties abides by the contract depends on whether it 

has entered it voluntarily or has been hustled into it. If the contract has been 

imposed on it, the weaker party would not in honour be bound to abide by it 

(Ramaswamy & Ramaswamy 1981: 177/8). 

 

In this way, relations between trade unions and management in collective bargaining, based as 

they are on conflict-looking-for-a-solution, has been called “antagonistic co-operation” (Hyman 

1975:191).  

 

The radical perspective on collective bargaining differs profoundly. To start with, radicals argue 

that there cannot be any ‘parity of power’ between management and labour (or trade unions), if 

only because the available resources (or access thereto) are not similar on either side9. Capital, or 

management, has the upper hand from all perspectives. Furthermore, they claim that the conflict 

of interests is indeed so fundamental that it cannot be bridged. As a result, collective bargaining 

is not seen as the joint regulation of conflict in the interest of both parties. On the contrary: 

collective bargaining is the instrument to suppress conflict in the interest of the ruling elite, and 

the trade union becomes the manager of worker discontent10. And although the position of 

workers might improve marginally through collective bargaining, there can be no substantial 

transformation of power. The basic hierarchy remains intact while managerial prerogatives have 

not really been challenged11.  

 

These two perspectives—pluralist and radical—also play a role in the discussions about 

‘industrial democracy’ or ‘workers participation’12. Collective bargaining is the ultimate form of 

industrial democracy, for those who follow in the footsteps of Hugh Clegg—an influential 

British industrial relations expert working in the pluralist tradition. He drew an analogy between 

political democracy and industrial democracy. In this scheme, the trade union was accorded the 

role of industrial opposition to provide the necessary checks and balances against managerial 

 
   9  Offe & Wiesenthal argue that also at a more abstract level the two parties differ in access to power and 

resources (1981). 

   10  The phrase is taken from C. Wright Mills who already in 1948 described a trade union leader in general 

as “a manager of discontent: he organizes discontent and then sits on it” (in Hyman 1984:79). 

   11  For a radical appraisal of the mobilizing potential of collective bargaining, see Kelly (1988: 147-83; 

1998).  

   12  For an overview of the confusion that reigns over the study of workers’ participation when it comes to 

a precise definition, see Roca & Retour (1981). 
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government. It follows that it was absolutely essential that the union had to be autonomous from 

management. And the logical realisation of this democratic right was adversarial collective 

bargaining. Any attempt of either trade unions or workers to encroach upon managerial authority 

in any other way, e.g., through forms of participation in decision-making, would put the union’s 

autonomy at risk and by force industrial democracy13. Clegg wrote his thesis against the 

proponents of workers’ control and workers’ self-management, themes that had gained currency 

in radical circles before World War II.  

 

Worker’s control is indeed the other end of the spectrum of industrial democracy, and its 

attraction was never lost in certain radical circles (e.g., Coates & Topham 1968, 1970, Bayat 

1991, Prasnikar 1991, Keet 1992, Collins 1994). As Bayat defines it: 

 

 In a fully realized form, workers’ control denotes an organization of work in 

which the workers are directly involved in determining the entire operation 

and direction of an enterprise, including production and administration, at the 

shop floor level and at the level of general policymaking (1991:46)14. 

 

Indeed, this diametrically opposes the view that industrial democracy can only be attained if 

workers refrain from participating in management and try to influence management through 

their trade unions by way of collective bargaining. However, for radicals anything short of such 

full control, e.g., forms of joint management, is as repugnant a thought as it was for Clegg 

although for totally different reasons.  For Clegg, joint management was compromising the 

opposing role of trade unions. For radicals, joint management schemes merely aimed at 

incorporating workers into the managerial logic thereby removing any potential for real 

transformation of power (see e.g., Ramsay 1977).  

 

Between these two conceptions of industrial democracy is the position which holds that 

collective bargaining is but one of the many ways in which workers and their unions can make 

 
   13  Clegg wrote in 1951: “The trade union cannot … become the organ of industrial management; there 

would be no one to oppose the management and no hope of democracy. Nor can the union enter into an unholy 

alliance for the joint management of industry, for its opposition functions would then become subordinate and 

finally stifled (in Blumberg 1968:142). Blumberg wrote –it is generally acknowledged— the most exhaustive 

critique against Clegg. 

   14  Knudsen considers workers’ control to be a “borderline case” in the discussion on workers’ 

participation. His argument is that workers’ control is a challenge to the authority structure of the capitalist 

enterprise and should, therefore, be seen as a form of resistance. He concludes: “…unilateral-decision making 

falls outside the scope of participation as participation presupposes an interplay between two parties” (Knudsen 
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an inroad into managerial prerogatives to try and balance the power relations. For proponents of 

this idea, there is neither the need for workers or trade unions to shy away from participating in 

joint decision making with management. Nor is there any need to regard adversarial collective 

bargaining as the sole vehicle to bring about industrial democracy. This is the position which the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted, when it espoused the concept of workers’ 

participation in the 1970s. Collective bargaining in the ILO’s view was the form of workers’ 

participation in which trade unions played an important role: 

 

Collective bargaining is undoubtedly a form of participation, even an advanced 

form, since it implies not only informing and consulting the workers, but 

negotiating with them on matters which could otherwise be the subject of 

unilateral decisions (ILO 1981: 170). 

 

To be sure, in this conceptualisation collective bargaining is not seen as an instrument used to 

alter the hierarchy of power15. In itself, such a view would be incompatible with the pluralist 

perspective that presupposes that the bargaining parties aim to reach an agreement. And no party 

willingly concedes to its own demise.  

 

The relation between collective bargaining and workers’ participation has given rise to different 

perspectives. For some, the two are complementary. For example, Bamber, Córdova & Sheldon 

see consultation—a pillar in workers’ participation—as included in a broad view of collective 

bargaining in which the former supports the latter (1998:406). A similar view was also held in 

ILO circles (see e.g., ILO 1981). Others hold that collective bargaining cannot be put on a par 

with workers’ participation because the former is based on adversarial relations between labour 

and management. In contrast, workers’ participation with its emphasis on joint decision making, 

requires a co-operative attitude from both management and labour. Moreover, this view argues 

that in order to overcome the limitations inherent in collective bargaining, the introduction of 

“formal and recognised measures” of workers’ participation are necessary (Baglioni 1996:25). 

However, from this perspective it is still quite possible for labour to make use of the two 

approaches, i.e., collective bargaining and participation, parallel and simultaneously (see e.g., 

 
1995:10).  

   15  As even a radical author concludes: “It is true that collective bargaining has a conservative side to it, 

reproducing the legitimacy of two parties in industry and their more or less peaceful co-existence. Yet under 

most circumstances this is the most that is possible for workers and the most that many of them want and 

expect” (Kelly 1988:183).  
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Kester & Pinaud 1996:8). Recently the contrast between co-operation and adversity has 

somehow been blurred. Several authors analysing a context of unions in decline, see the future 

of collective bargaining in a move of unions towards more co-operation with management. 

From this point of view trade unions have to take responsibility and become involved in the 

broader concerns of the enterprise. However, this involvement can only be meaningful when the 

trade union is also involved—in one way or the other—in strategic business decisions. Where 

management wants to keep the union at arm’s length, unions will only become involved in 

strategic decisions by showing muscle and the willingness to use it. In other words, co-operation 

can only be achieved through adversity. Jacobs who argues this point explicitly, calls it 

“adversary participation” (Jacobs 1994: 216; see also Martinez Lucio & Weston 1992; 

Ramaswamy 2000).  

 

The potential of workers’ participation to transform power relations in industry has also aroused 

fierce debate. The radical view is that workers’ participation cannot lead to workers’ control. On 

the contrary, participation only serves to draw the workers closer to the functioning of the 

enterprise and thereby integrate them in the managerial logic. Among pluralists, workers’ 

participation is either discarded because it would dilute the adversarialism needed for true 

collective bargaining, or it is seen as a useful shopfloor instrument to enhance collective 

bargaining. In both cases, it is not attributed with any powers of transformation.   

 

In contrast to these views there is the position that workers’ participation should best be seen as 

a process the ultimate goal of which is the effective change of existing power distribution as well 

as economic distribution. From this perspective workers’ participation is an interrelated set of 

institutions which will gradually be able (under certain conditions) to democratise the workplace 

if they can act in concert (see e.g., Bernstein 1976). 

 

Enter Zimbabwe 

What is the relevance of all this to the study of industrial relations in Zimbabwe? Immediately 

after Independence the new government announced it would introduce workers’ participation as 

a matter of urgency. The official policy document Growth with Equity reads:  

 
   16  This is not to be confused with the term ‘antagonistic participation’, a term Baglioni coined to denote 

those forms which seek to change fundamentally the power structure in the employment relationship (Baglioni 

1996: 39).  
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 The establishment of workers’ committees and workers’ councils is being 

encouraged as a means of involving the workers in problem-solving and 

improving working conditions at the shop and office floor levels. Means of 

promoting greater worker participation in the decision-making process at 

enterprise level will continue to be explored (Republic of Zimbabwe 

1981b:10). 

 

Government officials alluded to the further development of these forms of workers’ participation 

ultimately to reach forms of workers’ control—quite in line with the professed radical ideology 

of the new regime. The impression was given that policies were developed to set in motion a 

process that would thoroughly alter power relations in industry.  

 

However, at the same time initiatives were taken to develop some form of collective bargaining 

– in line with a liberal pluralist ideology. High-ranking government officials praised the virtues 

of collective bargaining as the prime instrument with which to conduct industrial relations. 

Immediately after Independence conflicting signals were given as to what would be the new 

labour policy. Would workers’ control gradually be introduced?  Or would a more conventional 

industrial relations system be developed along pluralist lines in which trade unions were allowed 

to play a role in institutionalised collective bargaining? There were also conflicting signals in 

another way. Whereas collective bargaining Zimbabwean style is typically a macro-level 

phenomenon, workers’ participation takes place at the micro-level, the shopfloor. For the trade 

unions the challenge was not only to read the conflicting governmental signals in the right way, 

but also to envisage themselves at these two levels (macro and micro) simultaneously. The study 

will analyse how the trade unions fared in their balancing act as trait-d’union between the 

national and the local level, between the macro and the micro level. 

 

The trade unions in Zimbabwe never trusted any attempts to introduce workers’ participation. 

Their inclination was more geared towards the introduction (or rather, as we shall see, the re-

vamping) of collective bargaining, because it was seen as a traditional form of trade union 

action. This inclination was further nurtured by the fact that black trade unions were denied 

access to the bargaining table before Independence. No doubt the preference for collective 

bargaining was also inspired by the negative experiences which trade unions in other African 

countries had had with forms of workers’ participation introduced from above. These 

experiences had shown that workers’ participation led to erosion of the trade union base because 
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it created a dual channel of worker representation. Workers’ participation also proved not to be 

very effective offering management the possibility to manipulate workers. 

 

The Zambian case was prominent in the minds of Zimbabwean trade union leaders. The Zambia 

Congress of Trade Unions (ZaCTU) had always been rather wary towards the introduction 

(formally in 1976) and development of “industrial participatory democracy” as it was called (see 

e.g., Simutanyi 1987; 1991). The ZaCTU felt that Works Councils were merely being 

introduced to undermine their position. Moreover, the unions were equally irritated by the 

frequent insistence that behind workers’ participation was the   

 

 …desire of the Party and its Government to eliminate confrontation in our 

industrial relations system and replace it with co-operation. That is the main 

goal of industrial participatory democracy (Department of Industrial 

Participatory Democracy 1985:113). 

 

This co-operation not only undermined the position of trade unions at enterprise level, it also 

tried to abolish the one form of trade union action which unions preferred and in which they felt 

at ease: collective bargaining17. 

 

Where Zambia was an example of a trade union movement that tried to resist the attempts from 

the government to introduce workers’ participation, Tanzania showed a union movement that 

fully embraced the concept once it was introduced by President Nyerere in 1970. But here, the 

trade union was firmly subjugated by and subordinate to the political party, and the support of 

the trade union for workers’ participation was seen as obediently towing the party line18. This 

too was not an alluring prospect for the Zimbabwean trade union movement19.   

 

 

 
   17 This was also the one form to which trade unions were initiated, groomed and repeatedly trained in by 

almost every form of international trade union co-operation, multilateral and bilateral. 

   18  For an overview of the Tanzanian experience with workers’ participation see e.g. Bavu; Masanja & 

Mihyo (1981); Musoke (1988); For the views of the Tanzanian trade union centre (JUWATA) see a paper by its 

then Secretary-General, Joseph Rwegasira (1984).  

   19  The Ghanaian experience in the early 1980s would have provided a more positive example of workers 

influencing managerial decision-making (see Nugent, 1995). Whereas in discussions and talks with 

Zimbabwean trade union leaders reference was made to Zambia and Tanzania, this was not the case with the 

Ghanaian experience. An international project of the ILO and the Italian Progetto Sud Union even brought 

Zimbabwe, Zambia and Tanzania together to discuss their experiences with worker participation in Victoria 

Falls, 1989.) The developments in Ghana were not well known in trade union circles in Zimbabwe at the time 
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These themes played a dominant role in the formative years of the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade 

Unions. Immediately after its formation, soon after Independence, the mood of that period called 

for transformation of power structures in industry. However, there was no clear policy vision 

within union circles on how to achieve this. At the same time trade unions wanted to establish 

firmly a legitimate presence in industrial relations. Whereas workers’ participation leading to 

workers’ control could bring about transformation, legitimate trade union presence could best be 

secured by creating institutions for trade union action through the firm establishment of a 

collective bargaining machinery. At the same time, the emphasis on sectoral collective 

bargaining at national level, posed issues of trade union presence at shopfloor level. 

 

For this reason, the study will descend to the micro or enterprise level in Part II. Once more we 

will examine the development of an industrial relations institution, but this time a form whose 

sphere of influence is limited to the enterprise, i.e. workers’ participation. Immediately after 

Independence in 1980 the government thought fit to open—alongside the existing trade 

unions—another channel of worker representation at shopfloor level: the workers’ committee. 

Workers’ committees are bodies elected by the workforce in each enterprise to represent the 

workers vis-à-vis management. Subsequently, in the 1992 amendments to the Labour Relations 

Act the workers’ committees were given an even more prominent place in Zimbabwean 

industrial relations. Intended to improve communications between workers and management, 

the committees were soon targeted by the existing unions and their national centre, as the 

enemies from within. Over the years trade union attitudes towards the workers’ committees 

changed gradually but remained ambiguous. 

 

As alluded to above, literature on workers’ participation distinguishes between two approaches; 

one argument holds that workers’ participation can only lead to further integration of workers 

into the managerial logic, it merely functions to stifle the workers’ voice. The other school holds 

that workers’ participation is able to transform power relations between labour and management 

to benefit workers. This is done –so the argument goes—by enabling representatives of workers 

to encroach gradually upon the managerial prerogative. By a process of incremental steps— 

‘building on experience’ (see Kester & Thomas 1981, 1983)—the power difference in the social  

 

 
and did not serve as an example.  
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relations of production between labour and capital is gradually reduced. Along these lines it is 

also argued that this process would ultimately lead to full workers’ control or workers’ self-

management (Kester 1980). 

 

In order for this process to succeed a supporting structure has to be in place in which the trade 

union plays a key supportive role (Kester 1980:213-21). This would require from any trade 

union a conscious effort to balance an adversarial approach towards management (upon which 

collective bargaining is premised) with a more co-operative approach needed for meaningful 

workers’ participation (see e.g., King & van de Vall 1978:12; Kester & Pinaud 1996:7-9). If this 

balancing act is successful, both the trade union and the particular body of workers’ participation 

it supported will have gained in strength, as Peter Leisink forcefully argues (Leisink 1989, 

1996). In other words, if shopfloor level organisations of worker representation and the trade 

union co-operate, it is mutually beneficial, and in the end is in the interest of the individual 

worker.   

 

In the beginning of this introduction, we promised that this study would analyse two themes at 

micro level: first, the introduction of enterprise forms of workers’ participation and trade union 

reactions; the second theme was whether or not these forms played a role in a new management 

approach to labour. In the light of the foregoing discussion on the approaches to workers’ 

participation, the following are the guiding research questions for the case studies. What role did 

the workers’ committee play?  Was it a mere instrument in entrenching the institutions of 

industrial relations as some would have it (Shadur 1994) or, alternatively, could the particular 

form that workers’ participation took in Zimbabwe be seen as an attempt to transform labour 

relations at the shopfloor? How did the trade unions react to the introduction of workers’ 

participation? The general themes from this discussion will be examined in three case studies on 

the functioning of workers’ participation. These case studies will illustrate the ways in which the 

workers’ committees were treated by management and what sort of support (if any) the trade 

unions were providing, thereby highlighting the variety in relations between unions and 

workers’ committees. This is also the section where the voice of the workers themselves will 

most clearly be heard. Particular emphasis throughout this part will be on the attitude of trade 

unions towards these shopfloor forms of worker representation. 
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Despite the general distrust on the part of the trade unions, it will be argued that the government 

moved from a starting point without any clear labour policies, through a few years of indecision 

in which the pendulum swung from notions of workers’ participation and workers’ control 

finally to a firm commitment to institutionalised collective bargaining. The 1992 Labour 

Relations Amendments Act further consolidates this policy extending some of the collective 

bargaining issues to a decentralised enterprise level.  

 

In the conclusion some of the implications of the study’s findings will be highlighted with 

particular emphasis on the differences between the national trade union centre on the one hand 

and its affiliated national unions on the other. 

 

Structure of the Study 

The structure of the study is as follows: in the next chapter, chapter two, we provide some 

necessary background. In the first part some socio-economic indicators are presented as well as 

a brief overview of the political situation. In the second part the historical origins of organised 

labour in Zimbabwe will be traced. Out of this historical overview the particular features which 

characterised the trade unions in Zimbabwe before and immediately after Independence will be 

singled out. In the next two chapters the macro level developments will be discussed. First, in 

chapter three, the origins and evolution of the national trade union centre will be analysed. 

Next, in chapter four, the developments in macro level industrial relations policy will be 

sketched thus combining the developments of trade unionism with the development of another 

industrial relations institution at macro level, the procedures for collective bargaining.  

 

Then the focus will shift to the micro, enterprise level. In chapter five the initiatives to  

introduce forms of workers’ participation at shopfloor level will be analysed from the 

perspectives of the trade unions, and from the perspectives of employers and management. This 

will be followed by an analysis of the early experiences with workers’ participation in 

Zimbabwe based on a survey of the available literature. Then in chapter six the case studies are 

presented. First, the themes that play a role in the three cases are introduced and commented 

upon in the light of general literature on both workers’ participation as well as literature on 

Human Resource Management. This is a fairly recent approach to labour-management in which 

participatory management plays an important role, albeit of the integrating kind. Managerial 
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initiatives try to elicit commitment from workers by reaching across to the individual workers 

offering them influence over decisions which affect direct work organisation. This introduction 

is followed by the description of the three factory case studies, each completed by a short 

discussion concluding this micro-level perspective. 

 

The overall conclusions, in chapter seven, are followed by a short note on the methodology of 

the whole study, the annexes, and the references used.  

 

A final word of explanation: in the descriptions of the developments of the ZCTU I have tried to 

be as detailed as possible. The recent ‘historiography’ of the Zimbabwean trade union 

movement is rather limited in extent and depth, and sources are scattered. The only 

comprehensive study (Shadur 1994) stops where I take off. My minute approach is an attempt to 

bring together the widely separated bits and pieces which together form (part of) the history of 

the Zimbabwean trade union movement.  

 

I will begin with some background information, first on the socio-economic conditions in 

Zimbabwe and the political situation. Second, an overview is presented of the origins of 

organised labour in Zimbabwe, covering the last twenty years of colonial Rhodesia, 1960-1980. 
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2 Part I: A Bird’s Eye View of the Setting: 

Socio-Economic and Politico-Economic 

Indicators 

 

In the following paragraphs I will present some background material regarding the political 

and socio-economic developments in and of Zimbabwe, up till the middle of the 1990s1. 

 

Political Developments 

In 1923 colonial Southern Rhodesia (the later Zimbabwe) became a self-governing colony 

when the British South Africa Company withdrew and the white settler population voted 

against a federation with South Africa. White settler interests ruled the country until formal 

political independence was achieved in 1980. In between, the country was part of the 

Central African Federation, a short-lived (1953-63) political merger of what is now Zambia, 

Malawi and Zimbabwe which aimed to further entrench white rule in Southern Africa. After 

the collapse of the Federation, white politics in Southern Rhodesia hardened, culminating in 

the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) by the Ian Smith regime in November 

1965. This led to international economic sanctions which, though frequently undermined 

and certainly not effective, to some extent shaped the structure of the country’s economy. In 

the early 1970s a liberation war started, with Tanzania, Zambia and, after 1974, 

Mozambique being used as bases by the guerrillas. Mounting international pressure leads to 

a so-called ‘Internal Settlement’: in March 1978. Bishop Abel Muzorewa, Ndabaningi 

Sithole, and Chief Jeremiah Chirau sign an agreement with Ian Smith which would allow for 

a transitional period leading to Zimbabwe-Rhodesia. After winning ‘elections’2 in April 

1979 Bishop Muzorewa became the first black prime minister, but his regime does not 

receive international recognition3. The Patriotic Front, the alliance between the parties of 

 
   1  This presentation is based on Schiphorst (1993) and (1995). 

   2  Both Verrier (1986:202-23) and Martin & Johnson (1981:264-99) are very critical about this 

internal election. 

   3  For a detailed account of the role of the frontline states, see Thompson (1985). 
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Joshua Nkomo (ZAPU) and Robert Mugabe (ZANU) had already rejected the overtures 

between Smith and moderate black leaders from the very beginning. As a result, the 

guerrilla war continues unabated. In September 1979 a conference opens in London, chaired 

by Lord Carrington representing the colonial power Britain. The other parties to the 

Lancaster House conference were the Patriotic Front delegation led by Nkomo and Mugabe, 

a delegation led by Abel Muzorewa and a delegation led by Ian Smith. The Lancaster House 

agreement, signed on the 21st of December 1979, marked the end of the protracted war 

between the forces of the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) and Zimbabwe 

African National Union (ZANU) combined in the Patriotic Front (PF) against the Smith 

regime (see Nzombe 1989). 

 

The agreement included provisions to govern a transitional period of ten years after political 

independence covering sensitive issues such as the ownership of land and guaranteed 

political representation for whites. Thus, in the new parliament 20 per cent of the seats were 

reserved for whites. The others were contested in the first free elections of March 1980. 

Robert Mugabe’s ZANU-PF won a landslide victory, securing 57 per cent of the seats. 

Joshua Nkomo’s PF-ZAPU obtained 20 per cent, while three per cent went to Bishop Abel 

Muzorewa’s United African National Council. Although reconciliation was the catchword 

of the day, racial differences continued to play a role in parliamentary life. When after seven 

years the reservation clause in the Lancaster House agreement for 20 white seats lapsed, this 

reservation was abolished, and the vacancies filled by Presidential appointees. 

 

If attempts at “reconciliation” best describe the racial politics, then “national unity” would 

be the phrase for politics in general (Moyo 1992: 22). The 1980 Patriotic Front alliance 

between ZANU and ZAPU was short-lived. Tension between the two parties heightened 

early in 1982 after arms caches allegedly belonging to PF-ZAPU were discovered. This was 

also the start of what was later called the “dissident problem” in Matabeleland, the 

stronghold of Nkomo’s party. The dissidents were brutally repressed by the Fifth Brigade of 

the army (see Pohjolainen 2001). Despite this massive show of force, PF-ZAPU managed to 

maintain most of its support and won 15 per cent of the seats in the 1985 elections, while 
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ZANU-PF won 64 per cent. Unity talks began after the elections, resulting in the merger of 

the two parties into ZANU-PF in December 1987. Soon after an executive presidency was 

created with Mugabe as its first incumbent with “the omnipotent powers typically given to 

executive presidents in a one-party state” (Moyo 1992: 30). Subsequently, Zimbabwe’s 

constitution was amended, abolishing the senate, and enlarging the single-chamber 

parliament by 50 per cent to 150 members with 30 seats reserved for Presidential 

appointees. 

 

In the year before the 1990 elections a new opposition party entered the arena: the 

Zimbabwe Unity Movement (ZUM), founded by Edgar Tekere, a prominent ZANU-PF 

member expelled from that party in 1989, for criticising its leadership. The initial response 

of the political elite was to give ZUM the cold shoulder, and then to ridicule it. 

 

However, ZUM soon attracted a substantial following, especially in urban centres and 

university circles, by exposing the non-democratic tendencies in ZANU-PF. In the elections 

ZUM received over 17 per cent of the votes. However, because of the constituency system 

this translated into only two parliamentary seats instead of the 21 which a proportional 

system of representation would have generated. One more opposition seat went to ZANU 

(Ndonga) led by the veteran politician Ndabaningi Sithole. ZANU-PF secured 117 seats in 

addition to the 30 presidential appointees. 

 

ZUM’s creation put the spotlight on the determination of powerful factions in ZANU-PF, 

including the President, to introduce legislation transforming Zimbabwe into a one-party 

state. In the debate during the months preceding the elections, it became clear that public 

opinion was against this move (Mandaza & Sachikonye 1991), and the idea was abandoned 

after the elections. 

 

In the ensuing years ZUM disintegrated under factional struggles, and during the run-up to 

the 1995 elections merged with Muzorewa’s party in what many saw as a marriage of 

convenience. As a result, ZUM lost all credibility and did not manage to put up any serious 

opposition. All the opposition parties are mainly urban-based and voice urban grievances. In 
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contrast, ZANU-PF has carefully nurtured and wooed rural people, who constitute 75 per 

cent of the population, depicting the party as “synonymous with their well-being, prosperity 

and security” (Deve & Gonçalves 1994: 9). Indeed, the big number of political parties 

contesting the 1995 general elections in Zimbabwe did not reflect a rich diversity of 

opinions on policy issues. On the contrary, Zimbabwean politics in the first part of the 1990s 

is more governed by personalities than programmatic differences, let alone ideological 

disputes.  

 

Population 

Zimbabwe is a land-locked country of almost 400 000 square kilometres. It is divided in 

eight administrative provinces and houses a population of just under 10 million: in 1992 

estimates ran between 9.3 and 9.7 million (IIED 1992: 22). The population shows the 

following distribution: 

 

1. Gender: 96.8 males per 100 females. This varies between the urban and the communal 

areas: In the communal areas the ratio male:female is 85.9 per 100; while in the urban areas 

this figure is 114.1 males per 100 females. 

 

2. Spatial: 57 per cent of the population lives in the communal areas, some 18% lives in the 

commercial farming areas and the remainder 25% is estimated to be urban based (IIED 

1992:21). This total urban population of 2.32 million is concentrated in Harare cum 

Chitungwiza and Bulawayo who account for 40.3% (0.94 m) and 21.8% (0.50 m) 

respectively of the urban population (IIED 1992:23). The metropolitan area formed by 

Harare and Chitungwiza is not only the biggest but also the fastest growing urban area in 

Zimbabwe. 

 

Urban population growth can partly be attributed to rural-urban migration, affecting 

agriculture in the communal areas. In this way the communal areas form a labour reserve for 

the urban economy. This also accounts for the male bias in the urban population although a 

shift in the trend has been noted: 
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 ...men were the main migrants into towns until the seventies in Zimbabwe. 

This balance has been altered since the mid-seventies because of the influx 

of refugees from the war in the rural areas and the increased migration into 

towns by young women (Gaidzanwa 1992:1). 

 

The impact of HIV/AIDS on the growth and composition of Zimbabwe’s population may 

indeed by dramatic. The Environmental Synopsis of Zimbabwe, basing itself on a World 

Bank study, indicates that the population growth rate may decline sharply from its 1970s 

figure of 3.1 per cent (IIED 1992:22). A study on the socio-economic impact of AIDS 

starting off with the observation that one-quarter of the working population in Zimbabwe is 

HIV-positive, concludes that there will be severe impact on labour, not only in numbers but 

also in terms of loss of skill, both in the formal and informal sectors (Loewenson & 

Kerkhoven 1996). 

 

International migration has little impact on population figures: in the five years following 

1986 up to 1991 a net average out-migration was recorded of 922 per annum (Republic of 

Zimbabwe 1991b:1). A substantial part of the population in Zimbabwe originates from 

neighbouring countries (Mozambique, Malawi, Botswana, South Africa). The war in 

Mozambique has led to a substantial refugee population in camps along the Eastern border. 

 

Regarding the ethnic composition of the population Gaidzanwa observes that the Shona 

peoples make up four-fifth of the population while the Ndebeles occupy the remaining one-

fifth. Rather small ethnic groups are the Tonga, the Venda and the Sotho (1992:3). The 

Shonas have the following sub-groups: the Zezuru, originally located around Harare, the 

Korekore in the north, the Tavara towards the north-east of them, by now almost totally in 

Mozambique; the Karanga towards the south, the Manyika eastward from the Zezuru, and 

the Ndau in the south-east. Similarly, the Ndebeles have the subdivision of the Kalangas in 

the south-west. 

 

Labour Force 
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The following table gives an indication of the labour force within the structure of the total 

population of Zimbabwe in 1990: Table 2.1 Structure of total population (millions) 

 
 Total population.........9.7 
   
             young and old.......4.3 
             adults........……....5.4 
           
              inactive.......1.5 
             labour.….....3.9 
                   
                      communal farmers.....1.8 
                      rest of labour.…….....2.1 
                            
                                unemployed...........0.5 
                                 informal sector…..0.4 
                                 formal sector..…...1.2 
 
 Source: adapted from Ganya, Schiphorst, Peta et al. 1990: 24, and Republic of Zimbabwe 

1989a:50. 

 

The following table gives the employment in the formal sector by sector, over various 

years, in percentages:  

 

Table 2.2 Employment (labour force in formal sector) by sector (%) 

 

 Sector                                                                         1975       1980       1985    1991  

 Agriculture, forestry and fishing                       34.6        32.4   26.0 24.4 

 Public Administration, health and education       9.4        12.7   19.2     19.0 

 Manufacturing                                                    14.9        15.8   16.1    16.6 

 Domestic service                                                 11.8        10.7     9.5     8.6 

 Distribution, hotels and restaurants                       7.4         7.0     7.1       8.1 

 Construction, electricity and water                        5.8         4.2      4.3       7.1 

 Transport and communication                               4.3         4.5     4.8       4.5 

 Mining                                                                   6.0         6.6      5.2       4.2 

 Finance                                                                  1.2         1.2       1.5       1.4 

 Other                                                                      4.6         4.9       6.3      6.1  

 Total                                                                   100.0     100.0  100.0 100.0 
 

 Source: calculated from Republic of Zimbabwe 1987b, 1989a and 1991b. 
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Health 

In health matters the government policy since Independence has been to distribute access to 

modern facilities in a much more equitable way than before. Since most health care facilities 

had been located in the urban centres, this policy meant a specific focus on the rural areas. 

The government’s aim is to provide a (primary) health care facility within easy reach of 

everyone (i.e. within 8 km) (IIED 1992:23). The Environment Synopsis 1992 of Zimbabwe 

concludes: 

 

 Women and children constitute 80% of the rural population. Consequently, 

maternal and child health has been the most important focal point of the 

primary health care strategy. ... The childhood immunisation programme and 

the immunisation of pregnant women has led to a dramatic reduction in the 

incidence of polio, measles, whooping cough and neonatal tetanus (1992:23-

24). 

 

These extra efforts led to an increase in life expectancy from 45 in 1963 to 57 in 1989, while 

Gaidzanwa notes that in 1992 life expectancy at birth stands at 61 for women and 56 for 

men (1992:2). Infant mortality declined from 83 per thousand life births in 1980 to 76 in 

1985, and 50 in 1990. The infant mortality amongst the under 5’s dropped from 134 in 1980 

to 121 in 1985, to 50 in 1990. Per thousand people the birth rate stood at 40 in 19904. 

 

Education 

Since Independence education was given high priority: in the first ten years education 

received almost between 20 and 25 per cent of the annual government budget. The results 

were impressive: literacy rates went up from 63 per cent and 47 per cent for men and 

women respectively in 1970, to 80 per cent for both groups in 1990. Equally successful: 

the figures for school enrolment, in primary, secondary and tertiary education all rose 

(Gaidzanwa 1992:2; ZCTU 1995a:35). Gaidzanwa points out, however, that there is a 

gender bias in this success: whereas the ratio between boys and girls is the same, the 

drop-out rate in primary education for girls is higher than for boys; in secondary and 

 
   4 Figures for 1990 and 1992 are taken from Gaidzanwa (1992:2). All others are from IIED (1992:24). 
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tertiary education the male to female ratio is 3 to 1 and 4 to 1 respectively, indicating 

barriers for women in enrolment (1992:2). 

 

Housing & Transport 

Housing has become a major problem in the urban areas where the differences between ‘low 

density’ suburbs and the ‘high density’ suburbs have become more glaring over the years. 

Relief seems unlikely with the dearth of building materials and subsequent slack in 

construction. 

 

Transport does not present a better picture: commuting between the high-density suburbs the 

major industrial and office sites in Harare had become an extremely time-consuming affair: 

waiting hours of up to two were quite normal for a single bus fare between Harare and 

Chitungwiza (which had become the third largest town in Zimbabwe with a population of 

approximately half a million). Given the peculiarities of town planning in Zimbabwe where 

residential sites are often located far away from the industrial sites and even further away 

from the office sites -in the case of Harare and Chitungwiza even some 20 to 30 km’s- 

transport is essential for workers. Commuting problems eased somewhat when mini busses 

could be imported from South Africa. Regional transport is slightly better: The railway line 

and bus services link the major towns. However, the communal areas are very poorly served 

and transport from them to connecting towns can take long. The likelihood for an ordinary 

person to ever obtain reliable means of own -motorised- transport is close to zero as was 

evidenced by the findings of the Sandura Commission (see Report 1989a, 1989b). 

 

In this regard it is interesting to note the priority ranking of the national issues as perceived 

by the registered voters for the 1990 elections and reported by Moyo (1992:101-102): 

 

 38.0% (un)employment/jobs - including issues pertaining to 

the creation of jobs and employment 

opportunities; 

 13.1% land - including land re-distribution, land allocation 

and re-settlement; 
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 10.3% cost of living - including inflation, low wages and 

high prices; 

  7.5% communication - including roads and private and 

public transport 

 

In the urban areas, however, ‘housing’ scored a third place after ‘employment/jobs’ and 

‘costs of living’. 

 

Economic Indicators  

Ownership patterns vary greatly per sector. At Independence, it was estimated that around 

three-quarters of the economy was foreign owned. Half of the manufacturing sector was 

foreign owned by 1985; this dropped to 25% in 1989: 

 

 ...by early 1989, a Confederation of Zimbabwe Industries (CZI) survey 

suggested that only 25% of the capital assets of the sector were foreign-

owned, 16% being government-owned and 50% by local private sector 

interests (Riddell 1990:340). 

 

The mining sector was and is predominantly foreign owned: the 1986 figures read as 

follows: 75% against 25% domestically owned. However, the government has intervened 

strongly in this sector. On the one hand it acquired controlling shares in coal mining and in 

copper. On the other hand, the government has sought to gain control by imposing on the 

producers a parastatal marketing authority, the Minerals Marketing Corporation of 

Zimbabwe (Herbst 1990: 142-65). Ownership in the financial sector is similar to that in the 

mining sector: 75% foreign owned against 25% domestically. For agriculture the figures are 

45% foreign and 55% domestic, while for distribution and transport the percentages of 

foreign ownership are 25 and 35 respectively. The stake of South Africa in Zimbabwe’s 

economy is still substantial: an overall figure of 24% (Herbst 1990:114). 

 

Zimbabwe is not a typical African economy. It inherited a large formal sector with an 

advanced and diversified manufacturing sector from its colonial past (Riddell 1992: 226). 

Manufacturing has a fairly long history in Zimbabwe. Around 1940 the sector was already 

responsible for 10 per cent of GDP and employed seven per cent of the formal sector labour 

force (Riddell 1990: 338). Since then, it has expanded continuously. The Federation period 
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(1953-1963) was favourable to growth as it established a large internal market. The major 

source of growth during this period was import substitution (Riddell 1990: 352). 

 

Sanctions during the UDI period (1965-1979) led to the controls over foreign exchange and 

profit repatriation. These compensated for the loss of investment incentives and ensured the 

availability of capital for the production of import substitutes. The result was a shift away 

from dependence on tobacco exports towards a diversified export package including metal 

working and mining products. Commercial agriculture also provided new openings in food 

and cotton processing. Consequently the 1965-1974 period showed a rapid expansion in 

manufacturing. 

 

Domestic demand declined sharply during the 1974-1979 war period, while inputs of skilled 

labour and capital were squeezed. Simultaneously, the first global oil crisis took its toll, 

further curtailing the import of manufacturing inputs. After 1983 the expansion of domestic 

demand, rather than “an active policy of import substitution” (Riddell 1990: 341) or exports, 

accounted for the sector’s growth. Since 1992 the domestic market has collapsed, and 

manufactured exports have declined (ILO 1993: 71). 

 

National Income 

Zimbabwe’s per capita income stood at US$ 650 in 1989 but fell to about US$ 590 after the 

40 per cent devaluation in 1991. The 1992 and 1993 devaluations lowered it even further. 

Immediately after independence, the nominal GDP growth rate was quite spectacular (21 per 

cent for 1980-1982). In part this was due to one-off factors such as good rains, the removal 

of sanctions and the return to international legitimacy but increasing confidence among 

investors and the growth in consumers’ purchasing power also helped. However, GDP 

growth slowed dramatically from 1982 onwards. The 1983-1984 drought, the fall in world 

mineral prices, foreign exchange shortages and the erosion of purchasing power all 

contributed to this. Yet, despite these difficulties Zimbabwe experienced an average annual 

growth rate during the 1980s of four per cent, even reaching five per cent towards the end of 

the decade (Stoneman 1992: 94). This trend continued after 1990 but was reversed by the 
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1991-1992 drought—the worst in recent history—which resulted in a negative growth rate 

of 7.7 per cent in 1992 (EIU 1994: 3). For the period 1991-1994 a modest positive growth 

rate of 1.4 per cent was recorded (ZCTU 1995a:21).  

 

Sectoral Composition 

The sectoral composition of GDP shows that manufacturing is consolidating its leading 

position: its share increased from 27 to over 30 per cent during the 1987-1992 period. And 

although 1992 and 1993 were bad years for manufacturing, estimates for 1994 are optimistic 

(EIU 1994: 5). 

 

Zimbabwe has a large commercial agricultural sector, dominated by some 4,000 white 

farmers who, together with 400 black commercial farmers, own more than half of all the 

agricultural land, all of it of the best quality in terms of fertility and rainfall. Agriculture’s 

share in GDP rose from 14 per cent in 1987 to 22 per cent in 1992, with one-third being 

produced in the peasant sector. 

 

Employment 

During the first decade of independence employment in the formal sector registered only a 

small increase of about 1.5 per cent, or some 18,000 jobs, per year. With 250,000 school-

leavers entering the labour market annually in the late 1980s, un- and underemployment rose 

sharply. Despite the series of devaluations which increased the cost of capital, Muzulu 

concludes that this has not led to a significant substitution by labour to the manufacturing 

sector (1994: 222). This is corroborated by the ILO (1993: 36). 

 

Thus, although the manufacturing sector increased its contribution to GDP, its capacity to 

generate new employment lagged behind. A similar trend can be observed in commercial 

agriculture. Here, the introduction of minimum wages after independence induced an 

increase in mechanisation. Combined with the effects of several droughts and the restriction 

on retrenchments introduced by the Labour Relations Act (1985), this led to a decline in 

employment of some 63,000 jobs between 1980 and 1984. Since then, the total figure has 
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increased again, reaching 304,200 in 1991. For the period 1980-1990, the manufacturing 

sector recorded an employment growth of 2.9 per cent, whereas this dropped sharply to 0.9 

for the period 1991-1994 (ZCTU 1995a:42). 

 

The share of formal agricultural employment in total formal employment has steadily 

decreased from 40 per cent in 1964 to 24 per cent in 1991. The agricultural sector lost 

employment in the first half of the 1980s but recovered from 1985 onwards: the sector 

showed a positive employment growth of 2.8 per cent for the period 1991-1994 (ZCTU 

1995a:42). 

 

On a more structural note, during the late 1980s and early 1990s one can observe a marked 

shift from permanent to a variety of forms of non-permanent, casual employment contracts, 

since these are less protected by the Labour Relations Act. The ratio of casual employees on 

commercial farms rose to 42.2 per cent by 1993 (ILO 1993: 26; Loewenson 1992a). This 

casualisation of labour also extends to industry, where there is a particularly significant 

transfer from full-time to part-time employment among women (ILO 1993: 41). 

 

Some sectors did register a significant rise in employment. In education employment rose by 

162 per cent between 1980 and 1991. Over the same period, health services and public 

administration showed an increase of 74 per cent and 34 per cent respectively, while in the 

non-subsidised sector finance recorded an increase of 45 per cent (EIU 1993: 13). The 

organization of labour in these sectors, however, falls outside the scope of the trade unions. 

Public sector workers, nurses and teachers are only allowed to form associations, not trade 

unions. 

 

Whereas in absolute figures formal sector employment remains fairly constant, when related 

to the total labour force it continues to register a decline. Its share dropped from 40 per cent 

of the labour force in 1980 to 31 per cent in 1992 (ILO 1993: 26).  
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Massive retrenchments have swept the formal sector since 1991 as a result of the ESAP. 

Estimates of their magnitude vary widely. Official figures vary from 12,736 to 17,383 (ILO 

1993: 142 and 41) between 1991 and early 1993. The employers’ confederation puts the 

figure at 7,000 for 1992, while the ZCTU claims that 20,000 workers were laid off that year 

(ILO 1993: 44). One astute observer of the labour scene in Zimbabwe holds that in 

agriculture alone, some 40,000 jobs are feared lost as a result of the adjustment policies and 

the 1991-1992 drought (Sachikonye 1992c: 91). Some 28,000 jobs are threatened in the 

public sector including the parastatals, while in the private sector commerce and industry are 

estimated to have retrenched 20,000 workers between 1991 and 1995 (Sachikonye 1992d: 

24). 

 

Wages 

The introduction of the Minimum Wages Act in 1980 increased formal sector wages but 

inflation soon eroded this gain. Only two sectors, agriculture and domestic services, 

recorded a small net increase in 1988. It should be noted, however, that these two sectors 

had extremely poor wages and working conditions in colonial times. Despite the initial small 

improvements, labour conditions on the commercial farms led the ILO to conclude that 

 

 .... clearly the farm workers operate at the margin of bare survival, and their 

situation has worsened compared to a decade ago. ESAP, with its emphasis 

on wage restraint, subsidy reduction and decontrolled prices, spells further 

austerity for the farm workers (ILO 1993: 58). 

 

Real wages in other sectors gradually eroded after an initial increase immediately after 

independence. The introduction of the ESAP in 1991 accelerated inflation. It reached an 

unprecedented 35 per cent in 1991 and 47 per cent in 1992. The prices of everything except 

the staple food of maizemeal and fresh milk were decontrolled early in 1991. However, the 

liberalisation of agricultural prices affected low-income urban families disproportionally 

since over half of their budget is spent on food (ILO 1993: 39). The 1992 Consumer Price 

Index rose 60 per cent for low-income urban families, while the increase was only 40 per 

cent for high-income urban families (ILO 1993: 69). 
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Wage increases negotiated by collective bargaining in 1991 were, on average, only half of 

the inflation rate, while after the devaluation of September 1991 inflation increased to over 

47 per cent. In addition, the ESAP introduced cost recovery measures which were equally 

hard-hitting: school fees were introduced in urban areas and a fee for health services was 

introduced for people earning more than Z$ 400 a month. Both these measures have led to a 

drop in the consumption of these services by the poorer strata in urban society, particularly 

women (Hanmer 1994). 

 

McPherson (1991) notes that supplements to insufficient urban incomes have usually been 

sought in urban farming or home-based, small-scale manufacturing activities. Preliminary 

data show that wages now represent about 75 per cent of the household income, while the 

remainder primarily consists of transfers from the rural areas and entrepreneurial activities 

(ILO 1993: 120). The ZCTU has opened a special desk to assist would-be small-scale 

entrepreneurs with loan applications. Unfortunately, very few applications have been 

successful. The next section will deal in more detail with entrepreneurial activities in the 

small-scale, informal sector. 

 

The informal sector and small enterprises 

Numerous regulations and controls severely hampered the development of the informal 

sector before independence. First, Africans were barred from apprenticeship training. 

Second, Africans were not permitted to start their own businesses outside designated areas. 

Third, movement to and in urban areas, and within these in “white” residential areas, was 

restricted to black Africans with legal residence and those who were formally employed. 

These restrictions resulted in poor development of craft-technology and poor access to 

markets before 1980. Since then, however, “the conditions making for a large informal 

sector have been at least as powerful in Zimbabwe as elsewhere” (ILO 1993: 85). After 

independence the government immediately announced in its policy document Growth with 

Equity that it would provide the sector with the necessary infrastructure and assistance to 

promote productive employment (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981b).  
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Additional policy documents have further acknowledged the role of the sector. The 

Transitional Development Plan (1982-1985) conceded that the formal sector was unable to 

absorb all new entrants to the labour market and proposed a large, urban and dynamic 

informal sector to provide additional incomes. Recourse to this sector for employment 

creation was again taken up by the government when it initiated its liberalisation 

programme, and later its structural adjustment programme. The documents announcing 

these programmes (for example, Zimbabwe 1991a) include encouraging paragraphs devoted 

to the possibilities of small investors in the informal sector. However, these announcements 

were not followed by action, leading one observer to label them mere window-dressing 

meant to impress foreigners (Friedrich 1992: 178-179). 

 

The historic legal constraints contributed to the existence of a strong rural component in the 

informal sector in Zimbabwe, while the urban informal sector only developed in earnest 

after 1980. The rapid growth of the smallholder sector helped to create a favourable 

environment for rural non-agricultural, informal activities (ILO 1993:85). For historic 

reasons, the people working in the sector had low levels of formal education until 

approximately 1985 when secondary school-leavers unable to find employment entered it 

(Ndoro 1990: 15). In view of the limited growth prospects in formal sector employment, the 

ILO has advised “that more attention should be devoted to promoting more productive 

employment for educated youth in the rural and informal sectors” (1993: 13). 

 

A country-wide survey has established that more than 845,000 enterprises, with an average 

size of 1.84 workers per enterprise including the owner, provide regular employment to 1.6 

million people. Two-thirds of these enterprises are located in rural areas and the rest in urban 

areas (McPherson 1991: 7-13). 

 

Manufacturing activities predominate, accounting for almost 70 per cent of the enterprises 

while 23 per cent are engaged in trading activities. Moreover, McPherson reports that the 

majority of urban manufacturing enterprises are active in textiles and wearing apparel, in 

which the firms are the smallest (1991: 11-13). A disturbing characteristic observed by 
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Ndoro is the low level of technology in all these activities and their lack of technological 

innovation (1990: 16; also Ndoro 1996). 

 

Two-thirds of the small-scale enterprises are run by women, while 57 per cent of the total 

number of workers are female. Enterprises run by women are substantially smaller than 

those run by men, while the latter also have more male employees (McPherson 1991: 18-

19). While women are mainly involved in petty trading, female proprietors of small 

enterprises are also found in textile, food and beverage, and tobacco production. Sectors 

dominated by male owners are wholesale trade, construction and metalwork (McPherson 

1991: vii). 

 

Few data are available on incomes in the sector. However, it is likely that incomes in easy-

entry activities such as hawking, crocheting and services are under double pressure: on the 

one hand demand is declining, and on the other hand more and more people are forced to 

turn to these activities because of drops in real formal sector wages and the ongoing 

retrenchments (Mhone 1994: 48). It is exactly in these activities that women are most active. 

The 1991 nation-wide survey showed that the majority of the female-run small-scale 

enterprises contribute less than half of the family income, while almost 70 per cent of the 

enterprises run by men provide half or more of family income (McPherson 1991: 20). 

 

It is against this political and socio-economic background that the development of trade 

unionism in Zimbabwe has to be seen. Before we can move to the most recent period, first 

an historical overview is presented of the origins of organised labour in Zimbabwe, covering 

the last twenty years of colonial Rhodesia, 1960-1980. 
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2 Part II: Labour organisation in 

Zimbabwe, 1960 - 1980 

 

This section will describe the situation of the trade union movement at the eve of 

Independence (1980). It opens with a brief paragraph on the nature of the labour force in 

colonial Zimbabwe. This is followed by an account of the development of (black) trade 

unionism in the 1960s and 1970s, culminating in the creation, by the newly independent 

Zimbabwean government, of a unified national trade union centre, the Zimbabwe Congress 

of Trade Unions, ZCTU. 

 

An effort will be made to examine the historical roots of the characteristics of the trade 

union movement after Independence. The first characteristic is that although the black trade 

union movement has a history before 1980, it did not emerge as a strong, consolidated force. 

Internal divisions during the 1960s and 1970s were rampant. Moreover, black trade unions 

hardly played a role in traditional union functions: collective bargaining over wages and 

working conditions as the labour legislation would not allow them. The result was that when 

a new labour centre was created shortly after Independence—a labour centre in which the 

black trade unions dominated—the unions affiliated to it, and the majority of their leaders 

were inexperienced. A second characteristic was that the style of leadership was very 

personalised: lacking an institutional means of expressing the collective voice of workers 

(collective bargaining) most union leaders operated their union as if it was their own 

business. Worker representation became the representation of individual workers. This led 

to a form of patron-client relations between the union leader and the members, in which 

structures allowing for accountability and internal democracy were absent. This was 

aggravated by the tendency that the union leaders themselves were the clients of more 

powerful brokers either in the nationalist movement or in the business community. The 

result was that black trade unionism at Independence was a relatively new phenomenon, 

weak in terms of experience and leadership as well as in terms of membership. 
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This weakness not only had repercussions for the quality of worker representation. It also 

affected the manner in which the trade unions (and their leaders) were seen in the eyes of the 

politicians in power. As this section will show, the link between organised labour and the 

nationalist movement never was a very strong one in Zimbabwe. Labour kept the political 

parties at arms’ length, and the emerging nationalist leaders did not have a strong 

background in the labour movement. After all, the main issue in the nationalist struggle was 

the land question. 

 

The upshot of this was that the new political leadership at Independence was not naturally 

inclined towards organised labour, and the latter’s weakness and particular characteristics 

did not help to win the respect of the politicians.  With neither inclination nor respect trade 

unions fell an easy prey for attempts to control organised labour. The fact that they were 

such an easy prey later lulled the politicians in sleep believing that organised labour was 

once and for all in their pocket. How mistaken this believe was will be shown in subsequent 

chapters. Now, first, the historical roots of the characteristics of the trade union movement in 

Zimbabwe. 

 

At the eve of Independence, the trade union movement was divided and weak. Divided not 

only along racial lines, but also along the (often times parallel) dividing lines between skill 

groups. Part of the colonial heritage was a fragmentation of the labour movement, 

segregating it within industry on the basis of skill-level. Of course, membership and 

leadership of the skilled unions were white, and these unions were well organised, enjoying 

political backing from the party in power. The white unions were able to exploit the shortage 

of skilled labour to the full in their negotiations with employer groups1. Moreover, they 

consolidated this position by effectively controlling access to skill2. For instance, till 1968, 

 
   1 And this with a white membership density in 1979 of “only” 23-31 per cent (Wood 1987:86, n.31). 

     2 As Shamuyarira writes about the situation in 1960: “...Luveve trade school which was opened only 

five years ago for the training of artisans has had to be closed down because the government allows the 

European-dominated unions to say they will train their own artisans” (1965:215). See also Küster 

(1994:165). 
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the percentage of black apprentices3 (compared to white) fluctuated around a mere 2 per 

cent (in absolute figures: between five and ten persons per year—see Stoneman 1978:14). 

Estimates of the total number of black apprentices in 1970 range from a mere 22 to “about 

80” (Brand 1976:73; Harris 1975:43)4. In the early 1970s employers lamented about the 

“fundamental labour problem” caused by the shortage of skilled labour driving up its cost; a 

shortage which could only be solved by job fragmentation and “employing less skilled 

Blacks” (Godwin & Hancock 1995:25; see also Crookes 1972). After 1974 the 

apprenticeship figures increase slightly: reaching 219 and 143 in 1975 and 1976 respectively 

(Stoneman 1978:14). Moreover, the introduction of job fragmentation widened possibilities 

for semi-skilled workers (read: black workers) to do jobs hitherto exclusively confined to 

whites. At the same time, skilled workers (read: white workers) resisted these attempts 

vehemently, fearing a loss of their favourable position (see Harris 1974:66-67)5. A 

prominent white trade unionist at the time, Howard Bloomfield, publicly reminded Ian 

Smith that his party (Rhodesian Front) was voted into power by white trade unionists 

exactly because of his promises to oppose fragmentation (Godwin & Hancock 1995:25). 

 
     3 The following industries had journeymen training apprentices on the job with apprenticeships lasting 

for five years: aircraft; building; electrical; hairdressing; mechanical engineering; motor; printing. 

     4 See also Moyo (1989) for a case study of the motor industry; he states that the first black journeyman 

in motor mechanics graduated in 1963. My case study of a printing establishment (see chapter 6) confirms this 

general picture. 

     5 More important than controlling access to apprenticeship training by white led unions was the 

prevention of job fragmentation. “The procedural style of negotiations under the Industrial Conciliation Act is 

biased towards the defence of the status quo, and this style can be used effectively by skilled worker groups in 

ensuring that fragmentation agreements are introduced in a manner and rate that they are prepared to sanction” 

(Harris 1974:67). As Harris observed earlier in his paper: “The leaders of the skilled trade union groups have 

frequently stated that they are fully prepared to train and accept black apprentices. They prefer to see formal 

training extended to blacks in preference to an increase in the rate of job fragmentation” (Harris 1974:48; see 

also Harris 1972). Similarly, the Report of the Commission into Racial Discrimination investigated the 

suggestion that “trade unions exercise control over the admission of apprentices in certain industries so as to 

deliberately exclude African apprentices. We put this passage to the President of the Trades Union Congress 

and Associated Mine Workers’ union. He refuted the suggestion that trade unions exercised control of the 

kind to which we have just referred. We cannot say whether they do or not, but we sincerely trust they do not” 

(Report 1976: 64-65). The Annual Labour Report over 1960 writes: “In unorganized industry, however, there 

was evidence of employers endeavouring the reduce their costs by...replacement of the qualified general 

worker [read: white worker] with two or three lowly paid workers [read: black workers] on a subdivision of 

the work” (Rhodesia 1961:22). 
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In 1959 the Industrial Conciliation Act was introduced, the ICA 19596. For the first time 

black African workers were allowed to form or join trade unions for the purpose of engaging 

in collective bargaining in National Industrial Councils7. And where no union existed 

recommendations on wages were made by Industrial Boards to the Minister of Labour. Not 

all black workers were covered, though: farm workers and domestic servants, were excluded 

from the jurisdiction of the Act. Equally excluded were employees from the railways 

(covered under the Rhodesia Railways Act) and government employees covered by the 

Public Services Act8. Black trade unions could be registered if they were not in competition 

with an already existing (white) trade union organising in the same area or industry; when 

they were considered “representative” of a sector of industry, as well as “non-political” 

(Wood 1982:55). 

 

The introduction of the Act was not inspired by a dramatic change in attitude of the white 

regime towards black workers and basic rights or a sudden adherence to international labour 

standards as enshrined in ILO conventions. On the contrary. As will be argued in detail in 

chapter four, the Act’s intention was to chart that part of the African nationalist leadership 

which was active in the trade union movement. This was openly admitted by the Minister of 

Labour when he introduced the bill in Parliament in 1959: 

 

 It could be argued that to provide for these associations is nothing more than 

a control measure and let me be perfectly frank, it is (in Sithole 1975:6). 

 

Prior to the ICA 1959, the annual reports of the ministry of labour differentiated between 

European and African unions. Thus, from the 1957 report we learn that there were 27 

African trade unions “known to be in existence, but accurate figures giving strength of 

membership in the respective unions are not available” (Rhodesia 1958:2). In the following 

 
       6 For details about this Act, as well as its origins: see chapter 4. 

      7  African unions were known to be in existence before 1959, but these were not officially registered 

and were under no circumstance allowed to participate in collective bargaining.  

 
       8 Wood states that 51.6 per cent of black wage earners were covered by the Act (1982:55). 
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year two more African unions are listed, bringing the total to 29.  Table one, in the Annex, 

gives the details. 

 

With the introduction of the ICA 1959, and with it the concept of “non-racial” unions, the 

annual labour reports no longer provide separate listings. However, Brand reports that in 

1960 there were only two African unions registered (1971:95); this number grew slowly to 6 

in 1962 and jumped to 26 in 1964 (Brand 1971:101). This steep increase can be explained 

by pointing to a decision taken in May 1961 at the inaugural conference of the Southern 

Rhodesia Trades Union Congress in Gwelo to recognise the new industrial legislation and 

operate under it by having affiliated unions registered. One of the participants later recalled: 

 

 At the conference the consensus of opinion then seemed to be that we were 

going to work within the Industrial Conciliation Act on condition that we 

were going to be recognised (J. T. Chigwendere in Oral History 1974:8)9. 

 

By 1974, according to Davies’s estimate, there were 17 black unions registered “including 

the most viable ones” (1975:18). 

 
     9 See also (Chigwendere 1975:22). This decision of the SRTUC to operate within the ICA was quite in 

line with a policy statement issued earlier by the African National Congress in 1957 which called for trade 

unions to be organised on industrial basis not a racial one and for the participation of trade unions in collective 

bargaining (in Nyangoni & Nyandoro 1979:7). 
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The following table gives the total number of registered trade unions during 1960-1975. 

 

 1960  29 

 1961  31 

 1962  45 

 1963  58 

 1964  60 

 1965  55 

 1966  53 

 1967  53 

 1968  52 

 1969  54 

 1970  52 

 1971  50 

 1972  50 

 1973  49 

 1974  n.a. 

 1975  56 

 

Source: Annual reports Ministry of Labour: Rhodesia 1961-1974; Figures for 1975 are taken from Rhodesia 

1975. 
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When the registration of an union was cancelled, a typical reason given in the annual labour 

reports is: “...lack of membership coupled with a failure on the part of such unions to 

continue to function in terms of their respective constitution” (Rhodesia 1966:12). The table 

shows that the introduction of the ICA 1959 did have the effect of almost doubling the 

number of (registered) trade unions from 29 to 60 after which the number settled slightly 

above 50 throughout the 1960s and seventies. 

 

Instead of racial segregation, the ICA 1959 allowed fragmentation of the trade union 

movement on the basis of skill, both between and within a trade union. Skilled unions had 

mostly a white membership and leadership, although nominally these union were non-

racial10. On the other hand, there were the unions of the unskilled, whose membership and 

leadership were black.  These were 

 

 organisationally and financially weak, competitively disabled both by the 

hostility of the political power structure and the debilitating effects of the 

industrial negotiating machinery, struggle for unity and membership and at 

the same time (they were) required to oppose not only organised employer 

groups, but also workers of a higher order of skill who view the development 

of African trade unionism as a potential threat to the stability of the white 

working class (Harris 1974a:68). 

 

In 1962, the Southern Rhodesia Trade Union Congress (SRTUC), led by Reuben Jamela, 

was split when Josiah Maluleke11 broke away to form the Southern Rhodesia African Trade 

Union Congress (SRATUC) or ATUC. Between 1962 and 1963 active membership 

recruitment took place in both centres (Davies 1975:12).  

 

 
     10  Wood has calculated that there must have been between 13 000 and 17 000 black members of the 

white dominated “multi-racial” unions in 1979 (1987:86, n.31).  

     11 Josiah Maluleke was Secretary-General of the SRTUC and had returned in 1962 from a three-year 

detention as a “hardcore nationalist”. He was the founder of the Commercial and General Workers’ Union 

(Mothebi 1993b 4:56 footnote 161). 
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Within the black union movement, the division was furthered along the same lines that split 

the nationalist movement into ZANU-ZAPU in 196312. And although the President of 

SRATUC denounced political interference, Brand concludes that its political sympathies 

were clearly with the new ZANU (1971:100). In his annual report over 1963, the Industrial 

Registrar speaks of the “virtual demise” of the SRTUC (Rhodesia 1964:21). In 1964 the 

SRTUC was further weakened when another break-away was formed, the Zimbabwe 

African Congress of Unions, ZACU, strongly associated to ZAPU. ATUC was now being 

associated with ZANU, although “the ATUC declared that it was not prepared to commit 

itself or its affiliated unions to supporting either of the two African political organizations...” 

(Rhodesia 1964:21). After the banning of ZACU in 1965 ATUC was renamed NAFU. The 

two black national labour centres, existing at the time of the Unilateral Declaration of 

Independence (UDI) in 1965, were therefore: ATUC associated to ZANU, and NAFU 

associated to ZAPU13; a situation which persisted till 197414. Both Davies and Brand are, 

however, of the opinion that by the middle of the 1970s political mobilisation ceased 

playing a role of any importance in the differences between the two centres15. Nationalist 

politics had moved to another level, leaving the trade union movement “subordinated” 

(Raftopoulos 1995:91). And at this subordinated level the unions’ impact on labour policies 

was negligible: 

 

 The direct impact of the labour confederation on State Policy has been 

relatively small because government has been able to ignore them. Their 

 
     12  See on the differences in the nationalist movement: (i.a.) Shamuyarira (1965); Sithole (1979); 

Nyagumbo (1980); Martin & Johnson (1981, 1985); Bhebe (1990). 

     13 Sachikonye even states that each of the two centres was “explicitly linked” to a political party 

(1995:132). The links, however, between NAFU (and its successor NATUC) and ZAPU were less close than 

between ATUC and ZANU.  

     14 By which time Riddell reports that NAFU had eight affiliated unions and NATUC eleven (Riddell 

1973:30). 

     15 Davies writes in January 1975: “It is apparent therefore that the political issues which divided the 

labour movement initially are no longer as important as previously (1975:22). Brand states: “...it can be safely 

said that the significance of the nationalist division has tended to recede into the background within the labour 

movement...” (1975:31-32). 
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calls for changes in the ICA [Industrial Conciliation Act] ... have fallen on 

unsympathetic ears (Clarke 1977:193). 

 

Instead of nationalism the differences between the labour centres, as Davies argues, hinged 

around issues of internal union democracy and accountability, and the way in which 

international aid (mainly from the ICFTU) was disbursed. Moreover, personality clashes as 

well as personal ambitions played a role (Davies 1975). In addition to (minor) ideological 

divisions, break-aways and the formation of new unions or centres occurred because of 

more mundane grounds: dissatisfaction with the performance of the incumbent leadership, 

and dissatisfactions with corrupt practices, a dissatisfaction sometimes fuelled by external 

sources (see Cohen 1980:75). As Harris notes: 

 

 There are a large number of ‘paper unions’ in the black labour movement in 

Rhodesia, and it is almost certain that the form of ICFTU aid has in part been 

responsible for this development (1974:62). 

 

The role of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) in this period has 

been the subject of extended debate16. The ICFTU had opened a regional office in Nairobi in 

1953 and representatives paid regular visits to Rhodesia. The ICFTU representative 

stationed in Ghana also visited Harare and Bulawayo17. The SRTUC applied for affiliation 

to the ICFTU in 1960 and Reuben Jamela was subsequently sponsored on a trip to Tunisia 

and Brussels (see Mothibe 1993b 4:40-43) where he attended an ICFTU Executive Board 

meeting18. Soon thereafter Jamela was accused of receiving substantial amounts of money 

 
     16 For the most recent --and detailed-- contribution to this debate see Raftopoulos (1996), a paper based 

on extensive research in the ICFTU archives in Amsterdam by Julie Brittain, co-ordinator of the ZCTU Oral 

History Project. See also Brittain (1997) and Brittain & Raftopoulos (1997).  

     17 The following is taken from the annual report of the Secretary for Labour over 1957: “During the 

year the Colony was visited by the Head of the Commonwealth Division of the British Trade Union Congress, 

accompanied by the representative of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions stationed in 

Ghana. Their interest was predominantly in African Trade Unions and whilst in the Colony they had 

discussions with African Trade Union officials both in Salisbury and Bulawayo. It is understood that the main 

subject under discussion in Salisbury was the possibility of aid from the British Trade Union Congress for 

organising purposes” (Rhodesia 1958:3). 

     18 In Riddell (1961) Jamela, together with (a.o.) Tom Mboya, appears on a photograph under the 

heading: “Africans share in ICFTU policy making”. The caption further reads: “African trade union leaders at 

a recent ICFTU executive board meeting” (Riddell 1961: between pp. 16 and 17). 
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from the ICFTU which he could disburse at his own discretion19. Indeed, one of the reasons 

for the formation of the ATUC in 1962 was the close relation between Jamela and the 

ICFTU. Other reasons were the way in which Jamela had restructured the SRTUC 

centralising all powers in his own hands, which was strongly resented. Equally strongly 

objected were Jamela’s attempts to introduce a constitution which implied that affiliates had 

to pay 75 per cent of their own membership fee income to the centre20. Finally, Jamela, who 

by then was in close contact with the Minister of Labour, was moderating the stance of the 

SRTUC on a number of issues—apparently under the influence of his foreign contacts 

(Mothibe 1993b 4:42; see also Oral History 1975)21. This moderation brought him in 

conflict with the nationalists who actively supported the ATUC break-away led by Maluleke 

(Raftopoulos 1995:91)22. 

 

When, in 1963, the ICFTU stationed a field representative in Salisbury, tensions remained 

between itself and the ATUC. The ATUC had requested the ICFTU for support, almost 

immediately after its formation. The ICFTU, however had become cautious had stopped 

supporting either labour centre, focusing instead on individual unions (see Raftopoulos 

1996:13-15)23. Nevertheless, throughout the 1960s criticism remained directed at the 

 
     19 It is alleged that Jamela used these funds to surround himself with a group of loyal followers. On the 

relation between Jamela and the ICFTU, see Mothibe (1993b); Chigwendere, (1975:31) as well as the 

interview with Chigwendere in Oral History (1974). For an account based on ICFTU archival material, see 

Raftopoulos (1996). 

     20 Ignatius Chigwendere later recalled that Jamela had picked this idea up after a study trip to Europe, 

in particular after visiting Austria (in Oral History 1974:9). 

     21 Nathan Shamuyarira, appointed as Minister of Labour after the 1995 elections, writes in his 1965 

book about Jamela, while referring to a letter which Shamuyarira published as an editor-in-chief of African 

Newspaper group: “It was the first direct evidence anyone had had to substantiate accusations that Jamela was 

receiving support from local industrialists - some stories said more specifically, from the Labour Minister 

himself” (Shamuyarira 1965:140). 

     22 In a paper produced by ZAPU’s Publicity Bureau in 1977, entitled “ZAPU: its origins and direction”, 

it reads: “One ideological battle which ZAPU had to engage itself in was to destroy the infiltration of the trade 

union movement by the ICFTU with the concept that trade unions should not be part of a political movement. 

Reuben Jamela as President of the unions was agent of this disastrous concept. The membership of ZAPU in 

the trade union and ZAPU itself stood firmly on the revolutionary concept that trade union movement had to 

be part and parcel of a political movement led by a political party. The party triumphed” (ZAPU 1977:22). 

     23 The then ICFTU representative in Salisbury, Mr. W. (Bill) G. Lawrence, insisted in 1996, in an 
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ICFTU. Especially Phineas Sithole, ATUC’s President since 1967, became a staunch critic 

of the way in which the ICFTU supported individuals within unions, rather than unions as 

organisations (see Davies 1975; also Sithole 1975)24. 

 

Rifts and factions were one source of trade union weakness in this period. Another very 

prominent reason was the repressive nature of the state. Whereas the ICA 1959 provided 

one measure of labour control, police and security forces forcefully complemented this. 

Close police surveillance of union activities and meetings, harassment, arrests and detention 

of trade union leaders were the order of the day25. For instance, in 1966, the ICFTU 

magazine reported 88 unionists in restriction or detention (in Brand 1976:76). In November 

1967 the ICFTU sent a list of 168 union leaders who were detained under the Preventive 

Detention Act, representing twenty different organisations (Infringements 1970:27-29).  

 

At the home front attempts to unite the trade union movement in 1974 led first to the 

creation of National Interim Committee (NIC) with members from the executives of both 

the ATUC and the NAFU. These attempts failed, and NAFU, leading already a marginal 

existence, was dissolved; it formed—together with dissident members from ATUC—the 

 
interview with Julie Brittain affiliated to the ZCTU Oral History Project, that the ICFTU supported both 

national centres (SRTUC & ATUC) financially during the 1960s (personal communication with Julie Brittain, 

January 1996). 

     24 Barely one year after the arrival of the ICFTU representative the report of the Department of Labour 

contained the following outburst: “The need for this type of assistance is largely overlooked by overseas trade 

union organizations, many of whom, whilst ready enough to make cash contributions to our trade unions or to 

tender advice on political issues, seem to attach little importance to good organization and management. 

Indeed, it is noticeably that where outside financial assistance from international organizations has been 

obtained, there is an inclination on the part of those administering the unions concerned to make little effort to 

strengthen their organizations. Some have received outside financial assistance which has temporarily solved 

their financial problems, but the organizations which give financial aid so freely do not seem to bother about 

the use to which such assistance is put. Such assistance may well do a disservice to trade union organization 

and does nothing to engender any form of self-reliance or stability--in fact has the reverse effect” (Rhodesia 

1966:11). One year later the ICA 1959 was amended giving the Minister the right to approve assistance --

financial or otherwise-- to trade unions. 

     25 Writes Riddell: “The police tend to be frequent visitors to the union [Salisbury Municipal Workers’ 

Union] offices; they look through union records and take away copies of notices of general union meetings 

and also question the union officials. The police always attend the union public meetings, and their 

surveillance of the union appears to be considerable” (Riddell 1973:31). 
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National African Trade Union Congress, NATUC. There exists some ambivalence as to the 

political stance of NATUC, but it is likely indeed that—as a strategy—it tried to maintain 

some distance from any political party. Instead of being closely aligned with a political 

party, leaders of the new organisation were loosely sympathetic to Nkomo’s political 

endeavours at the time (Davies 1975; Wood 1987:66; Shadur 1994:101). One reason for 

wanting to keep some distance between party and trade union was the realisation that the 

repressive machinery of the state pointing heavily at the nationalist movement could all too 

easily affect unionism as well. As one of NATUC’s leaders, the General-Secretary of the 

United Food and Allied Workers’ Union looked back in 1984: 

 

  When political parties were banned the unions aligned with them went 

underground or into exile. From this we learnt the lesson not to be the arm of 

the political wing. ... Governments come and go, but workers need unions 

(Ishmael Nedziwe in Shadur 1994:101)26. 

 

In this he echoed the analysis of a politically far more radical trade unionist, Josiah 

Maluleke, Secretary-General of the SRTUC in the early 1960s and described later as a 

‘hard-core’ nationalist: 

 

 We as a trade union are fully aware to throw our weight behind the 

nationalist party’s fight—after all, we all want to get rid of the present 

minority government, but we want to do so as workers, with our own 

organisation. For after independence the party will be the government and 

will be as much concerned as any government to increase production to 

develop the country. This may happen at the expense of the workers’ wages 

and general standard of living. Then we want our own organisation to defend 

 
     26 The following quote (from the then President of the Transport Union) shows a similar strategic 

severance of ties between union movement and nationalist movement in Kenya in the early 1950s; “...it was 

decided to use the trade union for industrial issues only, and to bring the force of the African workers into 

KAU [the nationalist party]” Fred Kubai in Rosberg & Nottingham 1966:269). See also the autobiography of 

Kaggia (1975). In Zambia too, the powerful leader of the large mineworkers’ union in the 1950s, Lawrence 

Katilungu, was a professed opponent of linking the union with the nationalist movement (see Ananaba 

1979:57-58; also Mwendapole 1977:45-51). Coenraad Brand mentions that “the lesson of what was already 

happening in independent Africa, where national centres were generally being co-opted into the governing 

party was not lost even on some of the more radical unionist” (1975:32). For a detailed account of the tension 

between a nationalist movement turned into political party and a trade union movement in Namibia, see Bauer 

1998. 
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our position and our rights; for if we are merely an arm of the party, we as 

workers will be defenceless (in Brand 1975:32). 

 

It is clear that the trade unions, from the early sixties till the middle of the 1970s kept the 

nationalist parties at a strategic arm’s length (see also Brand 1975; Shadur 1994)27.  

 

For an overview of the trade unions registered in 1975 a list is provided in the Annex giving 

membership and densities figures for each trade union. 

 

Politics played again a role after 1975 when the final phase of the white regime had begun 

and unions too were making themselves ready for a new era with new political parameters. 

Following the crisis in ZANU in 1976-7728 the ATUC split in three factions. A pro-Mugabe 

faction broke away to form the Zimbabwe Trade Union Congress (ZTUC), led by Albert 

Mugabe, Robert Mugabe’s younger stepbrother. Its significance was mainly on the political 

front. Another faction had the General-Secretary of the Catering and Hotel Workers 

Union—E. Tsvaringa—as its president and Anderson Mhungu from the Railways as 

General-Secretary. This faction supported Muzorewa’s UANC. A smaller faction with J.J. 

Dube as its leader supported ZAPU (see Mapamba 1980:7).   

 

In exile in Lusaka the Zimbabwe African Congress of Unions (ZACU), banned in Rhodesia 

in 1965, was based around ZAPU’s Aaron Ndlovu, as a WFTU29 affiliate a staunch critic of 

ICFTU’s support to Zimbabwean trade unions (Wood 1987:57; 87-88). ZACU’s main 

function was to mobilise and recruit for ZAPU’s effort in the liberation struggle (see ZAPU 

1979:17). 

 

 
     27 I fully concur here with Mark Shadur’s dismissal of Astrow’s analysis of the unions as petty 

bourgeois (Shadur 1994:60-61). 

     28 See Martin & Johnson (1981:191-214), for details of this crisis which led to the ousting of 

Ndabaningi Sithole as president of ZANU and the appointment of Robert Mugabe as his successor. 

   29  WFTU = World Federation of Trade Unions, the international confederation of communist trade 

unions. 
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In the late seventies the discussions between the politicians Ndabaningi Sithole, Bishop 

Muzorewa, Chief Chirau and Ian Smith leading to the so-called ‘internal settlement’’ were 

also copied on the trade union front. In 1977, veteran trade unionist Reuben Jamela staged a 

“come-back” when he inaugurated the Zimbabwe Federation of Labour (ZFL), bringing 

together at least ten trade unions who broke away from NATUC30. Among the unions 

supporting the ZFL were the Commercial Workers’ Unions and the Catering and Hotel 

Workers’ Union. Politically the ZFL leaned towards the United African National Council 

led by Bishop Muzorewa (Shadur 1994:69). Black trade union leaders from the African 

Trade Union Congress (ATUC) –supporting Ndabaningi Sithole’ ZANU party—and the 

Zimbabwe Federation of Labour (ZFL) began merger talks with the white-led Trades Union 

Congress of Rhodesia (TUCR). ATUC’s Phineas Sithole and TUCR’s Howard Bloomfield 

were successful when in 1979 the Muzorewa government recognised the interim committee 

of the United Trade Unions of Zimbabwe (UTUZ) (Wood 1987:58), although it appeared 

that this organisation mainly led an existence on paper. 

 

In 1980 there were 40 registered trade unions with a total membership of 79,31031 (Riddell 

1981:243). These 40 unions represented approximately eight per cent of the formally 

employed (Riddell 1981:256). In addition, there were 71 known but unregistered trade 

unions with an estimated membership of some 30,000 members. Adding the organized 

employees in the Public Service sector, the Riddell Commission arrived at a total of 200,000 

organized employees, or a density of twenty per cent (Riddell 1981:260)32.  

 
     30 Cohen reports how Jamela “boast[ed] that thirty-five unions are affiliated with his Federation. 

Nevertheless, Jamela did admit in a private correspondence that of the thirty-two unions attending the ZFL’s 

inaugural meeting only ten were truly viable unions” (1980:75). In addition, Cohen claims that it is quite 

likely that Jamela received American backing for his come-back on the union stage in order to support a pro-

western transition in Zimbabwe (Cohen 1980:75-76). Mapamba writes that the ZFL “is reported to be 

financed by the AALC” (1980:8). 

     31 This figure is only 2 000 higher than the 1975 figure. It shows that at the height of the nationalist 

struggle (1975-1979) its focus was not the urban trade union movement. 

     32 Brian Wood is more cautious: he estimates that in mid-1979 there were 88 805 workers organised in 

what he calls “ZCTU interests” which include agriculture, mining, industry, services, & domestic service. In 

addition, he estimates that there were at that time 12 500 public sector employees organised. He gives a total 

trade union membership --one year before the Riddell Commission took its evidence-- therefore of 101 305 

(Wood 1988:295). 
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At least seven trade union umbrella organisations had developed: 

 

 1) The African Trade Union Congress (ATUC); 

 2) The National African Trade Union Congress (NATUC); 

 3) The Trade Union Congress of Rhodesia (TUCR); 

 4) The Zimbabwe African Congress of Unions (ZACU); 

 5) The Zimbabwe Federation of Labour (ZFL); 

 6) The Zimbabwe Trade Union Congress (ZTUC); 

 7) United Trade Unions of Zimbabwe (UTUZ). 

 

In the beginning of 1980, the Railway Associated Workers’ Union (RAWU) and the United 

Food and Allied Workers’ Union (UFAWU) attempted to revive the NATUC federation as 

a rallying point for a form a trade unionism which could best be described as non-political, 

at least not overtly. It was a form of unionism which was very wary of the influence of 

political parties over its own affairs; a unionism which sought to concentrate on worker 

representation in a narrow sense: through collective bargaining and grievance handling. A 

form of non-aligned unionism which was a continuation of the form which saw the unions 

through the 1960s and 1970s. Both afore mentioned unions (RAWU & UFAWU) were well 

established and relatively large unions based in Bulawayo. They were joined by the Tailor 

and Garments Workers Union and the Bulawayo Municipal Workers Union, both with a 

leadership that was traditionally oriented towards ZAPU. And although the Tailor and 

Garments Workers Union merged into the National Union of the Clothing Industry, led by 

Charles Pasipanodya, a prominent member of ZANU, the revived NATUC was seen as 

supportive of ZAPU. This was enhanced when in April 1980 ZAPU’s trade union wing 

(ZACU) returned from exile and began recruiting members and forming new unions to be 

affiliated to NATUC (Wood 1987:66; 71). 

 

Some two months after independence, at the initiative of veteran white trade unionists such 

as Howard Bloomfield from the Associated Mineworkers union and Brian Holleran of the 

National Union of Railwaymen, an attempt was made to form one single national centre and 

to revamp the United Trade Unions of Zimbabwe, the UTUZ. In a letter to the Minister of 

Labour, dated 28th April 1980, Brian Holleran who was also the Acting General-Secretary of 

the UTUZ sought governmental recognition of his labour centre “...because of the finance 
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that would be forthcoming from the AFC-CIO33 on the granting of such governmental 

recognition” (in Raftopoulos 1994:9). Also involved in the launching of the UTUZ were 

Elphegio Soko and Phineas Sithole from the United Textile Workers’ Union and Abisha 

Kupfuma from the Hotel and Catering Workers Union (see Republic of Zimbabwe 

1987:23). However, the Ministry of Labour and Social Services did not respond very 

positively to this particular move. It appears that, on the one hand, this was due to the 

involvement of, if not alleged domination by, white unionists and to the UTUZ’s leaning 

towards western international labour federations (ibid.; see also Sachikonye 1984:12; 

Shadur 1994:102). On the other hand, the Minister of Labour made his position regarding 

the UTUZ quite clear in a meeting with ZANU (PF) officials and trade union representatives 

held in July 1980. Raftopoulos reports the reply of the Minister, Kumbirai Kangai, to the 

UTUZ representative from the minutes of that meeting: 

 

 ...this trade union he spoke of [UTUZ] did not have the interests of the 

people. He [Kangai] indicated that the newly formed overall trade union 

would have the wholehearted support of the Government as it was a trade 

union organisation for the people (in Raftopoulos 1994:9). 

 

Prior to the above mentioned initiative, the Zimbabwe Trade Union Congress (ZTUC) re-

emerged, led by Albert Mugabe, the younger (step-) brother of Robert Mugabe. Wood 

characterises this grouping as “...part of ZANU (PF)’s public urban internal wing, the 

People’s Movement” (Wood 1987:87, fn55). Before Independence, the only ZTUC’s 

affiliates were the small Air Transport Workers Association and the Harare branch of the 

Commercial and Allied Workers’ Union. Brian Wood’s assessment is that: “Its activists 

were more involved in political mobilising and recruiting for ZANU(PF)’s war effort” 

(1987:65). Consequently, the ZTUC is reported to have gained quite some members in those 

sectors where the traditional unions were relatively small, agriculture and domestic service 

(Raftopoulos 1994:11). After independence trade union leaders-cum-politicians (or, as 

 
     33  This must be a typing error, either in Holleran’s letter, or in Raftopoulos’ paper. What most likely is 

referred to is the Washington based AFL-CIO, American Centre of Labor-Congress of Industrial 

Organizations, which through their African American Labor Centre (AALC) has a strong presence in the 

region. 
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Wood calls them: “union entrepreneurs”) rapidly switched their allegiances from the 

Muzorewa-Sithole camp, and the associated UTUZ, to the one federation openly backed by 

ZANU(PF), the ZTUC (Wood 1987:65). Abisha Kupfuma and Elphegio Soko were the 

most prominent among the camp-switchers. 

 

Consequently, as Sachikonye reports: 

 

 In the preliminary steps towards its creation [single labour centre], the 

government was closely involved in discussions with both the United Trade 

Unions of Zimbabwe (UTUZ), which was later ignored and allowed to 

dissolve, and the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU), which was 

later acknowledged as the sole national labour centre (1986:256). 

 

In the above-mentioned meeting with trade union representatives on the 25th of July 1980, 

the Minister announced the appointment of an Interim Committee which had to create a 

single national labour centre and to prepare the inaugural congress of the ZCTU. And 

although members were widely drawn mostly from the existing national trade unions and 

from different political dispositions, (e.g., Phineas Sithole was its Vice-President, Brian 

Holleran, a Rhodesian Front member, was a committee member) the interim committee had 

a definite ZANU (PF) bias, with six of its nine executive members with a known ZANU 

(PF) association. As Brian Holleran comments in a letter to the Director of the ILO shortly 

after the installation of this committee: 

 

 Unfortunately, the committee personally invited by the Minister contained 

no less than eight people who had not worked in industry or represented a 

trade union movement as such but were appointees of the political party in 

power (in Raftopoulos 1991:22). 

 

In other words, ZANU (PF) sought to ensure a position of dominance from the very 

inception of a new national trade union centre. It did so, not only to diminish the role of the 

white dominated unions to the advantage of the black unions, not only to try and steer a 

course clear from any unwanted international interference in trade unions affairs, but also—

and probably most importantly, to nib any support for ZANU (PF)’s political opponents in 

the bud. 
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There were other ways in which the creation of a union centre favourable to ZANU (PF) 

was ensured. Not only were unions associated with the Muzorewa-Sithole camp side-lined, 

but also unions (and their centres) associated with ZAPU were kept at first under close 

surveillance. As Brian Raftopoulos reports, ZACU, a labour centre associated with ZAPU, 

felt itself “increasingly isolated” by the moves of the new government to create its own 

labour centre (Raftopoulos 1994:10). ZACU even agreed to meet with representatives of 

UTUZ to discuss possibilities of a merger between the two beleaguered centres. This 

meeting, held in June 1980, was attended by an observer of the Ministry of Labour who 

reported: 

 

 Representing ZACU at the Sunday meeting was its president Aaron 

Ndhlovu. Fourteen members of the UTUZ were in attendance with Phineas 

Sithole as its Acting Chairman. The present Chairman of UTUZ, Kumalo 

Mukushi, did not attend the meeting, and because of this no definite 

resolutions were arrived at. The original aim of the meeting was to discuss 

an affiliation between ZACU and UTUZ. Ndhlovu left soon after the 

meeting began when he realised that no definite plans were to be made this 

time. The rest of the meeting was devoted to discussing the ZANU (PF) 

based Zimbabwe Trade Union Congress and their anti-UTUZ attitudes (in 

Raftopoulos 1994:10). 

 

As a result of its strong leaning towards the ruling party, Phineas Sithole resigned from the 

steering committee in October 1980, “bitterly denouncing the ZCTU as being controlled by 

ZANU (PF)” (Mitchell 1987:114). Two months later, ZACU’s Aaron Ndhlovu also 

resigned from the Interim Committee “and was reported as saying 16 of the 20 member 

Interim Committee were ZANU (PF) appointments” (In Shadur 1994:103)34. Shadur 

concludes that the strong allegations that the Committee was a ZANU (PF) puppet were 

“basically accurate” (ibid.). 

 
     34  There appears to be quite some uncertainty as to the exact number of people on this committee. 

Ndhlovu (in Shadur 1994:103) speaks of 20 members. Shadur (1994:117) states that the original number was 

18, expanded to 25 in October, as reported by the Herald on 23/10/1980. The Report of the National Trade 

Unions Survey, 1984, lists in an appendix the names of 9 executives and 10 additional members, bringing the 

total membership at 19 (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:120)! The confusion could partly be the result of the 

changes in its membership. When Sithole resigned two replacements were appointed on the Steering 

Committee: his erstwhile companion-turned-rival in the textile union, E. Soko, who would later become 

ZCTU’s Publicity Secretary, and Muteni, both to represent the ATUC (Shadur 1994:108).   
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Formation of splinter unions 

The second strategy to dilute the influence of non-ZANU (PF) unions on the ground was to 

encourage the formation of rival unions within the same industry. At his resignation from 

the Interim Committee in October 1980, Phineas Sithole alleged that ZANU (PF) had 

created 30 splinter unions in the past seven months (in Shadur 1994:103). The extent of this 

is also illustrated by a letter which UTUZ Secretary-General, Brian Holleran, felt compelled 

to write to the Director of the ILO in December 1980, in which he alleges that: 

 

 ...the ZCTU had gone to the extreme position of actually starting splinter 

unions in industries where registered trade unions have been recognised for 

years and have created a most divisive atmosphere. It appears that it is a 

concerted attempt to bring the trade union movement under the wing and 

administration of the party in power at the moment (in Raftopoulos 

1994:11).  

 

It is interesting to note that the fact that by late 1980 UTUZ was still in operation, outside 

the structures of the ZCTU Interim Committee, made Labour Minister Kumbirai Kangai 

warn that: “Any trade unions [sic] who act against the government policy of having one 

national centre will be crushed” (in Shadur 1994:102). A clear testimony, now also verbally, 

of ZANU (PF)’s intention to control organised labour through a national centre firmly in the 

pocket of the party. 

 

A further illustration of the use of splinter unions in order to establish ZANU (PF)’s control 

over the emergence of a national labour centre is the behaviour of the Minister of Labour at 

the inaugural congress of the ZCTU, held on February 28, 1981.  Before the congress, the 

interim committee had set up a credential committee. Each union was required to submit its 

constitution and membership records, and per 1000 members one delegate would be invited. 

However, as the Report of the National Trade Union Survey, 1984, observes: 

 

 When the Congress was underway, the then Minister of Labour and Social 

Services, Kumbirai Kangai, is said to have nullified the credentials 

committee, making it possible for some dubious unions to attend the 

congress (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:50). 
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The state of affairs at the Congress was reported as being chaotic. At the doors of the 

congress-hall 210 delegates representing 52 different unions claimed entrance rights. 

Declared membership strengths were not verified35. As one union leader remarked later: “I 

declared 5,000 members and was not even checked (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:50). 

Moreover: 

 

 There was no check made as to whether delegates attending the congress had 

been elected by their union, appointed by some other ‘king-maker’ or 

self-imposed (e.g. A.G.Mugabe attended and got elected [as ZCTU 

Secretary-General, FS] when he had lost a vote of confidence in his union.) 

(Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:50). 

 

This first Congress meeting was allegedly chaired by Reuben Jamela—the ‘veteran’ trade 

union leader prominent in the early sixties. After the elections for which Edward Muchenje 

was the chief returning officer, the newly elected President took over from Jamela 

(Muchenje 1988:2)36. 

 

When the congress was over, out of the 52 attending unions only 32 could “be verified as 

actually existing; the remaining had disappeared into air” (Mitchell 1987:114)37. This did 

not mean that the strategy of forming a splinter union had lost its currency. On the contrary: 

it remains to be an integral part of the Zimbabwean labour movement scene till today. As for 

the period under consideration, however, the Riddell Commission concludes in June 1981 

 

Since April, 1980, a number of new unregistered trade unions have been 

established, primarily in areas already covered by registered trade 

unions...[T]he reason for the growth of these rival unions seemed to be that 

those establishing rival unions or joining them...believed...that the present 

 
   35  Table 2 in the Annex lists the names of the 52 unions attending this inaugural Congress and their 

number of delegates. On the basis of the latter one could calculate the numerical strength of the respective 

unions but given that declared membership was not checked this is not a very reliable method. 

 
     36 Edward Muchenje confirmed this when I met him at the 4th ZCTU National Congress in September 

1995, in Mutare. 

     37   The report of the National Trade Union Survey 1984 speaks of 30 remaining unions (Republic of 

Zimbabwe 1987: 51). 
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leadership was not acceptable from a party political viewpoint...The 

Commission believes that the influence of party politics...has been a factor in 

the establishment of rival unions (Riddell 1981:243-44). 

 

Worker Representation by Trade Union Leadership? 

Trade union democracy was not well developed in the 1960s and seventies and there was a 

serious lack of democratic structures in most of the unions in Zimbabwe. Trade union 

leaders considered “their” union almost as their own property. Any decision—small or 

large—regarding the union could be taken without consultation with its membership. The 

following observation, dating from 1980, is illustrative: 

 

 Power in the Catering and Hotel Workers Union is centralizing in the hands 

of a self-perpetuating hierarchy and member opinion has been growing less 

and less important in policy formulation (Mapamba 1980:29). 

 

Issues of affiliation, mergers or breakaways were mostly issues dealt with by one person, or 

a very small group around the leader at the most. It is quite telling that a merger meeting 

between UTUZ and ZACU in 1980 did not produce any results because the Chairman of the 

UTUZ did not attend (see above). Similarly, when earlier, the discussions were held to 

merge ATUC and NATUC it was considered an affair of the leaders only. 

 

 Attitudes of the leaders, both inside and outside the ATUC, indicate that 

unity is regarded as something to be agreed upon by them. If Sithole 

[ATUC] and Dube [NATUC] were not able to agree on the form of some 

merger, that merger would indeed not take place. It appears to be regarded as 

unnecessary to take the issue back to the rank-and-file membership of the 

individual unions (Davies 1975:25). 

 

Indicative of this equation between leader and union, and the possessive nature of that 

relationship, is the comment of a trade unionist about the situation in the food industry in the 

early eighties: “The industry had only two unions, these were of Nedziwe and Marufu” (in 

Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:52-3). 

 

The very idea that trade union members could oust incumbent leaders was indeed an alien 

one, as the evidence presented to Riddell Commission exemplifies. In its report the 
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Commission states that the single most important reason for the mushrooming of 

unregistered, splinter unions was dissatisfaction with the unions’ leadership coupled to 

ignorance how to deal with that within the union. The people giving evidence before the 

Commission alleged that the more simple route of calling for a meeting and voting the office 

bearers out “would not work” (Riddell 1981: 244). Moreover, the report claims that “...the 

bulk of the labour force...is often completely unaware that union officials are elected or can 

be removed from office (Riddell 1981:244). The report also cites instances of union leaders 

who could not recall ever having been voted in power (ibid.)38.  

 

The Riddell Commission criticised the Industrial Conciliation Act 1959 for enabling some 

undemocratic circumstances. The law did not stipulate how frequently election meetings 

have to take place in trade unions, nor how these elections should be conducted. Also the 

law permitted voting systems whereby votes carried different weights. In short, the 

legislation governing trade unions in the 1960s, the 1970s, and half of the 1980s was not at 

all conducive to fostering internal trade union democracy. The Report writes: “In practice, it 

appears that branches are frequently not informed of the nomination for office-bearers so 

that it can happen that branch officials attending a full union meeting to elect office-bearers 

have not discussed nominees with grassroots membership” (Riddell 1981:245). Wood, 

referring to the evidence presented before the Riddell Commission illustrates this further. 

One unionist told the commission that a: 

 

 ...particular chairman [of a trade union branch] had appointed members to 

the executive who are all his relatives (in Wood 1987:55). 

 

Whereas another one explained: 

 

 The secretary normally picks his friends when there is going to be an 

election. We are not notified of a Congress. We are only told afterwards (in 

Wood 1987:55). 

 
     38 Hugh Clegg in his classic work on industrial democracy observed for the British context already in 

1951 similar patterns: officials and executive members “well-nigh irremovable”; union leaders who do not 

come before their members to confirm their power and opposition candidates who are little known  among 

rank-and-file members (Clegg 1951 -- in McCarthy 1985:83). 
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On its part, trade union membership seemed to have accepted this situation without much 

protest: “Many [trade union] leaders regard their offices as placing them above the workers 

they supposedly represent; most of the workers reciprocate this attitude” (Davies 1975:26). 

The series of events leading to the “internal settlement”, followed by its failure, the 

subsequent Lancaster House talks, the promulgation of Independence and the victory of 

Mugabe’s ZANU-PF, saw many shifts to and fro from opportunistic trade union “leaders”. 

Indeed, “entrepreneurs” is a more befitting description (Wood 1987), for there is little if no 

“worker representation” involved. Moreover, the specific way in which the unions had to 

operate led to a clientelist form of unionism which persisted after independence. Wood 

concludes:  

 

 ...effectively challenging clientelism and mobilising for workers’ democracy 

are extremely difficult in the context of post-independence Zimbabwe. Both 

the legacy of populist mobilisation and the lack of clear strategy on the part 

of the nationalist leadership pose almost insurmountable problems for such 

struggles (Wood 1987:61). 

 

This posture of the trade union leadership would severely affect trade unionism in 

Zimbabwe during its first decade, as we will see in the next chapter. Likewise, problems 

related to the lack of a tradition of internal democracy and accountability as well as the 

alignment or non-alignment to political parties bedevilled the trade union movement in an 

Independent Zimbabwe. 

 

For the ruling party this was not really a concern. What mattered to the politicians was how 

to ensure that the trade unions would not become a hurdle in the way of achieving their 

objectives. In other words, how to ensure that the trade union movement would toe the party 

line. The organisational and financial weaknesses of the trade unions prior to 1980 had 

already rendered any potential hurdle small. In this chapter we saw how ZANU-PF 

eliminated these small hurdles by effectively side-lining the white trade unions and those 

unions that were under the influence of political opponents of ZANU-PF. The next step, to 

rope the trade unions in, had also become easy given the peculiar form of trade union 
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leadership: once the trade union leaders would be made to toe the party line, the members 

would follow suit. This process will be examined in the following chapter. 
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3 The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 

Origins and Evolution: Part I 

The Early Years 1980-1988 
 

 

In the previous chapter we analysed the peculiarities and the historic origins of the pre-

Independence trade unions in Zimbabwe. In this chapter we will examine the evolution of the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions after Independence. This chapter will analyse the first 

fifteen years of the ZCTU’s existence, up to 1995. The period has been divided in two parts as 

follows: 

I. ZCTU: the early years, 1981-1988 

II. ZCTU: conflictual adolescence, 1988-1995 

 

In the first part the legacy of the past is most apparent: dubious trade union leaders appear on the 

scene who, lacking strong popular support among workers, seek to extend their role by moving 

very close to the equally new political power holders. The latter in turn find in these union 

leaders the perfect puppets through which to exert control over the newly organised labour 

movement. The union leaders have no power base of their own since their unions lead a paper 

existence only. As a result, the union leaders’ only source of power is the politicians and they 

know how and to whom to bow and pay allegiance. As we shall see, however, this coin has a 

flip side. The inexperience of the new leaders in public office not only made them malleable in 

the politicians’ hands, but also made them easy prey for the temptations of that office. 

Corruption and mal-administration flourish in the clientelist approach, lack of accountability and 

democratic structures within the national trade union centre. And indeed, these are the themes 

that colour the first years of the existence of the ZCTU. 

 

Moreover, the story of the origins and evolution of the ZCTU has to be seen in the light of the 

discussion in chapter one about corporatism and labour control. In the current chapter we will 

examine how the newly independent government tries to control the union movement by 

exerting control over the leadership and over the organisation as such. We will show that in 

return for this control the trade union centre received little in return: its involvement in policy-
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making and policy implementation—a central tenet of the corporatist thesis—is less than 

nominal. However, the government was not completely successful in rendering the union centre 

toothless. A pocket of leaders of long-standing trade unions and committed to an independent 

form of unionism continued to play a role in the ZCTU. A minor role in the beginning, but after 

a number of years these leaders moved to a more prominent place. And from there they 

managed to slowly wriggle the labour centre out of too direct a government control. But now, 

first, the early years of the ZCTU. 

 

Part I: The ZCTU: The Early Years, 1981-1988 

 

ZCTU’s First Executive: Subservient to the Party 

Having been formed at an “all-comers” congress which was prepared by an interim committee 

described as “a puppet of ZANU (PF)” (Shadur 1994:102) it should come as no surprise that pro 

ZANU (PF) union leaders found their way into the first executive of the Zimbabwe Congress of 

Trade Unions. To ensure the outcome of the elections, Labour Minister Kumbirai Kangai is said 

to have personally nullified the rulings of the credentials committee (Republic of Zimbabwe 

1987:51). The following table gives the first ZCTU Executive. Marked with an asterisk (*) are 

the names of the staunch ZANU (PF) supporters. 

 

President:  *Alfred Makwarimba (CWU) (Harare) 

1st Vice-President *Abisha Kupfuma (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

2nd Vice-President *Paul Mashavira (ZCIWU) (Harare) 

3rd Vice-President  Mkushi Khumalo (NUCI) (Bulawayo) 

 

Secretary-General  *Albert Mugabe (TGWU) (Harare) 

1st Assistant SG *Dickson Ndawana (ZAPWU) (Harare) 

2nd Assistant SG  Ishmael Nedziwe (UFAWU) (Bulawayo) 

 

Treasurer   Anderson Mhungu (RAWU) (Bulawayo) 

1st Trustee   Brian Holleran (NUR) (Bulawayo) 

2nd Trustee   Ricky Baleni (ZECWU) (Harare) 

 
source: Shadur 1994: 140; ZCTU records 

First Congress held February 28, 1981, in: Harare  
 

Nine months after the congress, Albert Mugabe was found dead in his swimming pool in 

December 1981 (Herald 3-12-1981), in circumstances still unsolved. He was replaced by Abisha 

Kupfuma as Acting Secretary-General. The inaugural congress also added two “extra” positions: 
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Elphegio Soko became Publicity and Information Secretary, while Carlton Moyo became 

Administrative Secretary. Ricky Baleni left his position as trustee to become the first Head of 

the ZCTU Education Department and he was replaced as trustee by Edward Njekesa. Soon a 

gang of four took effective control of the ZCTU and ran the national labour centre as a 

leadership clique: Makwarimba, Kupfuma, Moyo and Mashavira, with the support of Soko, 

Njekesa and Ndawana. All seven staunch ZANU (PF) members. 

 

The union base of some of these “trade union leaders” was dubious. The union of ZCTU 

President Makwarimba, the Commercial Workers’ Union, was reported by a government 

official1 as “on the verge of packing up” (in Raftopoulos 1994:15); the first Vice-President, 

Abisha Kupfuma of the Hotel and Catering Workers Union was the owner of a hotel, although 

according to him, it was registered in the name of his wife: “I have a Hotel at Headlands, but it is 

my wife’s. I have been accused of being an employer, but it is my wife” (in Republic of 

Zimbabwe 1987:56). The second Vice-President, Paul Mashavira “runs a splinter union in the 

Clothing Industry. This union competes with the registered union...” (in Raftopoulos 1994:14-

15). Elphegio Soko, who in 1981 emerged as General Secretary from a bitter conflict over the 

leadership of the Textile Workers’ Union with Phineas Sithole, held a management post in 

David Whitehead, a textile and clothing firm owned by Lonrho, where he claimed to be “on the 

people’s side” (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:56)2. The ZCTU newly elected Secretary-General, 

Albert Mugabe, was expelled from the Transport and General Workers’ Union shortly before 

the inaugural congress (Shadur 1994:103)3. Moreover, there were strong doubts about Carlton 

Moyo’s union’s base (see Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:59). Finally, two ZCTU executive 

members belonged to unregistered unions (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:60)4.  

 

In addition, the union leaders lacked not only a strong trade union base from which to act, they 

also had weak party credentials. For example, the first Vice-President and later Acting 

Secretary-General of the ZCTU, Abisha Kupfuma, was a supporter of Bishop Muzorewa in the 

period leading up to Independence. Early in 1980 he had become the leader of the Zimbabwe 

 
   1 This official was one of the four government appointed administrators of the ZCTU in 1984.  

     2 The ZCTU administrator also reported in 1984 that the President of the textile union was likewise a 

“top executive” in his company (in Raftopoulos 1994:15). 
     3 The National Trade Union Survey reports “A.G.Mugabe...had lost a vote of confidence in his union” 

(Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:50). Mark Shadur writes: “...Mugabe was voted out of office by the union 

membership” (1994:107). 
     4 The ZCTU administrator identifies one in 1984 as Mashavira’s ZCIWU; the other one was ZAPWU 
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Federation of Labour (ZFL) which backed Muzorewa (Mapamba 1980:8). Just before 

Independence he switched camps to ZANU (PF). Others too switched their party allegiance to 

ZANU (PF) only when its victory was clear. To make up for this they “felt obliged to be more 

ZANU (PF) than founding members” (Shadur 1994:106). The description Mitchell provides is 

the most poignant: 

 

 The first four years of the ZCTU’s existence were nothing sort of disastrous. The 

image presented to the public was that of individuals and cliques quarrelling 

among themselves, united only in their subservience to the Ministry of Labour 

(1987:116). 

 

In this unity in subservience, serving the party was paramount. With such a weak power base of 

their own these men were absolutely loyal to the one source of power which had put them in 

their place: the Minister of Labour, Kumbirai Kangai and ZANU (PF). There was an 

unquestioning acceptance of the submission of the labour centre to party and its government. 

The basic elements of this post-independent relationship were already evident in the few 

writings of ZANU and ZAPU dating from the pre-1980 period. The two main nationalist parties 

ZANU and ZAPU both held rather centralist views on the position of organised labour in 

society. In a conference paper, ZAPU defined the position of organised labour as follows: 

 

 Our trade union centre does all its work under the guidance of the Zimbabwe 

African People’s Union (ZAPU) in the Patriotic Front. It works through the 

organs of the Party, and through trade union organisations, women’s 

organisations, youth organisations and socio-cultural associations. Through 

access to all the organs of the Party, our trade union centre is a mass organisation 

of the Party (ZAPU 1979:17). 

 

Within ZANU similar views prevailed. On the one hand, these concepts might have originated 

from the main international sponsors of ZAPU (USSR) and ZANU (China) where the national 

trade union centre too was assigned a role as the labour wing of the party at par with for example 

its youth and women’s wings. For a better understanding of the position of the trade union under 

these regimes a small detour might help. Michael Poole characterises the trade union function 

under socialism as “predominantly integrative” and as having a “close organic link with state 

and management” (1986:90). Trade unions, subjugated to the authority of the party are to act as 

transmission belts from state to workers. And in conformity with the ideas of Lenin, trade unions 

 
headed by Dickson Ndawana. 
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should function as the workers’ schools of communism. Finally, and equally in line with Lenin’s 

doctrine, the union practises ‘democratic centralism’, which implies that all decisions are taken 

at the top from which subsequently the influence spreads downwards (Poole 1986:90-92; see 

also Pravda & Ruble 1986). It was this model of trade unionism that the politicians now in 

power were exposed to when they were in exile during the liberation war (1965-79). 

 

On the other hand, the position of national trade union centres in countries close to Zimbabwe 

was also a source of inspiration. For example, as the Secretary for Labour for ZANU in exile in 

Lusaka, Kumbirai Kangai was exposed to the relations between government/party and trade 

union centre both in Zambia and Tanzania (see Sithole 1979:76). In these two countries a single 

party ruled supreme. In Tanzania the ruling party CCM had, since 1977, an absolute hold over 

the trade union movement when it created a single trade union centre JUWATA. The position of 

the Secretary-General and the two deputies are appointed by the chairman of the party (CCM). 

JUWATA was structured as its labour wing and the task of JUWATA was to convey labour 

policies to the workers and secure their compliance with them (see Shivji 1986). In Zambia the 

ruling party UNIP’s control over the union was less absolute but still considerable. Here too 

there had been many attempts to consider the union movement as a “mass movement”, 

subjugated to the ruling party, UNIP (see Rakner 1992:82-112). Kumbirai Kangai became the 

first Minister for Labour and his pre-Independence experience must have influenced his thinking 

on trade union - party relations. 

 

The first leadership of the ZCTU gave the party and its government the full and uncritical 

initiative in all labour matters. For instance, the first Administrative Secretary positioned the 

ZCTU as “integrated into the machinery of the Government” whence it can act as channel for 

“Government policy communication with the workers” (Moyo 1983:11). The first Chief 

Industrial Relations Officer adds an interesting perspective to explain the acceptance of this 

submission:  

 

 Psychologically, the workers look upon the [liberation] struggle as a time they 

could have contributed a lot, but which they did not. Having failed to stand up to 

the challenge then, the workers at present suffered from inhibitions and tended to 

leave the initiative in labour matters to those who had distinguished themselves 

during the liberation struggle (in Herald 22-9-1984)5. 

 
     5 A similar view is expressed by Masipula Sithole: “The labor movement in Zimbabwe is weak and 

somewhat defensive, feeling guilty for not participating in the liberation struggle. There was a wave of strikes in 
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To show their allegiance to party and Minister, the ZANU unionists cum politicians continued 

with their strategy to undermine the position of those union leaders whom they considered non 

ZANU. A number of these were from the long-established unions who had in the colonial past 

decided to refrain from too close ties with any political party (see chapter 2). Now, these older 

unions were viewed as “...sell-outs to imperialism” (Shadur 1994:106). One line of forward-

defence was to try and oust competitors by supporting the formation of splinter unions. This 

practice was already used before the inauguration of the ZCTU and indeed helped the election of 

its first executive. Despite the adoption of the concept of “one industry, one union” and despite 

the adoption in the provisional ZCTU constitution of the objective to “discourage the formation 

of splinter unions” (in Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:52), ZCTU executives encouraged or 

supported splinter unions. Between 1981 and 1984 the number of (known) unregistered unions 

almost doubled, while membership of these union almost tripled (Republic of Zimbabwe 

197:38). Indeed, the encouragement of splinter unions was not only a way in which the ruling 

political party sought to side-track potential recruitment bases for ZAPU. It was also a tested 

means of securing or extending support by the new leadership of the ZCTU against rivals in the 

organisation. In the clothing industry Publicity Secretary Soko tried to force a merger between 

the established union and a newly created one. In the process, Soko announced that the leaders 

of the older union “ceased to be members of the national council of the ZCTU with immediate 

effect” (Herald 1-2-1982). One of those was the 3rd Vice President of the ZCTU (Mukushi 

Khumalo, who had been chairman of the pre-Independence union federation UTUZ) and the 

other was Charles Pasipanodya, based in Bulawayo6. They were to be replaced by Paul 

Mashavira, leader of the unregistered Clothing Workers’ Union, and also 2nd Vice President of 

the ZCTU. 

 

 

 

 
many cities after independence. The workers were quickly silenced and reminded of their complacency during 

the liberation struggle” (1990:477). The Secretary-General of the ZCTU in 1991 stated: “The workers were 

certainly not central to the nationalist movement’s struggle. Both nationalist parties had the support of the 

peasants but they did not have a strategy of mobilizing the workers to complement the liberation struggle” 

(Carving 1990:18). 
     6 Brian Wood describes Pasipanodya as an “old Zanu stalwart” and “powerful founding figure of the 

movement” (1987:66). Moreover, Wood asserts that Pasipanodya was credited for this in the report of ZANU 

(PF)’s Central Committee to the 1984 Congress of the Party. It is clear that Soko’s action to dispel Pasipanodya 

was more inspired by a personal quest for power than motivated by a well-planned strategy to bring the newly 
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A Closer Look: Leadership in One Trade Union 

The following might serve as an example of various factors involved in the formation of splinter 

unions in this period. It is taken from developments in the food industry. In 1964 the Rhodesian 

United Food and Allied Workers’ Union was formed in Bulawayo by Ishmael Nedziwe, in the 

same year the ICFTU send a local representative to Zimbabwe who was also to represent the 

International Trade Secretariats (ITSs). Actually, UFAWU was rather a federation of unions 

than an union per se: it was a loose combination of some twelve different trade unions operating 

in the food processing industry, mainly in the Bulawayo area. None of the unions was ever 

registered, and so was the federation itself. UFAWU was not politically active, and neither was 

it really steadfast in its affiliation to one of the national union centres. Barely three years after its 

foundation it switched alliance from ATUC to NATUC in 1967, allegedly because the latter 

received the support of the ICFTU and ITS representative. 

 

 The Rhodesian United Food and Allied Workers’ Union has moved from ATUC 

to NATUC, but it is a strange union, being itself a federation of several unions 

formed in order to secure money from its International Trade Secretariat, and 

now split over the manner in which that money should be distributed (Davies 

1975:17). 

 

With the help—and financial support—of the ITS in the food sector (IUF7), Nedziwe managed 

to establish himself solidly, commanding as much respect for his role as worker representative 

as for his role as international broker. Within the ranks of the IUF he rose to the position of 

African Regional Representative and he became a well-connected person in international trade 

union circles. In Zimbabwe, Nedziwe never had a strong political profile although he was (later) 

described as a staunch anti-communist. No matter on what credentials, he was elected at the 

ZCTU Inaugural Congress (1981) as its Second Assistant Secretary-General. In the years to 

come he would play an important role in the unions’ central body. Within ZCTU he denounced 

strongly any form of “political unionism”, as he had done when he was a NATUC leader before 

Independence. He is on record as having stated in 1984: 

 

 
created national labour centre firmly in the folds of the party. 
     7 International Union of Food and Allied Workers’ Associations, based in Switzerland, affiliated to the 

International Confederation of Free Trade Unions. 
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 We are pleased when government supports workers, and [we] work alongside 

government then. But we reserve the right to criticise when they [sic] are not 

acting for workers’ interests (I. Nedziwe in an interview with Shadur, 1994:101). 

 

The overt affiliation between ZCTU leaders / officials and ZANU-PF was a nagging thorn in his 

flesh. Moreover, he was openly critical of the many malpractices of the ZCTU leadership. This 

position, of course, invited vitriolic attacks from the ZCTU leadership on his union base as well 

as on him personally. This was one reason to repress his influence in the ZCTU General Council 

in favour of the more pliant ZANU (PF) supporters in that body. However, Abisha Kupfuma, 

who had become ZCTU’s Acting Secretary-General after the untimely death of Albert Mugabe 

in 1981, had an additional reason for undermining Nedziwe’s position (interview with I. 

Nedziwe, Sept. 1987). Kupfuma was the General Secretary of the Catering & Hotel Workers 

Union (ZCHWU). For international affiliation (and regular international financial support) this 

union had to turn to the ITS in the food and allied industries, the International Union of Food 

and Allied Workers’ Associations (IUF)8. However, the IUF had as its policy to acknowledge 

only one affiliate per country. And, as it so happened, the United Food and Allied Workers’ 

Union, led by Nedziwe, had been the long-standing affiliate of this ITS who was not prepared to 

drop its friend even though criticism was raised against the administration of the UFAWU, 

Nedziwe’s union9. In effect, it meant that the ZCHWU was barred from any international 

financial assistance, or that such assistance had to be channelled literally through Nedziwe’s 

office in Bulawayo10. Kupfuma seeking a way out of this and wanting to deal once and for all 

with this ‘enemy from within’, started to organise splinter unions. The National Trade Union 

Survey 1984, revealed that at least ten such unions had been formed. As one commentator 

observed in 1984: 

 

 
     8 The ZCHWU had links with the ITS of the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU), the Trade Unions 

International of Food, Tobacco, Hotel and Allied Industry Workers, based in Sofia. However, the actual financial support 

coming from this source was insignificant. 

     9 Actually, a federation of small trade unions. An official of the Catering and Hotel Workers Union 

(ZCHWU) claimed in 1988 that Nedziwe had not submitted any financial accounts and that the membership 

registration of his federation left a lot to be desired (interview with L. Kuzondishaya, September 1988). Indeed 

the membership of the UFAWU as registered in the ZCTU records remained remarkable static between 1983 

and 1995. 
     10  Where sometimes part of the assistance (given in kind) stayed behind as an incidence reported to me in 

1988 showed. ZCHWU had managed to get the IUF to donate them three typewriters which were subsequently 

dispatched to Nedziwe’s office in Bulawayo (even though this meant a considerable detour: from Harare to 

Bulawayo and then supposedly back to the offices of the ZCHWU in Harare). Eventually only one machine 

reached the ZCHWU Harare office (interview with Leonard Kuzondishaya, September 1988). 
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 Unions in the Food Industry have been formed and are affiliated to the ZCTU 

contrary to the agreement at the [ZCTU Inaugural] Conference. UFAWUZ is 

paying to ZCTU and these small groups are also paying to ZCTU. These unions 

are operating from the Hotel and Catering Union offices in Forbes Avenue (in 

Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:44). 

 

In 1983, Nedziwe dared to openly criticise the proposed Labour Relations Bill. ZCTU’s 

Publicity Secretary Soko has said in an interview in the Herald that the new Labour Bill is the 

“fairest ever” and would not cause any discord between employers and employees. Nedziwe 

told the Bulawayo correspondent of the newspaper that this was merely the expression of 

personal opinion and that the ZCTU did not approve of the Bill and was working to bring about 

amendments to certain sections (Herald 7-4-1983). This clashed with the interests of the 

Minister of Labour, Kumbirai Kangai, who had apparently already assured his fellow ministers 

of the consent of the labour movement. Consent in this respect meant that the ZCTU would not 

be the source of embarrassing media reports on the Bill. Obviously, this also clashed with the 

ruling establishment within ZCTU and Nedziwe was suspended one week later and ousted from 

his position in the ZCTU executive (Herald 14-7-1983; Moto 12, May 1983; Shadur 1994:105).  

 

This episode marks two salient points in the early post-Independence history of the trade union 

movement: on the one hand the very personal style in which a trade union is managed by its 

leadership. On the other hand, remarkable was the almost circumstantial way in which the 

labour movement was consulted by the government about a major intervention in its area: the 

drafting of a new labour legislation. On the basis of the available evidence, it is difficult to 

conclude that this was a meaningful consultation in the policy-making process. It was not taken 

serious by the government, neither by the ZCTU leadership.  

 

ZCTU - ZANU: Close Alliances 

Another way of silencing adversaries was to accuse them of membership of the opposition 

parties. The following is a typical example of such behaviour. The Secretary-General of the 

ZCTU, Abisha Kupfuma, in 1984: 

 

 Most of the problems of rivalry which the ZCTU is facing are caused by 

supporters of minority political parties bent on introducing their politics of 

disunity into the ZCTU (Herald 22-9-1984). 
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And a few months later the ZCTU’s President commented on the loss of ZANU (PF) in 

municipal elections in two Matabele-land constituencies: 

 

 We have said to the Government that we are going to work hand in hand with the 

ruling party and I do not see how this can be done with some unions still bent on 

mobilizing the people against the Government (Herald 9-11-1984, in Republic of 

Zimbabwe 1987a:61). 

 

Despite the lack of proper credentials, be they political or union base, the ZCTU leaders set out 

to attempt eking out a place under sun for the ZCTU. After all, the ZCTU was clearly a 

governmental construct and as such did have no legitimacy as a body representative of trade 

unions, neither of the workers or the workers’ voice. One way of doing this was to claim 

exclusive rights for communications on labour matters and to present the ZCTU as the sole 

channel through which the Government would reach the workers’ interest. In the ZCTU’s 

provisional constitution this was enshrined: 

 

 The Congress shall constitute the channel for communication between the trade 

union movement and Government (in Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:54). 

 

Regarding ZCTU’s communication monopoly, the then ZCTU’s National Organiser, Issa 

Zindoga was quite clear: 

 

 The trade unions, which fall under the umbrella of the ZCTU, are the only ones 

which can contact the Government for ministerial intervention (Herald 23-9-

1984). 

 

In this the ZCTU leader was echoing what the Minister of Labour had made known earlier: “the 

Government was not going to entertain any audience or discussion with a national union not 

affiliated to the ZCTU” (in Herald 19-9-1984). 

 

However, the ruling clique kept its cards very close to its chest and did not consult or inform 

affiliated unions about a number of issues. The Trade Union Survey 1984 reports that affiliated 

unions complained about lack of information regarding the drafts of the new Labour Bill and 

about the installation of a retrenchment committee (Republic 1987:54-55). Also, Shadur 

observed how in a meeting of trade union leaders the Secretary-General of the ZCTU cut short a 

discussion on the lack involvement of unions in the wage setting process by announcing: 
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 This is a matter between the government, ruling party and the leadership of the 

ZCTU. This is not a matter for public discussion (Shadur 1994:107)11. 

 

Not only the information flow from unions (let alone workers) to government, also the flows the 

other way around were considered the sole prerogative of the ZCTU. Carlton Moyo, ZCTU’s 

Administrative Secretary in those first years claims that 

 

 Trade unions are part of the structure of the State and should be integrated into 

the machinery of Government to act as channels for Government communication 

with the workers (Moyo 1983:11). 

 

At the same time, this underlines the notion of a trade union as conveyor belt of party’s policies. 

The President of the ZCTU saw an even closer alignment between government and ZCTU: 

 

 The ZCTU is currently working out a comprehensive clear socialist labour 

strategy to complement the already existing policies of the ruling party and 

Government. Already the ZCTU has representation in most Government 

ministries. This is the type of involvement the ZCTU prefers in dealing with 

matters affecting their members (Makwarimba 1983:92). 

 

Possibly this came after Prime Minister Mugabe had openly complained about the lack of 

socialist ideology within the ranks of the ZCTU and its failure to convey this to their members. 

In an interview with MOTO in August 1982 he stated: 

 

 We have already started developing the worker: we have created workers 

committees and so on. Unfortunately, the trade union movement leadership is not 

sufficiently enlightened on the policies we want to pursue. We have been trying 

to send them abroad to get them sufficiently educated on the role of the worker 

and how the worker should be organised and the socialist function of the worker 

(in MOTO, 1,4:8). 

 

The ZCTU as sole communication channel between government and workers was not a line of 

thought which was exclusive to the “clique” or top ZCTU executives. These ideas were widely 

accepted in union circles as the following illustrates. When in the middle of 1984 criticism 

mounted towards the leadership of the ZCTU it was directed towards their “clique” style of 

operating, not to the monopolisation of communication between workers and government. As 

 
     11 On ZCTU’s involvement in wage setting there is little improvement: in 1986 the then ZCTU President 

stated: “The next thing we heard was the announcement of wage increases... No meeting was held between us 

and the government to discuss the recommendations we had submitted, so can we say we were consulted?” 

(Wage 1986:3). 
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the General Secretary of GAPWUZ said, after questioning the socialist direction of the ZCTU 

leadership and the lack of communication between ZCTU and the affiliated unions: 

 

 We believe the Government is not well informed about the feelings of the 

workers while the workers are not informed about the thinking of the 

Government apart from what they read in the newspapers (Herald 22-9-1984). 

 

In other words, the first leadership of the ZCTU had not performed well as monopoly 

communicators: they should have done better. The monopoly principle in itself was not 

questioned. 

 

Down Hill 

Another area in which the first leadership should have done better was moral behaviour. As 

early as July 1982 the press, quoting from a report of the Chief Industrial Relations Officer 

writes about “maladministration, mismanagement of organisation funds, possible theft by 

conversion and misappropriation of income from international organisations” (in Wood 

1987:74). However, this sort of criticism fell on deaf ears as long as Kumbirai Kangai was 

Minister of Labour. With the arrival of a new Minister of Labour, Frederick Shava, in January 

1984, the tide turned. Articles appear in the press detailing instances of corruption. In particular, 

an incidence involving the donation of bicycles and a car by the French trade union centre 

CFDT and the disbursement of fellowships for study trips abroad are singled for special 

attention.  

 

A final point of criticism was that the ruling clique had not convened a national congress since 

1981, although the ZCTU’s provisional constitution ruled that there should be one every two 

years. First the General Council set a date for October 1983, but this was cancelled. 

Subsequently, it was announced that a congress would be held in November 1984, but again, 

this was cancelled (see Herald 22-9-1984). This lack of opportunity for a “voice from below” 

was certainly criticised by workers and (some) unions. Cheater recalls how in this early period 

(1982/3) there were workers and some unions, unaffiliated to the ZCTU, who 

 

 ...regarded the ZCTU as controlled and dominated by government and party. 

They described as ‘puppets’ those colluding with this domination in an attempt 

to debar themselves and their unions from participating openly in union politics 

and competing for ZCTU leadership posts (Cheater 1988:296). 
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Similar criticism was also voiced by a faction in the engineering unions: 

 

 Some unions have failed to unite because the ZCTU forces them to take leaders 

chosen by the ZCTU, not by workers. We should feel free to choose our own 

people to lead us, in our unions and in the ZCTU (in Metal 1985:9)12. 

 

The beleaguered clique responded to the attacks in a time-tested way: they accused their critics 

of being supportive of the opposition party, ZAPU. Not only did they attack rival union leaders 

in this way13. In a letter to the Prime-Minister they also denounced the top bureaucrats in the 

labour ministry for being ZAPU members and even accused the Minister of hanging his head 

only to ZAPU members within the ZCTU (in Raftopoulos 1994:16). 

 

However, the ‘times they were a-changin’: the ruling party no longer accepted the corruption of 

a leadership it had earlier helped to get installed and intervened. Several explanations can be 

raised for this change in attitude. Mark Shadur, for instance, offers that the government in 

addition to labour control, also wanted a union body which could effectively promote workers’ 

interest (1994:227). My own reading is more in line with the objective which were behind the 

creation of the ZCTU under the aegis of ZANU-PF: a pre-emptive strike preventing rival parties 

to establish a power base in the trade union movement.  

 

True, the corruption had become an embarrassment to the party and its government and had 

rendered the ZCTU a bad image also in the eyes of the workers it sought to represent. However, 

the corruption also weakened the position of the ZCTU leadership loyal to ZANU and had 

opened the way for a challenge from within. This challenge came from the long-established 

trade unions who genuinely feared that the attitude of the new leadership damaged the image of 

trade unionism beyond repair. As it so happened, a good number of these trade unions with long 

standing originated from Bulawayo, the stronghold of rival political party ZAPU. When the 

ZCTU was created by ZANU, two political adversaries were identified: the white trade unions, 

representing settler interest, and Joshua Nkomo’s ZAPU. And whereas white opposition by this 

time had lost most of its teeth, by 1984 ZAPU was still a force to reckon with in the political 

arena. And therefore, a new intervention was necessary: this time to prevent that the incumbent 

 
     12 An interview with the Ass. General Secretary of the General Engineering & Metal Workers Union at 

the height of a leadership crisis and amidst reports (and denials) of a merger of the two unions in the sector 

(Herald 20-8-1985). 
     13 They accused trade union leaders based in Bulawayo of being “ZAPU supporters who had helped 
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corrupt leadership would be replaced by Bulawayo-based trade union leaders who then, in a 

Trojan horse like move, could bring ZAPU stalwarts. 

 

Whereas the previous Minister of Labour had actually stage-managed the ‘election’ of the 

ZCTU leadership and as a result was hesitant to get rid of them14, the new Minister who was 

more of a technocrat, did not have any of such qualms. In Parliament Frederick Shava detailed 

how twenty-four15 bicycles donated by the French CFDT were “improperly sold” and he 

concluded that “the administrative machinery of the ZCTU was not working properly” (in 

Shadur 1994:109). With this ministerial backing the opponents of the clique also came into the 

open. 

The Chronicle in July 1984 has the details of a financial statement over 1981 showing an excess 

of expenditure over income of almost Zim$ 50 000,-- (in (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:56). And 

when the National Trade Union Survey was held in between June and August 1984 the survey 

team was given evidence of gross misuse of union education fellowships: girl friends and 

relatives, posturing as trade unionists were sent on trips abroad to attend seminars. For instance, 

internationally publicised was the incident in which the clique had made private arrangements 

for six unionists to be sent to the USSR and as it turned out, all six were related to the clique 

members (see e.g. IUFAWA News No.11-12(1984):9). 

 

In retrospect, Sachikonye characterizes the members of the ruling clique thus: 

 

 Most of these figures would later become quite prominent in Zimbabwe labour 

politics; some as controversial divisionists; others as centres of allegations of 

maladministration and corruption; while other resigned in due course (1986:257). 

 

In October 1984 the Minister of Labour intervenes. First, he makes it known that the ZCTU 

should convene its first congress “as a matter of urgency” (Herald 12-10-1984, in Republic of 

Zimbabwe 1987:58). Subsequently he appoints a team of four administrators to try and clear up 

 
ZAPU to win all the Local Government elections in Matabeleland North and South” (in Raftopoulos 1994:16), 
     14 And indeed, had continued to support them even after an official report had shown that ZCTU funds 

had been embezzled (Shadur 1994:108). Moto Magazine writes in August 1982: “The report of the two-man 

committee of inquiry into the non-payment of rent by the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions, which 

uncovered failure in elementary financial management, reflects very poorly on the trade union leadership” 

(Moto 1,4:1 Aug. 1982). 

 
     15 Quoting the Herald of 20-7-1984, the report of the National Trade Union Survey mentions a figure of 

30 bicycles (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:55). Mark Shadur writes that Kupfuma claimed that twenty bicycles 

which were actually sold (“to pay for rent arrears”) and ten donated to affiliated trade unions (1994:109). 
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the mess at ZCTU headquarters and to “assist the ZCTU until the next congress” (Herald 22-10-

1984). The advice of the administrators was to select a member of the Central Committee of 

ZANU (PF) and appoint him as Secretary-General of the ZCTU (Raftopoulos 1994:16-17). 

However, the Minister insisted that there should be no government interference and that the 

unions should solve this crisis in their national centre themselves. Moreover, he insists that the 

ZCTU hold its first national congress since 1981. In March 1985 an Interim Committee is 

formed, headed by the president of the Associated Mineworkers Unions, Jeffrey Mutandare (see 

Shadur 1994:110; Made 1985:5). This committee, together with the administrators team 

specifically tasked to oversee the work of the credentials committee, prepares for the long-

awaited second Congress in July 1985. 

 

And so, the first four years of the ZCTU end in almost total embarrassment: even the 

government, the main driving force behind the ZCTU’s creation could no longer close its eyes 

for the mess which its henchmen had caused in the labour movement. The situation could go out 

of hand! It should be recalled that at this stage in Zimbabwean development corruption and mal 

administration were not universal features of public life. On the contrary! So the danger was that 

a leadership whose hands were so obviously dirty could be removed from within in an 

uncontrolled and uncontrollable manner. The government was in danger of losing its grip on the 

labour movement by supporting the very men it had put at its helm. Damage control was 

required. 

 

ZCTU’s Second Executive: Cautious Steps on Own Feet 

This congress was important in two ways: first the affiliated unions managed to oust those 

persons who had been in the forefront of infighting and corruption: the ruling clique or “gang of 

four”. Secondly, the national congress reaffirms the subordinate position of the ZCTU to the 

ruling party and the government. These two points are elaborated upon below. 

 

Those clique members who did not resign were removed from the national centre in the 

elections at 1985 National Congress. Jeffrey Mutandare, the President of the Associated 

Mineworkers Union became the new ZCTU President, ousting Alfred Makwarimba16. 

 
     16 Jeffrey Mutandare replaced Howard Bloomfield as President of the AMUZ in May 1981. He started as 

an overhead crane driver at the Trojan Mine in Bindura and later became industrial relations officer. When he 

was elected as president he had been chairman of the Bindura branch of AMUZ since 1971. At the time of his 

election in 1981 he was 32 years old (see also Sunday Mail 31-5-1981). 
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Mutandare was not a totally new face in the world of central trade unionism: as the president of 

the mineworkers’ union, he had been a member of the General Council, the ZCTU governing 

body17. Most importantly, however, was the fact that he represented a form a trade unionism 

which was not overtly dominated by party political alliances. The mineworkers’ union was a 

well-established organisation formed in 1938, gone “multiracial” after the ICA of 1959, run 

along professional lines and, after bringing into its fold a splinter union which claimed to be 

closer to ZANU (PF), and the white-collar mining union, in 1982, by far the largest union in the 

country. 

 

Abisha Kupfuma18, a controversial figure also in his own Hotel and Catering Workers’ Union 

was replaced as ZCTU General Secretary by Anselm Chitehwe, from the Zimbabwe Society of 

Banking Officials. Chitehwe was a relative newcomer on the trade union scene, his main 

credential being his allegiance to ZANU (PF). He had become the flag-bearer for those unions 

newly created since Independence which leaned heavily on party guidance after the demise of 

former ZANU (PF) supporters like Makwarimba or Soko. In 1984 he was appointed by the then 

“ruling clique” in the ZCTU to replace Nedziwe in the ZCTU executive who had just been 

ousted for being too critical of the government’s newly proposed Labour Relations Bill.  

 

Jerry Jaricha of the Bulawayo based Motor Industry Workers Union, was another opponent of 

the clique who was elected in the new executive. The following gives the ZCTU executive as 

elected in 1985: 

 

President:  Jeffrey Mutandare (AMUZ) (Harare) 

1st Vice-President Lovemore Matombo (ZPTWU) (Harare) 

2nd Vice-President Jerry Jaricha (ZMIWU) (Bulawayo) 

3rd Vice-President Edward Njekesa (ZCWU) (Harare) 

 

Secretary-General  Anselm Chitehwe (ZISBO) (Harare) 

1st Assistant SG Ishmael Nedziwe (UFAWU) (Bulawayo) 

2nd Assistant SG Nicholas Mudzengerere (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

 
     17 The National Trade Union Survey also lists him among the first executive committee of the ZCTU (See 

Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:120). 
     18 Kupfuma was General Secretary of the Hotel and Catering Workers Union and the owner of a hotel, 

which he claimed was registered in the name of his wife. He was involved in the (in)famous incident with the 

twelve Peugeot’s bicycles which were donated to the ZCTU by the French CFDT. Rather than alleviating the 

transport problems of the young congress, the bicycles were sold, and the money pocketed by a few individuals. 

Quite aptly, the name Kupfuma means in Shona: “get rich quickly”. Almost two years after his demise as a 

ZCTU officeholder he was also toppled in his own union and a court case was filed against him for alleged 

misappropriation of trade union funds. 
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Treasurer  Enoch Gwayagwaya (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

1st Trustee  Brian Holleran (NUR) (Bulawayo) 

2nd Trustee  C. Chiswa (CWUZ) (Gweru) 

 

National Executive Committee Members: 

 

M. Derah (ZMIWU) (Bulawayo) 

F. Makanda (TGWU) (Harare) 

G. Shoko (ZDAWU) (Harare) 

I. Zindoga (ZLSAWU) (Harare) 

S. Mabheka (RAWU) (Bulawayo 

T. Kondo (ZNUCI) (Harare) 

M. Mawere (GAPWUZ) (Harare) 

M. Matongo (NEWU) (Harare) 

M. Pswarayi (Ms) (FMWU) (Harare) 

 
source: ZCTU records, own research; see also: Shadur (1994: 110). 

Second Congress held July 27-28, 1985, at the Campus of the University in Zimbabwe, Harare. 

 

The clique members were ousted but this did not mean that the relations between the ZCTU and 

the party ZANU (PF) were in any way severed. On the contrary. The new Secretary-General, 

Anselm Chitehwe, was a staunch ZANU (PF) supporter—in fact that was the only reason was a 

representative from a relatively small union could attain such an important post. Almost as in 

gesture apologetic for the removal of the former ZANU (PF) henchmen, the congress adopted a 

resolution pledging itself to “scientific socialism” as its guiding principle, similar as the guiding 

principle of the ruling party. Also, the congress insisted that all educational programmes of any 

union henceforth must include scientific socialism (see Nzombe 1986:3-4). 

 

Soon after the Congress, in August 1985, the newly elected president of the ZCTU wrote to the 

Minister of Labour: 

 

 May I assure you that the Labour Movement as a whole is deeply appreciative of 

the Party and Government’s consistent and sympathetic approach to the 

aspirations and interests of workers. The ZCTU therefore believes that the 

conditions are propitious for enhanced and stronger relations between itself and 

the Party (in Raftopoulos 1994:17). 

 

At the same time, the new first vice president, Lovemore Matombo argued that those who 

criticised the ZCTU for being a “puppet of the government” were ignorant of what socialism is 

all about. According to him, party and its government merely shared with the ZCTU the same 
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objective—namely socialist construction-- and shared the same ideology—namely socialist 

ideology. However: 

 

 The party, government and the ZCTU have one and the same policy that of 

Democratic Centralism but the ZCTU recognises the party’s supreme authority 

because they [sic] give guidance in all round development, political, social, 

cultural and economical policies (Matombo 1985:13). 

 

Despite this, Matombo claimed that the ZCTU was independent because it elected its own 

leaders and decided its own programmes (ibid.). 

 

It should be recalled here that the political climate at the time was absolutely not conducive to 

any form of public criticism aimed at government or ruling party. Since 1982 the army’s Fifth 

Brigade had been deployed in Matabeleland to forcefully deal with the so-called dissident 

problem19. Arms deposits were found on farms and property owned by ZAPU20. ZANU (PF) 

publicly tried to depict Joshua Nkomo, the leader of PF-ZAPU as the leader of the dissidents. In 

1983, Joshua Nkomo was expelled from the cabinet and fled to England fearing for his life21. 

One commentator later described this period in the run up to the second general elections in 

1985 as: 

 

 ...the political atmosphere in the country was fraught was accusations and 

counteraccusations and in some constituencies the lives of some candidates were 

threatened (Chiwewe 1989:243)22. 

 

Obviously, this was not a period in which criticism against the party or the government could 

easily be voiced publicly. And bearing in mind what had happened to Nedziwe when he was 

critical of the Labour Relations Bill in 1983 (he was expelled from the ZCTU Executive with the 

support of Labour Minister Kangai—see page 65-7) the new ZCTU’s leader was very cautious. 

One month before his formal election as president, Jeffrey Mutandare, then “interim-Head”, 

observed that, despite the heated debates in union circles about the Bill and the “unlimited 

powers” it gave to the Minister of Labour: 

 
     19 See Pohjolainen (2001) for a detailed account. 
     20 Including on the premises of a hotel outside Harare which was later to become the seat of ARLAC: the 

African Regional Labour Administration Centre. 
     21 He left Zimbabwe in March 1983 but returned in August the same year “to avoid being expelled from 

Parliament for non-attendance” (Cokorinos 1984:51). 
     22 Shadur reports that “Youth Brigade members shot to death five UANC members in Hwange during the 

1985 election campaign” (1994:74). For details on the election campaign and its results, see Lemon (1988). 
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 This Bill is a beginning and shall serve as the basic working document to be 

amended as we grow as a young country to suit the needs of our society. We 

must all work together in a constructive manner to make sure that the Bills serves 

the purpose it is meant for and where changes are needed, constructive 

recommendations will be made and evaluated for inclusion into the Bill (in Made 

1984:6). 

 

In the same cautious manner, on the other hand, he wanted it to be brought to the Government’s 

attention that workers’ wages should be linked to the cost of living - a theme which he would 

later express more fearlessly (ibid.)23. 

 

Developments in Trade Union Organisation, Part 1 

With all this infighting and politicking one should almost forget that the ZCTU was not a 

political party aimed to mobilise the vote every five years or so. It was the national umbrella 

body of trade unions with the objective to attract workers to become members in order to 

represent the workers’ voice and interest. In its constitution the ZCTU stated that one of its aims 

was to organise a powerful and united trade union movement in Zimbabwe (ZCTU 1991b:3). In 

the following section we will have a look at the achievements in this respect. 

 

In 1980 the Riddell Commission found that there were a little under 80 000 trade union 

members in 40 registered unions—excluding the central government employees who were not 

allowed to join a trade union (Riddell 1981:256). The Commission arrives at the rather 

optimistic trade union density of twenty per cent with the inclusion of central government 

workers (Riddell 1981:260). Wood (1988:295) estimates that in 1981, the year the ZCTU was 

formed, union membership stood at 122 137. The National Trade Union Survey found for 1984 

a total figure of 219 015 members claimed by the unions affiliated to ZCTU, both the registered 

ones as the unregistered ones (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:81-2). For 1985, Brian Wood claims 

that the ZCTU records show affiliation returns of 149 411, whereas Mark Shadur gives for the 

same 161 884. (Wood 1988:296; Shadur 1994:106, 113). To complicate matters even further, 

membership figures at ZCTU level are unreliable since affiliated unions under register their 

 
     23 This evidences that the level of consultation between government and ZCTU on the determination of 

the minimum wage had become very low. Already, leaders of the affiliated unions claimed late in 1984 that they 

were not involved (to which the ZCTU Secretary-General replied that it was none of their business! -- see page 

71 above) but now also the ZCTU top leadership was no longer part of the inner decision-making circle (see 

also footnote 11 above). 
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membership in order to lower their affiliation fee.  For a list of unions known to be in existence 

in 1985, affiliated to the ZCTU and the membership, see Table 4 in the Annex.  

 

The ZCTU Inaugural Congress in 1981 was attended by 52 unions, although only some 30 were 

later judged to be actually existing (see chapter 2). Between 1980 and 1984, only 8 new unions 

were registered while overall density remained static at twenty per cent (see Shadur 1994:106). 

The number of existing trade unions affiliated to ZCTU dropped slightly (from 30-32 in 1981 to 

27) but union density remained more or less static at 20 per cent, during this period. 

 

Under the prevailing labour legislation, wage bargaining had to take place at sectoral level in 

National Industrial Councils (for details of the industrial relations institutions, see Chapter 4). 

However, in these first four years no new Councils for collective bargaining were formed 

between 1980 and 1984 (Shadur 1994:106). Brian Wood reports that the little labour 

mobilisation which took place occurred in the mining, building and construction sectors, 

whereas the engineering and food & allied industries experienced a serious loss of membership 

(1988:297). Indeed, these first four years did not witness a flying start for black autonomous 

trade unionism, and the ZCTU did little to support its affiliates in any such endeavour.  

 

The National Trade Union Survey, held in 1984, reports that although over sixty per cent of the 

unions collected their dues through the check-off system24 (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:13), 

lack of financial resources was by far the main problem which the trade unions perceived 

(Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:48). It meant that trade unions simply did not have the resources 

to establish e.g., education departments (only four unions reported to have such a department in 

198425). Communication within the unions was also severely curtailed as a result of the resource 

situation. Within unions branch meetings were the main channel for disseminating information 

to members, yet almost twenty per cent of the unions were reported not even to have branches 

(Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:13)26. This did little to improve internal trade union democracy, 

and as a result “clientelist unionism” still prevailed (Wood 1988:298). Faulty administration was 

 
     24 35 unions (both registered an unregistered) reported to use the check-off system, as against 23 who did 

not (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:13). 
     25 By 1986 this had risen to 6 unions with a full-time education officer and 4 with a part-time one. 
     26 A study conducted by five trade unionists in 1989 showed that there was little sign of improvement 

regarding internal trade union communication. See Peta et al. (1989). 
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not only a characteristic of the first ZCTU leadership, but it was also found in the national 

unions as well. The National Trade Union Survey revealed a “shocking state of affairs”: 

 

 Although most unions were relatively well organised, some had no adequate 

records of membership, some make no regular financial reports while in other 

unions, the leadership deviates from constitutional requirements in order to serve 

private ends (Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:34). 

 

Indeed, these first four years of the ZCTU’s life were a lost period if viewed from a perspective 

of a national centre supporting its affiliates in their attempts at labour mobilisation and 

organisation. 

 

 A brief look at developments of the Commercial Workers Union might illustrate 

this potential which remained unrealised in these early years. The union’s leader 

at Independence, Alfred Makwarimba, managed to become the first President of 

the ZCTU, but since then the fortunes of this union dwindled. Founded in 1965, 

the union recorded in 1980 a membership of 8,030 (in Republic of Zimbabwe 

1987:100). In 1984, however, the government appointed ZCTU administrator 

concluded that the union was “on the verge of packing up” (in Raftopoulos 

1994:15). The ZCTU records for 1985 list the union still as having 6,245 

members but Brian Wood--an astute observer of the first post-Independence 

years—concludes that this is “certainly too high” (1988:296). 

 

 Makwarimba might not have been very attentive to the needs of his trade union 

members. But he was able to take care of his aides. Shangwa Chifamba, an 

education officer of the Commercial Workers Union, was appointed Head of the 

ZCTU Education Department to replace Rickey Baleni. However, when 

Makwarimba caught more and more criticism for the way he ran the ZCTU, also 

his position in his own union became untenable. In 1985 Chifamba is elected as 

the union’s new General Secretary and from then onwards things begin to 

change quickly. The union’s internal organisation is revamped and by 1986 

sixteen branches are in operation with another 8 planned for the year thereafter. 

Each branch sends three representatives to the national council which elects the 

union’s President, the Vice President and General Secretary, plus seven national 

executive members. In addition to the National Organiser two full time educators 

are employed—a number which at that time only the large and resourceful 

mineworkers’ union could beat. Already in 1986, a National Employment 

Council is established in which the union negotiates with the employers’ 

association collective wage agreements. To come better prepared for this 

Chifamba seeks co-operation with labour researchers at the University, in the 

Zimbabwe of the day a rare but inspired move. For instance, with the financial 

support of the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung he commissions a study into employment 

relations and condition in the private security industry (see Nangati 1987). This 

almost complete overhaul of the trade union does not go unnoticed: nationally 

workers in the sector also respond and membership expands quickly: from a 

figure probably as low as 3,000 in 1985 it goes to 7,000 in 1988, 14,000 in 1992 
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and 26,000 in 1995. Internationally trade union support adds to the union’s own 

growing resources. An intensive co-operation project with FIET27 brings in 

material equipment as well as exposure to trade union experiences in other 

countries which helps to build the union into one of the strongest in the 

Zimbabwean context by the mid-1990s. But these achievements only started in 

the second half of the 1980s, after having lost the first four years after the 

formation of the ZCTU. 

 

During these first four years of the ZCTU’s existence a few individuals used their union to 

advance their personal careers (for instance by supporting the splintering of unions), either 

inside or outside the labour movement, and there was little or no commitment to a notion of a 

“labour movement” to advance to plight of workers, let alone that major achievements were 

made in day-to-day worker representation. As one observer at the time put it: 

 

 Public opinion was that the union leadership remained a ‘leadership bureaucracy’ 

fed by workers subscriptions yet divorced from the rank and file. Workers 

languished in ignorance of employment regulations and industrial agreements 

(Dodzo 1985:25). 

 

Many a union was not better off at the eve of the ZCTU National Congress in 1985 than they 

were at the eve of the Inaugural Congress in 1981. Little was done to bring closer the first aim 

and objective listed in the ZCTU’s constitution: “to organise and maintain a powerful, effective, 

democratic, independent and united trade union movement in Zimbabwe.” 

 

After the 1985 Congress, the ZCTU tried to present a more professional image of itself. A 

standing credentials committee purged its records of the many splinter organisations which had 

mushroomed under the auspices of the previous leadership. The ZCTU now also produced for 

the first time an overview of its internal organisation and made a serious effort to appoint 

representatives in the national tri-partite bodies in which the ZCTU had a seat28. The following 

structure emerged: 

 
     27 FIET is the French acronym for Federation Internationale des Employés, Techniciens et Cadres. In 

English the International Federation of Commercial, Clerical, Professional & Technical Employees, the 

International Trade Secretariat --ITS-- in this sector.  
     28 These tripartite bodies were Retrenchment Committee; Health & Safety Committee; Labour Relations 

Board; Board of the University of Zimbabwe. Three new bodies were already publicly announced but had not yet 

started functioning: Labour Relations Tribunal, Wages and Salaries Advisory Board, and the Prices Control Board. 
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NATIONAL CONGRESS 

meets once every four years 

Each affiliated union sends delegates according to recorded membership 

 

GENERAL COUNCIL 

meets at least three times a year 

Each affiliated union sends one representative; plus 

All members (19) of the National Executive Committee 

 

NATIONAL EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 

ten elected officers: 

President 

Vice President (for Research, Education, Planning) 

Vice President (for Information & Publicity) 

Vice President (for International Relations) 

 

Secretary-General 

Deputy Secretary-General (for Administration) 

Deputy Secretary-General (for Finance) 

 

Treasurer 

Trustee 

Trustee 

 

plus nine executive members 

 

The National Executive Committee has the following committees: 

- Permanent Credentials Committee (seven members) 

- Education Sub-Committee (one chairperson plus six members) 

- Labour College Sub-Committee (four members) 

- May Day Sub-Committee (four members) 

- Women’s Committee (four members)  

 

Muddling Through 

The Congress of 1985 brought in a new leadership, but initially its way of operating did not 

change. The leadership style of the new Secretary-General Anselm Chitehwe differed little from 

that of his predecessor. For instance, despite the fact that it was decided that a special committee 

within the ZCTU would rule on the allocation of fellowships and invitations for study trips 

abroad, Anselm Chitehwe would collect these personally and carry them in a folder together 

with air tickets and other travel invitations to be distributed at his own discretion (own 

observation July 1986). Chitehwe’s reign as Secretary-General was short-lived: he was expelled 

in November 1986 by the General Council after over 5,400 Zimdollars were found missing from 

the ZCTU Offices (see also Chronicle 17-11-1986; Herald 25-11-1986). The money was 
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donated to the ZCTU and handed over in a brown paper bag to several members of the ZCTU 

Executive at the end of a foreign (Dutch) sponsored policy workshop for the ZCTU General 

Council. The bag full of banknotes was then handed to Chitehwe who claimed he had put the 

money in a drawer in his desk. After the funds could no longer be traced, he was forced to resign 

and in 1987 he was arrested. In his fall he dragged others (who might have had access to his 

office) along: also, the Head of the only department which the ZCTU had established so far, the 

Education Department, Canisius Zharare, was forced to leave together with two other office 

workers. This whole episode had serious repercussions on the functioning of the ZCTU Head 

Office: with the four staff members dismissed it was virtually left to the sweeper to run the 

headquarters of the Zimbabwean national trade union centre. 

 

Without an administrative head the ZCTU lived through a difficult time. As interim Secretary-

General, old-hand Ishmael Nedziwe was appointed but this did little to overcome the problems 

of leadership. The offices of the ZCTU are located in Harare but Nedziwe was not prepared to 

step down as General Secretary of the United Food and Allied Workers Union and he could not 

be persuaded to leave Bulawayo for Harare. And although he travelled every week to Harare by 

plane the result was not only that the (political) clout of the ZCTU was harmed but also that a 

vacuum was created as to who was to run the office. The ZCTU’s President, Jeffrey Mutandare 

being also the president of the large mineworkers’ union had neither time nor energy to run the 

ZCTU office simultaneously. 

 

One immediate effect of this vacuum was that the ZCTU Headquarters virtually ceased to 

operate effectively. After the ZCTU General Council had appointed Ignatius Makonese, from 

the only Regional Office the ZCTU had (in Bulawayo) as new Head of the Education 

Department, it took him till October 1987 to actually take up that position: the post remained 

thus vacant for almost a full year29. Caretaker of the education department became Shangwa 

Chifamba, who had been a one-time Head, but had left to become the General Secretary of the 

Commercial Workers Union. But again, he did so from his own office and in addition to his own 

work. The only two positions which were occupied during 1987 were the Women’s Desk and 

the Research and Economics Department. On the former, ZCTU General Council member, Ms 

M. Pswarayi from the Federation of Municipal Workers, was appointed, on the second a young 

 
     29 Makonese was employed by the ZCTU after he was dismissed by Silveira House --a mission training 

centre-- where he was affiliated to the industrial relations unit. 
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university graduate without a trade union background, Godfrey Kanyenze. Both these positions 

had been made financially possible by funding from international organisations. Together with a 

telephonist and a typist they constituted the ZCTU apparatus for the better part of 1987. In the 

middle of 1987, a bookkeeper was appointed to set up a professional system of accounting—

again with the help of international donor funding. Things improved only slightly with the 

arrival of the new Head of Education, late in 1987. However, soon General Council members 

complained that ZCTU employees were not in a position to make ZCTU policy: the General 

Council was the only organ to do so. But with the fragmented structure some office staff could 

(and did) easily get away with this and posture as ZCTU executives. All the time there was no 

full-time Secretary-General to co-ordinate all these activities and give direction to them. At a 

number of times this led, for instance, to misunderstandings about who could act as the ‘voice’ 

or spokesperson of the ZCTU. To add injury to insult, in the beginning of 1988 the newly 

appointed bookkeeper was caught red-handed with his fingers in the till and was arrested after 

fraudulent behaviour. 

 

In the beginning of 1988, the Minister of Labour was approached by Mutandare with a request 

for advice. He asked the Minster to intervene, but the latter pointed out that the ZCTU itself had 

the powers to convene an extraordinary congress30. No outside intervention was needed for that. 

Mutandare subsequently made arrangements for an Extraordinary Congress to be held in Gweru 

in July 1988. 

 

In the meantime, the approach of Jeffrey Mutandare as President of the ZCTU towards the 

government had changed. Whereas initially he had expressed great appreciation for the approach 

of the party towards workers he gradually became less complimentary. The ZCTU president 

criticised the government for a number of things certainly when after the signing of the unity 

accord between ZANU (PF) and PF-ZAPU, in December 198731, the political climate had 

eased. 

 

Some ten months after assuming office Mutandare after attending his first ILO Conference in 

Geneva in June 1986, noted with amazement that his government had not ratified a single ILO 

convention since Independence. The Labour Minister, Frederick Shava was quick to rebuff him 

 
     30 A position similar to the one Labour Minister Shava had taken in December 1984 (see Shadur 194:110). 
     31 For details see e.g., Chiwewe (1989); Nkomo (1989); Mugabe (1989). 
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in a statement which leaves it vague whether or not Zimbabwe had indeed ratified conventions 

but in which the Minister also insisted that there is “no obligation of any member state to ratify 

ILO conventions” (Herald 8-7-1986). 

 

Similarly, Mutandare moved the ZCTU to publicly voice its “strong disappointment” on the 

minimum wage increases which were announced annually by the government (see chapter 4) for 

details on wage determination). In publications in several media, he strongly denied that the 

ZCTU was party to any decision on the wage increase (Wage 1986; Herald 30-6-1986). Also, 

Mutandare re-asserted the need to take the poverty datum line as benchmark for wage setting, a 

practice recommended by the Riddell Commission in 1981 but never put in practice by the 

government32. Moreover, in order to fight inflation, he argued time and again that prices should 

be equally controlled, and not only the wages curbed (Herald 30-6-1986; Mutandare 1987). 

Again, the Labour Minister had to react quickly “firing back at the ZCTU” and calling the 

ZCTU wage demands “unrealistic” (Herald 1-7-1986). Mutandare stole the hearts of the crowds 

when at the May Day rally in 1987 he read out a long list of the monthly necessities of a family 

of four and he 

 

 got thunderous applause when [he] asked how workers could live on minimum 

wages when the basket of those requirements cost double that minimum salary 

(Herald 1-9-1988). 

 

Moreover, over the years Mutandare criticised the Labour Relations Act 1986 in stronger and 

stronger terms culminating in 1987 when he declared that the Act gave the Labour Minister 

“draconian powers” (Comrade 1987:65). 

 

Another bone of contention emerged when, in 1987, the clause in the Lancaster House 

agreement which reserved twenty Parliamentary seats for whites had lapsed and subsequently 

these seats were filled by presidential appointees. The president’s choice was criticised by the 

ZCTU as being in favour of the business classes. Out of the twenty newly appointed MPs 11 

were white, representing interests in agriculture, commerce & industry. In the Senate, four out of 

five seats went to whites (Financial Gazette 16-10-1987). Opening a four-year project on 

workers’ participation later that month Jeffrey Mutandare stated that employers must be pleased 

with this selection, and he insisted that now the ZCTU should also be represented in Parliament, 

 
     32 In this strategy he received advice from university of Zimbabwe lecturers. see e.g.,, Davies (1988). 



Part I: ZCTU, The Early Years 

 

87 

 

just like in Zambia, Mozambique and Tanzania (own observation). In a statement issued later 

the ZCTU’s President—in an attempt to back up his claim—even declared that: 

 

 there is no party or government of socialist orientation anywhere in this world 

which does not accommodate the trade union movement in its structure (The 

Worker No.3:1)33. 

 

And while this was firmly rejected by ZANU (PF)’s Politburo member Didymus Mutasa (also 

Speaker of the House) Mutandare kept coming back to it. He went on record as saying that this 

was the introduction of “heavyweights of capital into Parliament”, and he urged for a “bigger 

voice for workers” by reserving seats for them in Parliament (Herald 15-1-1988)34. 

 

Gradually, the trade union centre began to show a different face than in the period 1981-1985. 

No longer were all government announcements gratefully accepted and no longer did all 

government actions receive a warm welcome from organised labour. In short, no longer could 

the government count on unquestioned support from the national trade union centre for its policy 

towards labour. However, the change did not go as far as the ZCTU challenging the authority of 

the ruling Party and its government. The ZCTU had become critical to some of the 

government’s policies but the legitimacy of ZANU (PF)’s rule was not questioned. And the 

most important policy intervention—the introduction of the new Labour Relations Act—had 

been successfully concluded. ZANU (PF) could be content: for a predominantly rural-based 

political party that never had showed much attention to urban labour, it had done remarkable 

well in the urban areas. The initial waves of strikes surrounding Independence had not turned 

into a dangerous tide-wave threatening ZANU (PF).  And over the years, it became clear for the 

ruling party that it had organised labour firmly in its pocket. 

 
     33 And although this remark was made in the context of criticising a Presidential decision, asking for the 

trade union to be “accommodated in the party’s structure” cannot be construed as an attempt to seriously question 

the legitimacy of ZANU-PF’s rule.  
     34 In 1990, and probably in an effort to silence this line of criticism, Florence Chitauro, one of the Vice-

Presidents of the ZCTU --since the extra-ordinary congress in 1988-- was appointed by the President after the 1990 

election as MP, and later even as Deputy Minister (of Labour) (Herald 17-4-1990). Within the ZCTU, however, 

this was not really seen as a viable representation of the ZCTU or the trade union movement in Parliament and/or 

Cabinet. Chitauro was at the time of her appointment in Parliament already a member of the Central Committee of 

the ZANU (PF) and married to a Permanent Secretary in one of the ministries. According to an editorial in the 

government-controlled Sunday Mail this was “a shot in the arm for the workers” who now had “every reason to be 

jubilant as they are assured of effective representation in the House of Assembly (29-4-1990). However, because 

the ZCTU had not been consulted in any way, the General Council of the ZCTU stated that she had been appointed 

on her own personal capacity. She was not seen as a representative of the ZCTU in parliament. Rather, her 

departure as ZCTU Vice-President was commented upon as “a good riddance” (interview various trade union 

leaders, May 1990). 
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Developments in Trade Union Organisation, Part 2 

How did the ZCTU and its affiliated unions fare in their organisational effort since the last 

official Congress in 1985? As referred to earlier, one of the main official objectives of the ZCTU 

as an organisation was to foster a united labour movement in Zimbabwe. At the Inaugural 

Congress in 1981 a provisional constitution was adopted which specifically stated that the 

formation of splinter unions was to be discouraged (in Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:52). In 1983 

it was suggested that the number of industrial unions be brought back to 15 (Report 1983:93-

94). In 1984, the then Interim-Head of the ZCTU, Jeffrey Mutandare says that he wants the 

number to be brought down to “16-17 powerful industrial unions” (in Made 1984:6). But these 

plans remained solidly on the drawing board only: no moves were made in this direction. In a 

meeting of the ZCTU General Council held in Mutare in December 1988 it was decided to 

revamp the process of unification and under the adage “one industry, one union” to bring down, 

via mergers, the number of trade unions affiliated to and recognised by the ZCTU to 16 

(Interview I. Makonese Feb 1989)35. As can be seen in table 5 in the Appendix little was 

accomplished in this respect in this period. By 1988, there are 31 affiliated unions, four more 

than earlier, despite the stated aim to reduce the number of affiliates. 

 

At the eve of the Extra-ordinary Congress in 1988, the ZCTU boasts a membership of 163,000 

just 2 000 more than at the previous Congress in 1985. And indeed, the most remarkable 

phenomenon is that membership figures remain almost a constant, a strong sign that 

mobilisation and recruitment were not high on the agenda of the union leadership. Table 5 in the 

Annex lists the affiliates of the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions and their membership 

(paid-up as recorded by the ZCTU) per June 1988, and July 1985.  

 

Conclusion 

The one form of labour control in which the Zimbabwean state—or rather, ZANU (PF)-- in 

1980 was interested was political control (see Crisp 1984). Or more precise: control over 

organised labour since this could form a major pillar for the strength of the prospects of a 

political party. ZANU (PF)’s control over the ZCTU has to be seen as a pre-emptive strike to 

ensure that political rivals, real of potential, will never use it as a power base. It has to be 

 
     35 A little earlier, the new Secretary-General had announced that the number would be “whittled down” to 
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prevented that organised labour becomes the stronghold for political opposition (see also 

Shadur 1994:227)36. 

 

Initially, the rival political party had to be excluded from access to an organisation which 

could possibly rally support for it. First, white trade union leaders had to be ‘discouraged’ 

from their desire to play a prominent role in the forefront of a national labour centre. And 

secondly, ambitions of ZAPU supporters among the black trade union leadership had to be 

curtailed. As it so happened, trade unionism had its strongest and longest tradition in and 

around Bulawayo, the bulwark of ZAPU. In order to meet ZANU (PF)’s objective so-called 

labour leaders were parachuted in a disorganised Harare setting—in some cases even from 

exile abroad—just to prevent the Bulawayo based trade unionists to take control of the newly 

created national labour centre. 

 

The form of labour control which ZANU-PF exercised over the ZCTU has been called 

“corporatism”; Mark Shadur even labels it “paternalistic state corporatism” (1994:230). 

However, as we have seen in this chapter, this control was not extended into ‘interest 

mediation’ or ‘interest representation’ in that the newly created ZCTU was seriously 

consulted let alone actually involved in decision-making. On the contrary: the mysterious 

statements by the ZCTU Secretary-General about his involvement in wage setting are hardly 

credible. Also, the haphazard way in which the ZCTU was consulted over the introduction of 

the new Labour Act make it impossible to conclude that a serious attempt was made by the 

state to involve organised labour in actual policy making.  

 

The same can be said about the ZCTU’s role in tri-partite committees. As referred to above, 

up till 1985 the ZCTU did not take this seriously. It had not appointed their representatives to 

some of these bodies, and where it had, these representatives hardly attended the meetings. 

Mark Shadur reports of a meeting of the Retrenchment Committee in 1984 in which it was 

decided to retrench 230 workers, a meeting to which the ZCTU “failed to send a delegation” 

(1994:151). This attitude on the part of the early ZCTU was illustrative of their perceived role 

in these bodies: an existence on paper without substance. Indeed, whatever involvement in 

 
eleven (Herald 22-12-1988). 

     36 For a similar argument in Zambia see Gertzel (1975:290). 
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policymaking there was, up till 1988 it was merely cosmetic, and considered to be so by both 

ZANU (PF) and ZCTU. 

 

What about the opinion of the subjects whose interest supposedly were to be mediated? How 

did the ZCTU fare in the opinion of workers? All in all, one cannot escape the conclusion that 

the ZCTU was never able to attract a leadership strong and committed enough to win 

credence in the eyes of trade union members throughout the country. Possibly only Jeffrey 

Mutandare could rank as such: he was rather popular among workers for his straightforward 

manners and fearless comments especially on the government’s wage policy. He never, 

however, questioned ZANU (PF)’s authority. And his vocal performance was not enough to 

attract legitimacy to the whole organisation in the eyes of the workers. Still, after nine years 

of existence the workers considered the ZCTU as a stranger in their midst. And as a obvious 

construct of the government, the ZCTU lacked a strong basis among rank-and-file trade union 

members who were not able to influence in a direct way the policies of the ZCTU. The 

clientelist manner in which trade unions were being “run” by their leaders prevented a voice 

from below to be heard. 

 

For the ruling party this development meant that its objective was fully achieved: the single 

labour centre could not be turned into an organisational vehicle for rival parties. And at the 

same time, the organisation was rather weak which meant it could also not form a danger 

from within: the ZCTU could not act as a potential mobiliser of a popular urban based 

following. ZANU (PF) had nothing to fear from organised labour. Around 1988 ZANU (PF) 

felt it had sufficiently neutralised the ZCTU once and for all as a political factor to reckon 

with. Organised labour had been dealt with and had become politically marginal—a place 

which it had anyway in the thinking of the leaders of ZANU (PF), a party whose main base 

was rural. 

 

In the next section we will examine the developments which commenced in 1988 and that led 

to a complete revamp of the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions. 
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3 The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 

Origins and Evolution: Part II 

Conflictual Adolescence 1988-1995 
 

 

In the second part of this chapter, we will examine the developments of the ZCTU from its 

extraordinary Congress in 1988 onwards. In this period the ZCTU manages to severe the very 

close ties which existed between itself and ZANU (PF). As we saw at the end of the first part 

of this chapter, as far as ZANU (PF) was concerned, the ZCTU was no longer a force to 

reckon with. Certainly, in the last years of the 1980s this attitude is apparent. During this 

period the government embarked on a major economic restructuring programme, and it did so 

without consulting the ZCTU. As we will see, some of the elements in this restructuring 

programme were detrimental to urban workers and even took away from them gains made in 

the previous decade. Yet the way the programme was implemented showed that the 

government did not think it could gain anything by consulting labour. Moreover, the political 

assessment was that organised labour was not in any position to stop the restructuring, or even 

to put up a strong enough resistance to become embarrassing for the party and its government 

(see Sachikonye 1995a). And indeed, ZANU (PF)’s assessment proved them right: 

restructuring and the subsequent economic structural adjustment programme (ESAP) were 

introduced without major problems. This confirmed to ZANU (PF) once more that organised 

labour was a spent force. 

 

However, for the ZCTU events took a change for the better in this period. From its position of 

weakness, it slowly but gradually emerged as a professional body, organising the interests of 

industrial labour. And over the years it even took upon itself the task to become the voice of 

working people in general, moving beyond the confines of urban or parochial interests only. 

This development took ZANU (PF) unawares. Having rendered the ZCTU toothless, the party 

lost interest in it. And when a new trade union leadership stood up, the party reacted in a 

time-tested manner: with intimidation. After all, organised labour had always been a matter of 

its leaders, and since internal trade union democracy was weak, the links between the leaders 
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and the led had always been minimal. By intimidating the new leaders, ZANU (PF) thought it 

would be easy to continue its control over the ZCTU. And when intimidation failed, ZANU 

(PF) thought to replace the leaders, but by that time the party no longer had the influence 

within the ZCTU to accomplish this. Lulled to sleep by its early victory in the late 1980s and 

subsequently by the ease with which ESAP was introduced, ZANU (PF) lost its close watch 

over the ZCTU. And this allowed the ZCTU to get up on its feet again. It is to this process we 

will now turn. 

 

 

Part II: ZCTU: Conflictual Adolescence1 1988-1995 

 

Party Politics 

The arrival of a new Minister of Labour in January 1988, John Nkomo, foreshadowed a different 

approach towards the ZCTU, in a similar way that the previous ministerial change had done in 

1984 replacing Kumbirai Kangai with Frederick Shava. Almost from his first day in office John 

Nkomo wages a “bitter war of words” with organised labour (Parade, Nov. 1988:25). 

 

Political events in society at large in 1988 and especially in 1989, leading up to the election year 

1990, also marked a turning point in the image of the ZCTU. These events all centred round the 

doubtful leadership of the political elite in ZANU (PF) amid attempts to form a one-party state. 

The first event which changed the political scene completely was the signing of a unity 

agreement between the two major political parties in Zimbabwe, ZANU (PF) and PF-ZAPU on 

December 22nd1987. The merger of the two parties into a new ZANU PF concluded a tense 

period of dissidence and banditry in Matabeleland and heralded a greater press freedom and 

freedom of speech2. Critics of the government could no longer be labelled automatically as 

‘supporters of the enemy within’. 

 

 
   1 As it so happened, I copied (completely unaware) the same language to describe trade union 

developments, from the British colonial administrators half a century earlier: Frederick Cooper described how in 

the 1950s “The language in which trade unionism was being discussed abounded with metaphors from child 

development. The language was catching: a Nigerian labour specialist in 1962 deemed trade unions to be in their 

‘adolescence’ ” (1996:328).  
     2 For details see e.g., Zimbabwe News, Vol 18 Special Issue (1987); Social Change & Development No. 17 

Special Issue (1987); Chiwewe (1989); Mugabe (1989); Ncube (1989); Nkomo (1989). 
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For some people within the former ZANU (PF) the merger of the two main political parties 

seemed to have finally paved the way to turn Zimbabwe not only de facto but also de jure into a 

one-party state (see Mugabe 1989). An Executive Presidency was created with Robert Mugabe 

as its first incumbent “with the omnipotent powers typically given to executive presidents in a 

one-party state” (Moyo 1992:30). Subsequently, the constitution of Zimbabwe was amended to 

abolish the Senate and to extend the single chamber Parliament from 120 to 150 members of 

whom 20 are presidential appointees and 10 chiefs (Moyo 1992:30; Financial Gazette 16-10-

1987). The creation of a Ministry of Political Affairs—in which the Ministry of Women’s 

Affairs was submerged—that could use public funds to support the party was well in line with 

this strategy towards the one-party state. 

 

However, there was forceful opposition to this move towards a one-party state, not only from 

outside the party, also from within (see e.g., Mandaza & Sachikonye 19913). Edgar Tekere, one 

of the opposition from within, was a ZANU (PF) Member of Parliament for Mutare. After 

fiercely accusing ZANU (PF) leadership of corruption and non-adherence to its own leadership 

code throughout 1988, he became the first person to be expelled from the party in October 

19884. Throughout 1988 mass rallies, organised by ZANU (PF), which hitherto would have 

attracted large crowds, showed remarkable low attendance. Anti-corruption demonstrations by 

students in late1988 preceded the installation of a special commission of inquiry, named after its 

chair, Justice Wilson Sandura. This commission investigated allegations of corruption in the 

distribution of vehicles by the Willowvale Motor Industries (Report 1989a & b). Its public 

hearings—stretched out over a period of two months in the beginning of 1989-- attracted large 

crowds and were covered almost verbatim by the press (e.g., Chronicle 18-2-1989; Herald 8-; 

10-; 11-3-1989; 8-; 13-; 15-4-1989). In what quickly became known as the Willowgate scandal, 

several (former) ministers and other high ranking party members were found guilty of illegally 

buying and selling scarce vehicles and some of them subsequently resigned5. President Mugabe 

commented on this as “speculation and profiteering—the evils of the capitalist system which we 

 
     3 For an overview of the one-party debate in the mid-1980s, see Shaw (1986). 
     4 Edgar Tekere had a history of being a very critical member of ZANU (PF). Toppled as the party’s 

Secretary-General in 1981 he belonged to what was called the “populist faction of Zanu” (see Libby 1984). 
     5 Six cabinet members left their posts. In April 1989, Maurice Nyagumbo, Senior Minister of Political 

Affairs in the President’s Office, committed suicide, one week after the second commission of inquiry was 

installed. This commission had much wider terms of reference than the first Sandura commission, which was 

limited to investigating the distribution of motor vehicles assembled at Willowvale Motor Industries. The second 

report implicated Nyagumbo even more than the first, as evidence had been unearthed to the effect that he must 

have received payments for the services he rendered to others in acquiring automobiles. 
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still have” (Herald 15-4-1989)6. It was yet another sign that the ZANU PF Leadership Code did 

not carry any moral force with the ruling elite so that people were far less inclined to give 

automatic support to ZANU PF than they would have done five years earlier. As a result 

 

 [g]roups which had tended to support ZANU (PF) almost as a ritualistic routine, 

such as the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions and the University of 

Zimbabwe students, became critical of the authorities, whom they held 

responsible for public ills such as inflation, unemployment, shortage of transport 

and shortage of housing which had become ubiquitous (Moyo 1992:32-33). 

 

At this stage a new party began to play a role, a party founded in April 1989 just one year before 

the 1990 general elections by the same Edgar Tekere so recently expelled from ZANU PF: the 

Zimbabwe Unity Movement or ZUM. The first reaction by the incumbent political elite was to 

give ZUM the cold shoulder and subsequently to ridicule it: the slogan ‘Zum will zoom itself 

into doom’ became popular among ZANU PF supporters. However, ZUM soon attracted quite a 

following, especially in the urban centres, and even more so in university circles, by exposing 

the non-democratic tendencies in ZANU PF. 

 

The Government Moves In  

Against this volatile political background, the relations between the trade union centre and the 

government as well as the governmental attacks on the ZCTU have to be analysed. For the first 

time in dealing with organised labour ZANU PF did not need to make any pre-emptive moves. 

All political opponents had been removed from the scene, and there was no imminent danger 

that the national labour centre could become the organisational vehicle for the opposition. There 

simply was no opposition party that had to be taken seriously (see also Nkiwane 1998).  

 

The year opened with a remark by the new Labour Minister John Nkomo that he would like to 

see a “strong and responsible labour movement, responsive to the needs of its followers” (Herald 

27-1-1988). He also urged the movement to become financially viable by attracting workers so 

that it would not have to come to the government looking for extra funds (ibid.). A few months 

later, in the run-up to the ZCTU Extraordinary Congress to be held in July 1988, Minister 

Nkomo declared on television that the government “was unhappy with the ZCTU,” because 

 
     6 Subsequently he pardoned the very first Minister who had been convicted. Thereupon, the Attorney 

General dropped all charges against the other Ministers since they would have been pardoned by the President 

anyway (see e.g. Makumbe 1994). 
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“affiliated unions had not been presented with financial reports since 1982” (Herald 13-4-1988). 

Later he added that the Zimbabwean 

 

society could not indefinitely tolerate union leadership that was selfish, 

undisciplined and, above all, failed to promote the cause of the workers 

(Chronicle 11-5-1988). 

 

And the official organ of the ruling party added that “The ZCTU is not organised. It has limited 

support of the workers” (Labour Correspondent 1988:3). 

 

The ZCTU, this time through its vice-president Jerry Jaricha, returned the reproach by labelling 

politicians as selfish and rhetorically asking what had become of the implementation of the 

ZANU PF leadership code (ibid.). Mutandare described the attacks as “an attempt to silence the 

labour movement” and labelled them as an 

 

 unprovoked aggression campaign by the Minister of Labour and this was likely 

to provoke a state versus labour confrontation (Herald 12-5-1988). 

 

Mutandare thought the Minister was naive to "“castigate the trade union leadership” and accused 

him of  

 

 blackmailing it as being undisciplined, selfish and was not promotive to the 

workers’ cause when in fact on the last four May Day celebrations Government 

praised the ZCTU and workers for their discipline and hard work (Herald 12-5-

1988). 

 

Despite a one-day long meeting between the Minister and his deputy with the leadership of the 

ZCTU intended to iron out their differences (see Sunday Mail 24-7-1988), the atmosphere 

remained tense. It came to the boil again when the Labour Minister opened the ZCTU Extra-

ordinary Congress in August 1988, with the observation that the meeting was held against the 

background of “maladministration and rampant indiscipline” within the ZCTU (Herald 1-8-

1988). 
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New Leadership 

In the elections at the congress, Jeffrey Mutandare returned as President while Morgan 

Tsvangirai, surprisingly, was elected Secretary-General. Surprisingly, because at the time of his 

election, Morgan Tsvangirai was vice-president of the largest affiliate, the Associated 

Mineworkers Union of Zimbabwe (AMUZ). His candidacy had come as a surprise, not least to 

himself or his union. Already the president of the mineworkers’ union, Jeffrey Mutandare, was 

president of the ZCTU, and it was unusual for one union to provide two top executives to the 

centre. Moreover, Tsvangirai had been appointed vice-president of the mineworkers’ union 

because that union wanted a strong leader in the absence of its president. However, the 

candidacy of Tsvangirai was the proverbial rabbit that the powerful lobby of old trade unionists 

conjured out of their top hat. The representatives of those trade unions closely allied to ZANU 

PF were flabbergasted. Anselm Chitehwe, ZCTU Secretary-General and flagbearer of their 

wing, was forcibly removed from office just prior to the congress. The ZANU supporters among 

the unionists had prepared the stage for another party stalwart: Charles Chikerema. He was a 

prominent journalist of the Sunday Mail as well as an executive of the small Zimbabwean Union 

of Journalists and, like the very first ZCTU Secretary-General, related to Robert Mugabe. 

 

Those in favour of unionism with a longer tradition and a more solid grounding in union matters 

(though less in party politics) backed the candidacy of Anderson Mhungu of the Railway Union 

who, for the third time in succession, sought this office7. Unfortunately for him, his third time 

was unlucky as well; he was considered too old to revamp the ZCTU.  Literally at the last 

moment8, the traditional union lobby looked for another candidate: the relatively young9 Morgan 

Tsvangirai, known to the national trade union scene for three years as vice-president of the 

AMUZ and member of the ZCTU General Council. He had previous been the elected 

chairperson of one of the larger branches of the mineworkers’ union in Bindura; he had also 

been chairperson of the workers’ committee in the Bindura Nickel Mine, where he had worked 

as a master-blaster (interviews with M. Tsvangirai 1989-95; I. Nedziwe Feb. 1988; L. Shoriwa 

June 1990). 

 

 
     7 In 1981, at the inaugural congress, Mhungu lost by five votes to Albert Mugabe; in 1985 he lost again, 

now to Anselm Chitehwe, apparently because Mhungu was not prepared to give up membership of his own union 

(see Shadur 1994:111). 
     8 Tsvangirai was only approached at the Congress itself in Gweru. 
     9 Morgan Tsvangirai was 36 when elected as Secretary-General of the ZCTU in 1988. 
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The new ZCTU Executive was composed as follows: 

 

ZCTU 1988 Executive 

 

President:  Jeffrey Mutandare (AMUZ) (Harare) 

1st Vice-President Gibson Sibanda (RAWU) (Bulawayo 

2nd Vice-President Florence Chitauro (ZUCWU) (Harare) 

3rd Vice-President Isaac Matongo ((NEWU) (Harare) 

 

Secretary-General  Morgan Tsvangirai (AMUZ) (Harare) 

1st Deputy SG  Nicholas Mudzengerere (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

2nd Deputy SG  Enos Mdlongwa (NUCI) (Bulawayo) 

 

Treasurer  Enoch Gwayagwaya (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

Trustee   Edward Njekesa (CAWU) (Harare) 

Trustee   Farai Makanda (T&GWU) (Harare) 

 
Extra-ordinary Congress held 30-31 July 1988, in: Gweru 

source: personal research 

 

ZANU (PF)’s strategy backfired. It had chosen in the early years to control the ZCTU by 

parachuting outsiders in leadership positions and, as mentioned earlier, some of these people had 

been relatively unknown, sometimes had had no trade union base, or had been only supported by 

a splinter union. When the first cohort of this kind had disappeared, there had been no ‘natural’ 

successors to replace them in their function as the extended arm of ZANU. The trade unions that 

ZANU had used initially to catapult their supporters in leadership position were now either fed 

up with the corrupt practices of these men (like the Catering and Hotel Workers Union), or 

simply too small (like the bankers’ union) to make any headway in elections. And no longer 

could elections be rigged completely. The result was that the important positions went to the 

representatives of traditional trade unionism: the President and Vice-president, the Secretary-

General, and the Treasurer. This is not to say that the new incumbents were anti ZANU PF. Not 

at all, but they were certainly not the kind of uncritical followers the first batch of ZCTU leaders 

had been. Moreover, their first interest was not to show subservience to ZANU PF—as seemed 

to have been the pre-occupation of the previous leadership—but to finally build an organisation 

which could represent the interests of Zimbabwean workers. 

 

The first job after the new Secretary-General assumed duty was to bring to the head-office of the 

ZCTU sound administrative principles and a sense of professionalism. With the office more or 
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less under control, he moved to establish - stronger than before -  principles of democracy and 

accountability in the ZCTU. 

 

Once More: The ZCTU under Attack 

Morgan Tsvangirai, however, faced many enemies, from within and without. To begin with, 

scandals continued to haunt the ZCTU. Some of these were new, and some old but revamped by 

the government-controlled newspapers, Herald and Sunday Mail10. In the latter category falls the 

saga of the Labour College. Already in 1982, the Yugoslav trade union centre, in a gesture of 

‘international labour solidarity’ had donated to the ZCTU, upon the request of one-time 

Secretary-General Albert Mugabe in 1981, material to build a Labour College. When this finally 

arrived, Albert Mugabe had died and his successors “were unsure of what action to take” 

(Sunday Mail 18-3-1987). The ZCTU, being as financially weak as it was (in the early 1980s it 

could not even pay its office rent11), was unable to secure a plot of land on which to build the 

college. Other foreign donors in the international trade union world were approached but they 

were hesitant to provide financial assistance. The building material was subsequently cleared 

through customs and stored. Since 1986, journalists regularly approached ZCTU executives 

asking what progress had been made. At one time the Chitungwiza Town Council was persuaded 

to donate a plot of land but, unfortunately, it was not allowed under the municipal by-laws to use 

prefabricated building material. Despite the fact that at its 1985 congress a Labour College 

Committee had been appointed, the ZCTU was unable to secure additional funding12. In 

February 1987 a photograph appeared in the Sunday Mail depicting derelict building materials 

which the ZCTU had “allowed to rot”. The issue re-appeared several times whenever the media 

felt a need to castigate the ZCTU (see e.g., Herald 14-6-1988; 9-8-1988; 31-01-1989; 1-2-1989; 

11-7-1989; Financial Gazette March 1989)13.  

 
     10 One of whose editors was Charles Chikerema. As representative of the Zimbabwe Union of Journalists, 

Chikerema contested in 1988 the position of ZCTU Secretary-General. After being defeated in the elections by 

Tsvangirai, he dipped his pen in acid whenever he wrote on organised labour, and especially when he wrote about 

Tsvangirai. 
     11 For an overview of the financial situation of the ZCTU during 1981-1992, see Nordlund (1996:174). 

   12  Foreign donors had become reluctant to finance large infra-structural projects in the absence of clear 

internal structures guaranteeing accountability (personal communication with the Head of the International 

Department of the FNV, Amsterdam, 1990) 
     13 The minutes of the 1990 congress of the ZCTU report that the Secretary-General estimated that 40 per 

cent of the material could still be salvaged and used for the College (ZCTU 1990b:53). The ZCTU Trustees report 

in the 1995 congress notes: “The embarrassing issue of the famous Chitungwiza building material was finally put to 

rest in 1991 and 1994 when most of it was sold. The material had become weather beaten to the extent that efforts 

to dispose of it through public auction were in vain. This had become a focal point for unscrupulous news media to 

project a bad image about the congress” (Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 1995b:1). 
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After the ZCTU congress in July 1988, even the Minister of Labour joined the critics of the 

national labour centre. In August 1988 he continued his attack on the ZCTU in Parliament to 

which the press gave full coverage (Herald 31-8-1988; 1-9-1988, front page plus editorial; 

Sunday Mail 4-9-1988). The Minister elaborated on the poor accounting standards within the 

movement alleging that the auditors had been refused access to necessary documents. He noted 

that financial statements had only been prepared a week before the congress and that, as a matter 

of fact, the congress had only been organised “in order to authenticate [itself]” (Herald 1-9-

1988). He accused the ZCTU of not doing anything to educate “its people”; the ZCTU had 

caused a diplomatic scandal with Yugoslavia14 by allowing donated building material to rot, 

despite financial assistance from the government. And to top it all off, Nkomo called the ZCTU 

illegal according to the terms of the Labour Relations Act (Herald 31-8-1988; 1-9-1988). In 

conclusion the Minister said that because of the weakness of the trade unions the government 

would not allow free and collective bargaining (Herald 31-8-1988).  

 

The ZCTU on Its Own Feet 

The ZCTU suspected that “a minister pursuing his anti-working class, union-bashing mission to 

create an opportunity for banning the ZCTU” (Herald 1-9-1988). At the same time the same 

divisions which played a role at the 1988 congress were not solved by the elections. Tsvangirai 

himself recognised from the very beginning the internal danger and urged for these divisions to 

be permanently buried (Herald 27-8-1988). It was clear to him that only a united labour front 

would allow the ZCTU to take a stand at all on any subject. A divided union congress was too 

easy a prey for its political enemies that in turn would weaken the role of the unions in serving 

the interests of the workers (interview data 1989-91). 

 

Morgan Tsvangirai personified the new forces within the movement that sought a broader base 

for the ZCTU. Attempts were initiated to open regional and district offices of the ZCTU; 

alliances—formal alliances or alliances of solidarity—were sought with other groups and 

organisations in society like the organisations of employees in the public sector, but also the 

organisation of co-operatives, OCCZIM15, and the student organisations. 

 

 
     14 A Yugoslav Embassy spokesman later denied this (Herald 2-2-1989). 
     15 OCCZIM: Organisation of Collective Co-operatives in Zimbabwe. It reports a membership of 250,000, 

but this is highly exaggerated. A number of between 10,000 and 20,000 would come closer to the mark (interview 



100 Chapter Three 

 

  

In voicing the concern of the labour movement, it also became apparent that the ZCTU was not 

following a very narrow or parochial course. Not only did the ZCTU criticise wage freezes and 

price increases but it also urged a boycott of increases in council rates and it led the campaign 

against the plans to build a Zim$ 100 million civic centre in Harare (see Herald 10-1-1989). It 

organised meetings in residential areas in Harare to discuss the community needs regarding 

housing, transport, education and health services. In criticising the city council, the ZCTU quite 

specifically set itself up as the voice of the “unemployed, illiterate, homeless and sick people in 

residential areas whose needs the city council should also be concerned about” (Herald 2-2-

1989). 

 

In line with this broad concern, a major point of criticism on the part of the ZCTU in 1989, was 

the government’s new policy to attract foreign investment (see Republic of Zimbabwe 1989b). 

The ZCTU called the proposed investment code “an intention to entrench capitalism which 

exploits the workers” (Herald 16-2-1989). Moreover, Tsvangirai added: 

 

 …the so-called investment code [is] nothing but an excuse to open up 

Zimbabwe’s economy to naked colonialism (Herald 12-2-1989).  

 

In his analysis, 

 

 …unemployment [is] arouse[d] directly from the capitalist line of development 

which Government had pursued since independence (ibid.). 

 

And when the code was nevertheless adopted by the Government, the ZCTU labelled it a 

"capitalist victory" (Financial Gazette 18-8-1989). In a subsequent document the ZCTU, in an 

unusually sophisticated manner, presented an alternative (ZCTU 1989a). The ZCTU plan, 

framed in staunch socialist terms, blamed “foreign investment and a capitalist orientation as the 

major causes of our economic ills” (ZCTU 1989a:3; emphasis in original). It called for a planned 

economy with state control of the financial sector, of mining and industry, as well as for a 

“radical but orderly” land re-distribution (ZCTU 1989a:5-6).  

 

It was this kind of criticism that roughed up the relation between ZCTU and ZANU PF. Since 

the merger between ZANU (PF) and PF-ZAPU the ZCTU had been critical towards the 

 
with OCCZIM regional technical expert, January 1990). 
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ideological direction of the amalgamated party. Initially, the merger was welcomed by one of the 

ZCTU's vice-presidents who saw in the unity accord a possibility for a true vanguard party to be 

established although he recognised a growing "petty bourgeois class” in the new party 

(Matombo 1987:30). The Leadership Code theme was also touched upon by Issa Zindoga, 

General Secretary of the leather workers’ union. In his analysis the loss of the ideological 

direction of the ruling party was a failure of the ZCTU to mobilise the working class (Sunday 

Mail, 24-7-1988). When Nkomo later in the year suggested that the Leadership Code was not a 

priority for ZANU PF, Morgan Tsvangirai called this a “subterfuge to prepare the ground for 

shelving the socialist agenda” (Herald 18-11-1988). Similarly, Tsvangirai rebuked the leadership 

of the party for being in an ideological crisis: “They cannot decide whether to pursue a capitalist 

road or a socialist road...” (Herald 22-10-1988). 

 

The revelations during 1988 of corruption and self-aggrandisement of the political leadership, 

culminating in the Willowgate scandal early in 1989, did the party no good either. On the one 

hand, trade union leaders kept referring to the Leadership Code that was apparently not binding 

for the very same politicians who had determined it. On the other hand, the ZCTU slowly 

positioned itself in public as the organisation that not only truly cared for the plight of the wage-

workers but also of the masses. Whereas ZANU liked to pose as the champion of “the povo” 

(i.e., the ordinary man/woman) the ZCTU criticised ZANU leaders for not only failing to take up 

their cause, but at the same time for enriching themselves. The criticism was so profound that it 

was unlikely ZANU could ever again find the right track and lead the downtrodden into 

salvation. In its stead, the ZCTU, using the same idiom (of socialism) which hitherto had seemed 

to be the prerogative of ZANU, posed time and again as an alternative—no longer as the small 

brother of the party. Also the constant referral in plain language by the ZCTU’s president Jeffrey 

Mutandare to the rising cost of the “food basket” and the impossibility for workers to make ends 

meet gained him (and the ZCTU) credibility in the eyes of the public.  

 

The ZCTU as a popular alternative for ZANU! It was this spectre, more than the 

maladministration of the national centre or the unrest on the industrial front, even more than the 

corruption scandals within its own ranks which worried the party and which necessitated action. 

The first signs of this appeared after the ZCTU 1988 Congress, when Labour Minister Nkomo 

asked: “How can they [ZCTU] start saying that the government is insecure? Are they trying to 

form another government?” (Sunday Mail 7-8-1988). The Minister later added in the House of 
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Assembly that the ZCTU “was run by some selfish people who were blinded by ambitions to 

take the shortest route to the House Chamber” (Herald 1-9-1988). President Mugabe also voiced 

a similar concern when he said: 

 Trade unions are free to discuss political issues and present their 

recommendations through the proper channels. We do not want to see a situation 

where the ZCTU becomes an opposition party (Sunday Mail 27-11-1988). 

 

And "“discussing political issues” was what the ZCTU continued doing. During 1989 the ZCTU 

resisted attempts from ZANU PF—or at least that faction within it that clung to the one-party 

idea—to bring it under the aegis of the party as a mass movement (see e.g., Musarurwa 1991). In 

1989 the ZCTU continued to challenge time and again especially the extension of the 

Emergency Powers (Maintenance of Law and Order) Act. Under this Act the definition of 

‘essential services’ included a vast number of industries (such as mining and transport) in which 

strikes were outlawed and managers given powers to dismiss workers.  

 

Despite the prohibition in the law of essential services, all was not well and calm on the 

industrial front. A number of strikes did occur in 1989: brewery workers, railway artisans and 

shunters, junior doctors and telecommunication technicians. They all went on strike between 

June and September, and they all demanded higher wages and better working conditions (see 

also Sachikonye 1990a; Madhuku & Sibanda 1996:130). 

 

The Government Strikes Back 

This was a different labour scene than was known in previous years and this was a different trade 

union centre than the one that was left to be dealt with by market forces and internal crises. This 

called for a more active intervention aimed both at striking workers and at the Zimbabwe 

Congress of Trade Unions. The state reacted by arresting doctors and sacking striking 

telecommunication and railway workers. However, the realisation that these were skilled 

workers who went on strike was reason for caution: the doctors were released after one night and 

were promised higher incomes and better conditions; the railway workers received wage 

increases after ‘discrete negotiations’; brewery workers received better working conditions and 

secondary employment conditions (see Sachikonye 1990a:52). 
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For the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions hell broke loose in March 1989. As a bolt from the 

blue the Herald ran a story that the previous day ZCTU President Mutandare had been convicted 

after having pleaded guilty to fraud (Herald 3-3-1989). The ZCTU’s Secretary-General had not 

been previously informed, and he admitted to being shocked, saying that he, and also the ZCTU 

executive, had had to learn the news from the press coverage (Herald 4-3-1989; interview data). 

 

The accusation was that at the Annual Conference of the ILO, in Geneva, in June 1988, Jeffrey 

Mutandare had approached the AALC16 with a request to assist financially the organisation of 

the Extraordinary Congress of the ZCTU to be held in Gweru shortly. He then received 1,000 

Swiss francs in cash (in Geneva), for this purpose. According to the evidence he gave in court, 

Mutandare later explained to the AALC representative in Zimbabwe that part of the money was 

spent on items other than originally planned; something he alleged the AALC had accepted. 

Months later, however, the AALC headquarters in Washington insisted on proper receipts and 

Mutandare sought the help of a stationary supplier he had befriended to provide him with a 

receipt indicating that he had actually spent more on stationary than the amount he had originally 

received in Geneva. Thereupon, the resident AALC representative in Harare issued him with a 

cheque for the balance17. When Mutandare cashed the cheque in the bank, the person next in line 

in the bank “happened” to be a CIO officer who arrested him on the spot for having fraudulently 

acquired funds (Herald 3-3; 17-3; 18-3-1989; Sunday Mail 12-3; 19-3-1989; interviews with 

various trade union leaders 1989-1992)18. The ZCTU’s General Council suspended Mutandare 

 
     16  AALC: Afro-American Labor Centre, the department for international co-operation between the AFL-

CIO (USA trade union center) and African trade unions. 
     17 In court it was disclosed that Mutandare had received 1,000 Swiss francs in Geneva to buy stationary for 

the upcoming national Congress. However, he told court he had to use the money to settle accommodation, 

transport, food, entertainment and general upkeep bills while in Geneva. He also claimed that he had to entertain 

other fraternal organisations. Any left was used to ferry foreign delegates to the congress in Gweru (Herald 17-3; 

18-3-1989). 
     18 The whole episode leaves a number of questions unanswered. How is it possible that the AALC, when 

approached by the ZCTU in Geneva for organisational assistance for a congress to be held Gweru, decided to hand 

out Swiss francs in Geneva? While the AALC has an office and a resident representative in Harare who could have 

assisted? How is it possible that the AALC gave cash to Mutandare while it knew he was a heavy drinker --there 

had been times that Mutandare was unapproachable after 10 a.m.-- and while it knew that the ZCTU had 

difficulties meeting its bills in Geneva? And finally, that a CIO officer was able to arrest Mutandare while cashing 

the fraudulently acquired cheque, is too much to be a coincidence. This was not particularly helpful in discrediting 

claims in Zimbabwe that the AALC was a front of the CIA (see e.g., Moto No.16, 1983:5-7). The close co-

operation between the Zimbabwean CIO and American CIA makes one curious. Already at the extra-ordinary 

congress (i.e. immediately after the money had passed hands in Geneva, yet months before this became public) 

labour minister Nkomo knew that the ZCTU had received “donations from foreign friends” (see Herald 1-8-1988). 

One possible explanation could be that in Geneva a trap was set for Mutandare who --with his drinking problem-- 

was indeed an easy victim. When subsequently the Willowgate scandal (in the first half of 1989) tarnished the 

stature of ZANU leadership, the cat was let out of the bag preventing the ZCTU to make the most of the situation. 
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from his post as President, from which he later resigned. Subsequently, he was sentenced to nine 

months imprisonment of which three were suspended, a term which he did not serve until 1990. 

He was replaced by the first vice-president, Gibson Sibanda, in an acting capacity. 

 

The Government Strikes Again 

Later in the year, ZCTU leadership became again the object of extra attention from the security 

forces19. This time the bone of contention was the relationship between the ZCTU and the 

students at the University of Zimbabwe20. Since the anti-corruption demonstrations of the 

students in 1988 had forced Mugabe to install the Willowvale Commission of Inquiry, the 

students had acquired a high public profile criticising ZANU PF (see Nordlund 1996:159-170). 

Preparations to hold a commemoration of these demonstrations were thwarted by the police and 

the ensuing commotion ended after a few days with the forceful arrest of student leaders. Riot 

police fired teargas on the campus, and finally the university was closed down. When on the 5th 

of October 1989 Tsvangirai issued a statement supporting the demonstrating students, he offered 

the security forces a pretext. The statement noted the ZCTU’s grave concern “about the whole 

chain of events” which led to the closure of the university. Subsequently, it read that this incident 

was “a clear manifestation of rising state repression” and Tsvangirai made links to “various 

sections in society”: women, people working in the informal sector, and lecturers, who had 

suffered from this. Finally, the continued existence of the emergency power legislation was 

strongly criticised. In conclusion the statement read that 

 

 …the Government has brought about the naked use of brute state force and the 

suppression of individual rights. We therefore call upon all the workers in 

Zimbabwe to declare a state of emergency and alert, and to be vigilant in the face 

of a definite threat to workers’ rights by the State (in Detention 1990:46-47). 

 

The next day Tsvangirai was arrested. After being kept incommunicado for a week he was 

allowed access to his lawyer. The reason initially given to justify his detention was the release of 

a “highly subversive press statement” with the “obvious objective” to 

 

 
     19 In 1989 and 1990 the CIO was closely monitoring movements of union officials, who were quite aware of 

this. On several occasions, while travelling in Harare with ZCTU staff,  I was shown CIO trailers. On the CIO and 

the trade unions see also Shadur (1994:93-95) and Meldrum (1993). 
     20 Nordlund observes that the student’s body, the Student Representative Council, already in September 

1988 had started to publicly render support to the ZCTU (1996:158). 
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 …influence the general public to revolt against the constitutionally elected 

Government of Zimbabwe. In essence this means that you are trying to bring 

about the downfall of Government through unconstitutional means (in Detention 

1990:47). 

 

The prosecutor further argued that it was “reasonably suspected that [Tsvangirai was] acting 

under external influence” and that such “conduct and actions constituted a serious danger to the 

safety and security of the state” (Detention 1990:47). After his lawyers appealed, a High Court 

Judge ordered his release on the 18th of October stating that the state had not been able to justify 

the detention. Immediately after his release Tsvangirai was arrested again. This time the CIO 

claimed that 

 

 ...you were recruited by the South African Intelligence Service (NIS) sometime 

in 1988 to create and spread discontent and turmoil in the Zimbabwe Labour 

Movement which is intended to result in country-wide stoppages and 

strikes....You are also under instruction from NIS to use your position in the 

ZCTU to generate political discontent against the Government to facilitate its 

overthrow by unconstitutional means. To this end you have been uttering public 

statements designed to incite people against the Government and to be less 

vigilant of the South African threats. From this it shows that you are actively 

involved in the South African strategy to destabilise Zimbabwe economically and 

security wise (in Detention 1990: 47-48). 

 

Again, a High Court Judge ruled that these reasons had doubtful validity and had not been 

established. In addition, the Judge stated that he was “suspicious of the genuineness of these 

additional details and nothing has been placed before me to alleviate my suspicion” (ibid.). 

Consequently, the Judge ordered Tsvangirai’s release on the 24th of October. The State now 

issued a Ministerial Order to substitute the invalid detention order to have Tsvangirai re-arrested. 

While Tsvangirai’s lawyers were taking action to bring the case to the Supreme Court, he was 

unconditionally released after having spent some five weeks in prison. Tsvangirai himself 

described his detention as an “occupational hazard” (in Hall 1990:59)21. Apart from the 

implications of the relations between the state and ZCTU, this episode made clear—once 

more—that the judiciary in Zimbabwe opted for an independent course.   

 

 
     21 See for more details of his detention, including the full text of Tsvangirai’s original statement in support of 

the students, as well as his lawyers’ arguments against the detention: Detention (1990); see also Africa Confidential 

(1-12-1989). 
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In a reaction to the release read out at the ZCTU National Congress in 1990, the Acting ZCTU 

President Gibson Sibanda, thanking national and international solidarity, stated in a remarkably 

frank manner: 

 

 This was a great victory for the independence of the Zimbabwean Labour 

Movement and especially for its right to defend the interests of the Zimbabwe 

working class against deteriorating economic and social conditions. We must call 

it a great victory because for a long time since 1981, the government has been 

used to patronise leaders of the ZCTU so that they were serving the interests not 

of their members but the interests of the ruling class. The ZCTU was therefore 

not independent (minutes of the ZCTU 3rd National Congress, 1990; see ZCTU 

1990b:23) . 

 

While Tsvangirai was away in prison, divisions within the ZCTU became apparent: loyalty 

towards the party versus loyalty towards a new direction. Also, within the ZCTU Head Office 

dissension appeared between those staff members who wanted to take immediate action to get 

Tsvangirai released and others who wanted to wait and see “justice take its course”. These 

internal divisions became much more apparent when the election year 1990 unfolded. 

 

And Again 

Just before the general elections in March 1990, President Mugabe held “unprecedented 

meetings with selected interest groups which enabled him to put meat on the bones of manifesto 

promises, and to turn elements of party discourse into dialogues” (Sylvester 1990:396). At the 

meeting with the ZCTU, President Mugabe told the unionists: 

 

 At one time we were not sure of the political stance of the ZCTU and even asked 

you if you wanted to form another party, and you answered indirectly that you 

did not. Your being presented in Parliament and in the Central Committee is very 

vital but because we were not sure what political ideology you were after, we 

waited. The opportunity is there (Herald 15-3-1990; in Sylvester 1990:397). 

 

At the end of that meeting Gibson Sibanda, in a gesture of courtesy, wished the President the 

best of luck in the coming elections. This was immediately construed as a sign of firm ZCTU 

backing for ZANU PF and the ZCTU Secretary-General Tsvangirai had to openly declare 

ZCTU’s position in the one-party state debate: a position of no support for any of the contending 

parties (interviews with M. Tsvangirai 1994/1995)22. 

 
     22 Nordlund’s assertion that the ZCTU “endorsed, at least indirectly, union movement support for the ruling 
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Soon after the elections a number of major strikes broke out. The strikes signalled two salient 

features. Firstly, the two major ones—the nurses’ and teachers’ strike—were conducted by 

organisations not affiliated to the ZCTU.  However, the manner in which the ZCTU leadership 

supported the actions—not only in public but also behind the scenes—created quite some 

affinity with at least one of these organisations. As a result, the attempts to merge the teachers’ 

organisation with the ZCTU were accelerated23. 

 

Secondly—and related to the first feature—the immediate occasion for these two major strikes 

was a different treatment for different grades of workers. The headlines of the Herald read, 

“Selective Salary Review Riles Civil Servants” (24-4-1990). The strikes were mainly carried by 

the junior grades while the senior ones were absent. Junior nurses protested against being 

excluded from salary increases awarded to senior nurses, while the salary increases given 

exclusively to teachers with a university degree likewise stirred ill-feelings among colleagues 

with more elementary qualifications. These were the first signs of attempts to break the industrial 

union structure. The government sought to ‘please’ the better qualified and the better qualified in 

turn tried to advance their position regardless of the lesser skilled. One of the strategies of the 

government to deal with organised labour became clear, divide and rule. The economic reforms 

had created favourable conditions for this strategy; the workforce—both in the private and in the 

public sector—was going to be trimmed down substantially. Manual and unskilled workers 

would become the first victims of this exercise. Those workers whose skills were badly needed 

had to be kept in the workforce. They were reassured that their positions would be secure by 

giving them higher salaries and other favourable treatment. 

 

The demands of the nurses were met in the end, but it took three ministers and even the president 

to intervene personally. Bank workers also saw their salary scales revised and improved. The 

teachers met with a much more hostile reaction. Over a thousand of them were dismissed, after 

education had hastily been declared ‘an essential service’. And although the dismissals were later 

ruled null and void by the High Court, the demands of the teachers were not met (see for details 

Sachikonye 1990b). Almost a year later, in May 1991, teachers who had participated in the strike 

 
party” (1996:176) is incorrect. 
     23 Even a formal “memorandum of agreement” between the ZCTU, the PSA, ZNA and ZIMTA was 

prepared by the legal department of the ZCTU. 
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were penalised for having taken part in the strike when penalty deductions of up to Zim$ 400 

were withheld from their salaries (Financial Gazette 23-5-1991). 

 

The ZCTU, although not directly involved, played a critical role in these developments. As 

alluded to earlier, there were direct contacts between the leaders of ZCTU and the organisation 

of nurses and teachers during the strikes. In this period the ZCTU’s Secretary-General met with 

his counterparts of both organisations almost twice a week and he held regular telephone 

conversations with members of the executive committees of the associations. These contacts had 

the opposite effect of the governments’ attempts to break the solidarity upon which industrial 

unionism rests by playing different skill groups off against each other. 

 

The strikes of the bank workers and air transport workers were fully supported by their 

respective unions that were affiliated to the ZCTU. Publicly the debate continued between 

staunch ZANU PF stalwarts and Morgan Tsvangirai about the support the ZCTU had failed to 

give to the party during the election campaign. Slightly less publicly, and within the ZCTU, 

ZANU PF supporters tried to discredit the leadership in anticipation of the ZCTU national 

congress in September 1990. Allegations of personal aggrandisement were levelled at the 

Secretary-General by one of the ZCTU trustees (F. Makanda). The thrust of the allegations 

was that Tsvangirai had allowed ZCTU cheques to be presented to the bank with only two of 

the three required signatures and that he had asked the bank to honour the cheques 

notwithstanding the missing signature. A committee of inquiry of the ZCTU General Council 

as well as a team of external auditors found the allegations of personal aggrandisement 

baseless. Indeed, cheques had been presented with only the signature of the treasurer and 

Secretary-General. But these cheques were intended for the salary payment of ZCTU staff 

and because the trustee simply would not come to Harare to sign cheques, the staff had 

already gone without a salary for three months. Moreover, already in 1985 the bank had been 

instructed by the ZCTU to accept cheques with only two signatures, so procedurally 

Tsvangirai had also acted correctly (ZCTU 1990b:59-60). 
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The ZCTU’s Third National Congress 

At the third National Congress, held in Bulawayo from 14 to 16 September 1990, the report of 

the committee of inquiry was accepted and Tsvangirai’s name was cleared. Gibson Sibanda was 

returned unopposed as president although two other candidates who had been nominated both 

withdrew. Morgan Tsvangirai was also re-elected as Secretary-General, but during the 

nomination rounds an alternative candidate was unexpectedly put forward. Mike Mushayabasa, 

President of the Chemical, Plastic and Allied Workers Union was, much to his own surprise, 

nominated to compete against Tsvangirai. He quickly withdrew his nomination since he was not 

at all willing to contest. Soon thereafter it became apparent that the nomination was a final 

attempt by Ishmael Nedziwe (United Food and Allied Workers Union) to test the strength of his 

following. Nedziwe, who was still nurturing hopes of a come back to a position where he could 

control resources, realised that his role in the national trade union movement was over24. The 

trustee (Farai Makanda of the Transport Union) who had been the driving force behind the 

campaign to discredit Tsvangirai was not re-elected (interviews with various trade union leaders 

1992-1995).  

 

The new 1990 ZCTU Executive was elected as follows: 

President:  Gibson Sibanda (ZARU) (Bulawayo) 

1st Vice-President Edward Njekesa (CAWU) (Harare) 

2nd Vice-President Isaac Matongo (NEWU) (Harare) 

3rd Vice-President Shangwa Chifamba (CWUZ) (Harare) 

 

Secretary-General  Morgan Tsvangirai (AMUZ) (Harare) 

1st Deputy SG  Nicholas Mudzengerere (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

2nd Deputy SG  Enos Mdlongwa (NUCI) (Bulawayo) 

 

Treasurer  Enoch Gwayagwaya (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

Trustee   Lyson Mlambo (UCWUZ) (Harare) 

Trustee   Lodrik Mapfumo (ZISBO) (Harare) 1990-1993 

   Colin Gwiyo (ZISBO) (Harare) 1993-1995 

 
Second National Congress held September 16-19, 1990, in Bulawayo 

source: ZCTU records, personal research; see also Loewenson 1990: 59 

 

 
     24 At the Congress Nedziwe tried to have the letter read out loud that Labour Minister Nkomo had sent to 

the ZCTU in which he raised the allegations and asked for a reaction. However, he was not supported and in an 

ensuing quarrel he made “derogatory remarks” which he was forced to withdraw (ZCTU 1990b:61). Nedziwe 

could not have asked for a clearer sign of his lack of support in union circles.  
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The congress was attended by 192 delegates representing 27 affiliated trade unions. Two unions 

were not represented because they were in arrears with paying their affiliation fees (ZCTU 

1990b:51)25. 

Once more, the results of the elections showed that ZANU (PF) had failed to place its henchmen 

in prominent places. With Florence Chitauro gone as 2nd vice president, the only prominent 

ZANU (PF) member left was Edward Njekesa. But as he had been a trade unionist of long-

standing, he was certainly not a puppet on a political string. 

At the congress, the economic reforms introduced by the government were questioned. 

Admitting that adjustments were necessary, the acting president, Gibson Sibanda, pointed out the 

problems of distribution with the poor getting poorer, and the rich richer.  He also criticised the 

basic model of the structural adjustment programme that considered trade unions merely as 

distortions to the market. In his report he observed that 

 

The country was facing a serious crisis resulting from its capitalist economic 

policies. Through having to carry the burden of high taxes, high prices, the 

removal of subsidies to essential goods, the deteriorating transport system and 

growing unemployment everywhere, the Zimbabwean working class, and the 

working class alone, was suffering and paying a very high price for the crisis 

of capitalism in our country (in ZCTU 1990b: 22). 

 

Gibson Sibanda concluded: 

 

 It is therefore of utmost importance for government to consult workers as well in 

the whole process of economic reforms so that whatever reforms we adopt we do 

not make life more difficult for the already marginalised workers (ZCTU 

1990b:3). 

 

The Acting President also called for a labour law that would include all workers (in both the 

public and private sectors). Finally, he emphasised the need to extend collective bargaining 

rights to all sectors, and to implement “the spirit of tri-partism in our system” (ZCTU 1990b:4-

5). 

 

At the same time, the ZCTU recognised the need for change in its own house: “corruption and 

lack of integrity” on the part of past ZCTU leaders was lamented and the stricter administrative 

 
     25 These two were the Domestic Workers Union and the Radio and Television Workers Union (ZCTU 

1990b:51). Cryptically, the minutes of the congress also report, “There were supposed to be six observers from 

the Women’s Council” (ibid.), leaving it unclear whether these six were there or not. 
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principles which had been introduced since 1988 were welcomed. Moreover, the congress 

discussed ways and means to build stronger and fewer unions and it adopted the rule that 

affiliated unions should pay 15 cents instead of 5 cents per member per month to the ZCTU26. 

Furthermore, the strategy to strengthen the regional structures was fully supported. In his closing 

speech, the newly (re-)elected ZCTU president Gibson Sibanda illustrated the new wind by 

arguing that political pluralism also had implications for the freedom of association. However, 

the economic policies of the government called for a strong labour movement, united and 

democratic: 

 

 ...we need unity not only within our ranks and democratic policies, but within our 

organisations. The cry for democracy elsewhere will not spare us (in Loewenson 

1990:59). 

 

Disunity & Deserters 

And while the development for increased democracy within the ZCTU continued, the call for 

greater unity fell on deaf ears. The dissatisfaction with the leadership had several grounds. For 

some, the incumbent leaders were too autonomous and not willing to toe the ZANU PF party 

line. For others there was a mixture of jealousy and longing for “the good-old-times”. The new 

professionalism in the organisation—especially when it came to the collection of subscriptions—

was difficult to stomach. The discontent within the movement was exploited by the government 

to attack the ZCTU with renewed vigour. 

 

In March 1991, disgruntled leaders of some six unions (Food, Transport, Mineworkers, 

Construction, Automotive Industry, and Agriculture and Plantation) called upon the leadership 

of the ZCTU to resign because of incompetence, maladministration, and fraud. The same 

allegations that had cropped up before the Congress in 1990 and had then and there been 

dismissed, were now published in the media as if they were new facts. In addition, there was 

dissatisfaction that the ZCTU administration had acted upon its congress’ ruling to raise the 

subscription to 15 cents, and – what was more worrying - was determined to actually collect it. 

When the ZCTU’s General Council ruled that unions that were in arrears would be barred from 

the council, their limit was reached. The six held caucus meetings and were allowed access to the 

 
 

     26 This was to come into effect as of 1 October 1990. 
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state-controlled media to start a press campaign. The main allegations were that funds had been 

misused and that the increase in the subscription rates was not approved by the Minister of 

Labour and was therefore illegal.  

 

The six turned out to be strange bedfellows. Behind the move was Ishmael Nedziwe, (Food) who 

had earlier contested leadership positions within the ZCTU. Now that the coast had apparently 

been cleared for a non-ZANU partisan leader, Nedziwe sensed his opportunity. After all, he was 

from among the old guard, the old guard that had supported Tsvangirai as a surprise solution in 

1988. Surprisingly enough, this was intended to be an interim solution. Now that Tsvangirai was 

not willing to go along with the interim nature of his appointment, and the congress was also 

quite happy to cohabit with Tsvangirai for another five years, Nedziwe wanted to use other 

means to free the way for his own come-back. In addition, Nedziwe was the leader of a loose 

federation of small unions in the food processing industry, a federation that was almost entirely 

run as his own enterprise. The federation was known for its shoddy records and accounts. 

Membership and subscription records were poorly kept, a number of unions in the federation 

were not registered with the Ministry of Labour, a check-off system was not instituted and there 

were no audited statements regarding the financial accounts. The federation had listed a 

membership of 6000, almost unchanged since the creation of the ZCTU. An increase in the 

affiliation fee and the concomitant more rigorous administrative control by the national centre, 

was the last thing Nedziwe wanted (interview with various trade union leaders)27. 

 

The mineworkers’ union, led by Jeffrey Mutandare, joined the opposition group for almost 

similar opportunistic reasons: Mutandare was convinced that the helm of the ZCTU belonged to 

him. Although he had been convicted of fraud, he felt that this could not be held against him 

forever. A personal hatred between him and his one-time colleague in the mineworkers’ union, 

Tsvangirai, had developed. Moreover, since Mutandare had not been present at the 1990 

Congress—he was in prison—he readily believed Nedziwe’s argument that the decision to 

increase the affiliation fee was unconstitutional. For the mineworkers’ union, the largest on 

record with its more than 26,000 members, the increase indeed meant a major financial move. 

 
     27 After Nedziwe’s death in 1993 the federation withered away. At the ZCTU national congress in 1995, it 

was not represented, not even by an observer. At that congress, delegates from various unions were hardly 

surprised with this development. The federation’s new leader allegedly handled it in the same way as Nedziwe had 

done --as his own business-- but he lacked the expertise and national and international contacts to make this 

successful. Some of the unions in the federation had already approached the ZCTU to seek direct affiliation. 
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Anything to prevent this increase would have been welcomed by anybody who did not share the 

same vision of a strong, viable and unified national labour scene as the majority of the unions 

did. 

 

Farai Makanda of the Transport Union was moved by similar financial reservations as Nedziwe. 

His union too was known for its poor financial and membership accounts; his union too posted 

the same membership figures within ZCTU for years and he too resented a possible stronger 

interference of the centre in what he considered to be his own private business, the union. In 

addition, Makanda was not at all happy with the independent course in which Tsvangirai was 

steering the ZCTU vis-à-vis the ruling party, ZANU PF. The president of the Construction 

Workers Union, S. Mabaso, was used as spokesperson of the gang, but he acted without 

consultation, let alone a mandate from his own executive. In this union it mattered. Within four 

days after the first publication the union publicly announced that it refused to have anything to 

do with this whole issue. The Construction Workers’ Union still regarded itself as a loyal 

affiliate of the ZCTU and it hoped the damage that its president had done to the standing of the 

union within ZCTU could be restored. M. Dera (Automotive) and P. Munyani (Agriculture and 

Plantations) joined for similar opportunistic reasons, a mixture of financial considerations and 

animosity against the big a role of the centre that they could not firmly control. 

 

Government Response 

The publicity move of the six was taken up by the Ministry of Labour to start secret discussions 

with labour leaders paving the way for the creation of yet another national labour centre. 

Florence Chitauro, the deputy Minister for Labour, held far-reaching talks to this end which 

included not only the six mentioned above but also S. Chifamba, the General Secretary of the 

Commercial Workers Union, and one of the ZCTU’s Vice-Presidents. Chifamba decided to lie in 

wait (interviews with various trade union officials, 1993-95). 

 

The Ministry of Labour used this press coverage to justify his public reaction. First, the Minister 

of Labour went on record calling the ZCTU a “‘toothless workers’ movement” unable to 

organise workers (Financial Gazette 4-4-1991). And subsequently, just before May Day 1991, he 

threatened to suspend the registration of the ZCTU, the same threat he had issued in 1989 

(Sunday Mail 28-4-1991). This time, however, he met with unexpected resistance. First of all, in 
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a meeting which he had convened with all ZCTU affiliated unions his accusations of the ZCTU 

bounced back to him: he was fiercely attacked by ZCTU officials for acting unprofessionally and 

unconstitutionally by intervening in matters that did not concern him. Furthermore, as was later 

pointed out to him with a fine sense of irony by the legal adviser of the ZCTU, he had no legal 

means to strike the ZCTU off the register. All he could do in terms of the Labour Relations Act 

was to call for an investigation. Subsequently, with sound legal counsel the ZCTU petitioned 

successfully at the High Court for a temporary interdict restraining the Minister from publicising 

any statements defamatory to the ZCTU. All that was left for the Minister was indeed to 

announce that an official investigations committee was to probe into the affairs of ZCTU (Press 

Statement 30-5-1991; interview with L. Kuzondishaya June 1991). 

 

At the 1991 May Day rallies throughout the country, there was an articulated protest not only 

against the economic policy of liberalisation and price de-controls but protests against the ZANU 

PF as well. Interestingly enough, student groups took an active part in the Harare rally at Rufaro 

Stadium displaying banners which were equally critical of the party as well as the government’s 

economic policy and which aligned students and workers (see also Parade June 1991). 

 

The Lull before the Storm 

The remainder of 1991 was—as far as the relations between the trade unions and the government 

were concerned—filled with quarrels over government intervention in collective bargaining, 

coupled with ZCTU denouncements of the government’s economic policy. Government 

insistence that wage increases should not go beyond the inflation rate set at 17% met with angry 

reactions that real inflation was estimated to be higher. 

 

The debate on possible changes in the Labour Relations Act (1985) gathered momentum since 

the proposed amendments were considered to be quite instrumental in the success of the 

structural adjustment programme. Already late in 1990 the Minister of Labour had announced 

that the introduction of trade liberalisation also required more liberal labour laws conforming 

with new economic demands (Herald 3-11-1990). The Employers Federation (EMCOZ) was 

satisfied that the amendments would go a long way in shifting the emphasis of labour relations 

fully to bipartite relations between employers and employees at the company level (Herald 13-6-

1991). 
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The result of public clashes between the ZCTU on the one hand and the government on the 

other, was that employers—especially the white ones—realised that the trade unions were no 

longer safeguarded by political forces over which the white business community had no real 

control. With much more audacity than before they were now confronting trade unions at 

shopfloor level in their attempts to ‘rationalise’ and ‘re-organise’ their enterprises (interviews 

with two managers at Saltrana Plastics, Feb. 1991). The liberalisation policy set in motion more 

than a year earlier finally got into full swing. Within business circles it was felt that now—

finally—the hated clause in the Labour Relations Act which protected workers from dismissals 

without ministerial approval had already been lifted allowing summary and speedy dismissals, 

even though the amendments to the Act were still being debated. 

 

The year 1992 opened with a strike of manual and semiskilled workers in the railways. The 

grievance was a familiar one: discontent with a ‘special skills allowance’ given to the artisans 

and senior engine drivers of the National Railways. Within a week 4000 workers were 

dismissed, the Amalgamated Railwaymen’s Union supporting the strike was suspended, and a 

caretaker union named. Although the workers were reinstated after a week, they had to accept 

‘tough conditions’. 

 

Amendments to the Labour Relations Act 

Since 1987 a debate had been held, both in public and behind closed doors about possible 

improvements in the Labour Relations Act. The discussion had been opened by a prominent 

judge on the Labour Relations Tribunal, Chief Justice Dumbutshena, who was of the opinion 

that the law was restricting competition on the labour market and was biased against employers 

(Financial Gazette 6-11-1987).  Throughout 1988 the Labour Relations Act remained under fire 

and in May the Labour Minister declared:  

 

 Our present labour legislation is in its infancy stage. It is bound to have some 

flaws and thus we are calling for its amendments (in Loewenson 1988; see also 

Herald 30-6-1988). 

 

Subsequently, both at gatherings of trade unions as well as employer organisations such 

amendments were discussed (see e.g. Herald 15-6-1988; Herald 30-6-1988; Financial Gazette 

24-6-1988). The government started consultations in 1987 in tripartite meetings of a tripartite 

committee with the ZCTU and the Employers’ Confederation of Zimbabwe (EMCOZ). These 



116 Chapter Three 

 

  

consultations proceed with the greatest difficulty. In February 1989, for example, an apparent 

agreement in such a meeting between all parties is cancelled by public statement of the Minister 

of Labour, calling it “mischievous” that minutes of this meeting had been released (Herald 3-2-

1989). However, in a paper published in 1992, Morgan Tsvangirai claimed that after a “serious 

dialogue at tripartite level” agreement was reached on four issues: 

 a) The need to have one labour law for all workers in the country 

 b) Reduction of industrial sectors categorised as essential services 

 c) Reduction of ministerial powers of intervention in industrial relations 

 d) Establishment of a labour tribunal permanently in session 

 

But then, like a bolt out of the blue, a Labour Relations Amendment Bill was tabled in 

Parliament in April 1992, in which the above agreements were left out, much to the anger of 

both employers’ organisations and trade unions. Both EMCOZ and ZCTU had not seen the draft 

sent to Parliament, and the executive director of EMCOZ claimed that a number of amendments 

were re-instated that had been rejected earlier by both employers and trade unions in the tripartite 

meetings (see Skålnes 1995:194). Between April the 21st and May the 21st 1992, the Labour 

Relations Amendment Bill was rushed through three readings in Parliament (see Zimbabwe 

Parliamentary Debates Vol. 18: 21 April; 19 May; 21 May). In December 1992 the Bill was 

finally signed by the President and thus enacted28. 

 

The Bill was severely criticised by the ZCTU, most viciously and ferociously in a press 

statement issued on June 11th, 1992 (ZCTU 1992b). It started with the observation that the 

results of the tripartite consultations had not been considered. Subsequently, the statement points 

out to a number of amendments that all undermine the position of trade unions. The Bill gives 

more power to the shopfloor organ (e.g., a workers’ committee) than to the trade unions, and 

does not prescribe union membership for an aspiring workers’ committee member, something 

the ZCTU had asked for. It is illustrative that the agreement reached between a Works Council 

and the management has precedence over an industry-wide agreement negotiated between trade 

unions and employers’ organisations29. The ZCTU Press Statement concludes: 

 
     28  Throughout the year 1992, there was silent hope in the labour movement that Mugabe would refuse to 

sign the Bill in a gesture of conciliation. In December 1992 these hopes were dashed. 
       29 The Bill gives precedence to a code of conduct -best to be compared to an enterprise collective bargaining 

agreement which regulates dispute settlement including dismissals- tabled by the works’ council over the one 

negotiated by employers and trade unions - even if the former is weaker than the latter (See Republic of Zimbabwe 
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The Government seeks to devolve powers to the Workers Committee as the 

channel of communication not only between workers and management but also 

between workers and the State thereby undermining the legitimacy of unions 

(ZCTU 1992b). 

 

The ministerial powers defined in the 1985 Act, considered by both trade unions and employers 

to be too far reaching, were increased by the Bill. For instance, the Minister has the right to 

prohibit any person from running for any trade union leadership post. Moreover, the Bill makes 

collective job action even more difficult than it already was under the 1985 Act. The definition 

of essential services—in which collective action is completely ruled out—remained almost as 

broad as it was. Furthermore, the Bill offers very little legal recourse for a worker who is 

involved in a dispute with his/her employer. All these issues were seen by the ZCTU as an 

attempt to undermine the position of the unions by legal means (see also Tsvangirai 1992). 

Instead, the ZCTU demanded that the bill be taken back to the tripartite committee that had 

discussed it earlier. 

 

The Bill, and the way in which it was pushed through Parliament, led the ZCTU on the one hand 

to re-state its willingness to discuss the legal proposals and on the other hand actually to 

announce some new forms of action. In protest it withdrew its membership of the Zimbabwe 

delegation to the ILO 1992 Annual Conference in Geneva. Moreover, it announced a ‘peaceful’ 

demonstration for Saturday, June the 13th (ZCTU 1992b).  

 

In a hastily issued press statement the Ministry of Labour claimed that the ZCTU was confused 

and only trying to prevent the ILO’s Freedom of Association principles to work in full by 

insisting on the one-industry-one-union principle. The issue of scrapping official support for the 

one-industry-one-union principle had been in the cards since the beginning of the year. Already 

in February 1992, the government announced that it would drop its policy of recognising only 

one union for each industry; an announcement which was welcomed by the ZCTU (Herald 14-2-

1992). Since then, the ZCTU has insisted that it neither needed nor wanted such a one-industry-

one union clause. As explained in a ZCTU leaflet, called ‘The Worker: The Voice of the Labour 

Movement’: 

 

 
1992:12-13; see also Statutory Instrument 56, 1992).  
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 The bill removes the policy of one union in one industry... The ZCTU does not 

object to this. The ZCTU says that it will use its organising skills to keep 

workers united under one union where they are stronger and does not need the 

word of law for this (The Worker, 29-6-1992:230; see also Tsvangirai 1992:75). 

 

But now, that the ZCTU was taking to the streets—even for a ‘peaceful demonstration’—the 

government wanted to slander its reputation once more. The announcement of a demonstration 

also prompted an immediate response. At a press conference the Minister of Home Affairs, 

Moven Mahachi, read an extremely strongly worded statement in which he condemned the 

ZCTU for endangering the food relief measures his government had taken. Consequently 

 

 The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions will not be allowed to demonstrate and 

conduct any strike action in these times of dire necessity for food, law and order 

(Press Statement 12-6-1992). 

 

He announced further that the police would not hesitate to use force against any strikers or 

demonstrators, while urging the ZCTU, instead of hiding in the wings, to show its true colours 

and form its own political party, the Labour Party (ibid.)31. 

 

When the demonstrations went ahead, the police needed no second invitation. There was 

massive deployment of riot police forces throughout the major towns of Zimbabwe on the 

ensuing Saturday. In Harare a “sizeable crowd” in front of the Ambassador Hotel listened to a 

speech by the ZCTU President, after which they formed a procession. When the police stopped 

the march, violent clashes occurred between demonstrators and the police, and six people were 

arrested (Sunday Mail 14-6-1992; Herald 15-6-1992). 

 

In a final act of defiance illustrative of the mood of the period, some 200 trade unionists walked 

out of a meeting attended by the Minister of Labour, his deputy, and top bureaucrats, in protest 

against the Amendments Bill and the lack of proper consultation in its production. Coming out 

of the meeting hall, the Labour Minister remarked that he was dealing with people who were 

illiterate, and that from now on the “Government could do without unions” (in Sunday Mail 21-

 
   30  The Worker, the ZCTU newspaper, first appeared in 1987, but disappeared from the streets due to lack 

of funds.  In 1992 support for revamping “The Worker” was secured from a Belgian and Canadian NGO. The 

first trial run was scheduled for the last part of the year only, but the occasion of the amendment warranted a 

special, extra edition, dated June 29, 1992, without an issue number. 

 

     31 A week earlier, police in Gweru and Chinhoyi had already issued a written approval for the 
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6-1992). The ZCTU of course retaliated by observing that this was exactly what the government 

wanted all along; to get rid of the ZCTU (The Worker 29-06-1992). In an editorial in the 

government-controlled newspaper The Herald, the report was so construed to make it seem as if 

the ZCTU had staged the walk-out so that its affiliates would not be enlightened by the Minister. 

The only explanation given was yet again that the ZCTU was afraid of trade union pluralism. 

The editorial called the in question ZCTU representativeness, claiming that it only organised 15 

per cent of the workforce. It concluded: 

 

 [T]he ZCTU is taking workers for a gigantic ride. They preach democracy. They 

must practise it. Even if it is to their disadvantage. Government will do better if it 

stops engaging in arguments with the ZCTU. Workers, the vast majority of 

whom are not unionised, want to know more about the Bill and how they benefit 

directly from it in terms of improving their livelihood (Herald 23-6-1992). 

 

By hook or crook, the government wanted to depict the ZCTU as a body defending parochial, 

sectional interests of a small group only. Moreover, a body that had obvious party-political 

objectives and was preparing to enter the political arena for the general elections to be held in 

1995.  However, in the next three years leading up to 1995, the ZCTU did nothing of the sort. On 

the contrary, the ZCTU stuck firmly to its position that it was a labour movement. As such it was 

a political force, but not a political party. 

 

In the ensuing period the ZCTU adopted a different tone. No longer was it out to castigate the 

government for its economic policies. No longer did it accuse ZANU PF of having betrayed 

the cause of the povo by abandoning the scientific-socialist path. On the contrary, from the 

period almost immediately after the confrontations in 1992, the ZCTU had adopted a 

conciliatory approach. In the week after the demonstrations the Herald reported that the 

“ZCTU Chief calls for dialogue with State” and it quotes Morgan Tsvangirai: “What we want 

is communication with the government” (Herald 15/6/1992). And in recognition that 

communication is a two-way flow, Tsvangirai added a little later: 

 

 We believe that the government must explain to the workers what ESAP is all 

about, and convince them about the need to implement it, so that they can 

understand the economic crisis they are facing…So what is needed is a much 

more active recognition of the role of the labour movement in putting forward 

ideas (The Worker32, October 1992: 4). 

 
demonstrations for the 13th (see Weekend Gazette 19-06-1992).  

     32 In 1992 the ZCTU information department published three monthly “pre-publication issues” of ‘The 
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The tone was set for the coming years. The ZCTU was no longer a belligerent organisation 

looking for a street fight. It now presented itself as an adviser to the government, as a social 

partner. In June 1992, Morgan Tsvangirai, on behalf of the ZCTU’s general council, wrote an 

open letter to President Mugabe in an attempt to stop him from signing the Labour Relations 

Amendment Bill and thus enacting it. After explaining the ZCTU’s position on the bill, 

Tsvangirai comments on the aborted consultation process that preceded the introduction of 

the bill in Parliament. He claims that this procedure, “…created a climate of adversarial 

industrial relations that w[ould] undermine our ability to meet the economic challenges we 

face in the 1990s” (in The Worker, November 1992:3). And after re-assuring the president 

that ZCTU had no intentions whatsoever of forming a political party, Tsvangirai concludes: 

 

 Your Excellency, we enter a critical phase of our history with a deep problem 

facing employers and labour. We believe that this is the time for dialogue and 

debate, and for national consensus. We believe that the workers and employers 

of this country have matured to a level where they can be consulted and 

worked with in a cordial and tripartite manner. We appeal to you to intervene 

and ensure that this dialogue takes place and that we work towards consensus 

and not conflict on such critical national issues….We seek your statesmanship 

in addressing the genuine concern that workers and employers face, so that we 

can reach a social agreement and proceed together (in The Worker, November 

1992:4). 

 

The language of “social partners” reaching “social agreement” in a “tripartite manner” 

reflects the body of thought of social democracy, if not of societal corporatism. Democratic 

centralism no longer characterised the ZCTU’s ideological position in the middle of the 1980s 

(see also Skånles 1995).  

 

However, in 1993, the ZCTU leadership was taken up by more mundane issues: the collection 

of affiliation fees. As discussed earlier in this chapter, six unions had refused to pay the 

increase in affiliation fees decided upon by the 1990 congress. It was now decided to take the 

five remaining defaulters to court33 (Herald 19-03-1993). This move resulted in a serious 

fracas between what was labelled in the press as “The Big Five” and Morgan Tsvangirai (see 

 
Worker’, starting in October. The first full tabloid issue appeared in March 1993. 

 

     33 These five are: Associated Mineworkers Union, General Agricultural & Plantation Workers Union, 

Transport and General Workers Union, General Food & Allied Workers Union, and the Automotive and Allied 

Workers Union. 
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e.g., Sunday Mail 21-3-1993; Horizon, June 1993). There was even a fight between the two 

former colleagues of the mineworker’s union, Jeffrey Mutandare and Morgan Tsvangirai. 

Mutandare tried to recapture the leadership of the ZCTU, a position which he still considered 

his after his involuntary departure in 1989 (Sunday Mail 6-2-1993, 13-2-1993; interviews 

with Tsvangirai 1993/95).  

 

The dissenters approached the Minister of Labour who set up a commission of enquiries. The 

committee concludes that the decision to raise the fees was not based on proper procedures 

and that, therefore, it was unconstitutional. It recommended that the ZCTU convene an 

extraordinary congress to resolve the issue internally. Tsvangirai vehemently opposed this, 

insisting that the move was constitutional and claiming that the government has no right to 

interfere in ZCTU’s internal affairs. He labels the affair as a “private war waged with 

government support” as the “main agenda at any congress would not be fees but the removal 

of Tsvangirai” (Horizon June 1993). The coalition of opponents, however, did not last long. 

In September of that same year three unions had agreed to settle their debts. Only the 

Mineworkers Union and the General Food and Allied Workers Union persisted in their 

position. The fight had truly become personal. It was the fight of two old-hands, Jeffrey 

Mutandare (mineworkers) and Ishmael Nedziwe (general food) who resented Morgan 

Tsvangirai securing a strong following as leader of the ZCTU. The media as well as those 

who especially had an axe to grind with Tsvangirai34, tried to exploit the issue wherever they 

could, but ultimately this made little impact on the decision-making body within the ZCTU, 

the general council (Sunday Mail 31-10-1993; 7-11-1993; 6-2-1994; 13-2-1994). 

 

The two failed to sow discord because the ZCTU no longer was an organisation that was led 

by one man. Morgan Tsvangirai had not only strengthened the national labour centre by 

insisting on principles of sound administration and by building strong servicing departments 

within it. He had also re-instated the general council of the ZCTU as the prime decision-

making body. The strategies, tactics and direction that the ZCTU adopted were no longer 

decided upon by one man (as had often happened in the past) but were all the result of 

deliberations and decisions of the general council. One the one hand, this made the position of 

 
     34 Most prominent in this campaign was the Sunday Mail whose editor saw his ambitions to become 

Secretary-General of the ZCTU in 1988 thwarted by the election of Morgan Tsvangirai. See footnote 10, p. 100. 
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Morgan Tsvangirai much stronger; there was a defence against public attacks and 

mudslinging could no longer create rifts. The general council was well informed and the 

positions that Morgan Tsvangirai adopted in public were the ones the council had agreed 

upon. On the other hand, it made the ZCTU a stronger organisation. This kind of leadership 

differed from the leadership that characterised the previous generation of union leaders (as 

was outlined in chapter two) who, more often than not, saw the union as their personal tool. 

The younger generation of trade union leaders (who were members of the general council) 

were now involved in the decision-making process, thus creating a broad foundation for the 

ZCTU in the labour movement. 

 

This new wind, however, was not yet blowing everywhere. In April 1993 police had to 

intervene in a general council meeting of the Transport and General Workers Union whose 

General Secretary, Farai Makanda, had been in the forefront of the attacks against Tsvangirai. 

Makanda was accused of issuing press statements against the ZCTU without the approval of 

the national executive, in a meeting of the general council of his own union. He admitted 

doing this, but claimed it was his prerogative (Sunday Gazette 25-3-1993). Later that year the 

Transport Union joined ranks again with the ZCTU under pressure from the lower cadres. 

 

In official pronouncements the ZCTU continued to position itself as a serious social partner, 

seeking dialogue with the government in the national interest. In his speech on the 1st of May, 

1993, Gibson Sibanda explains that,  

 

 An independent and united labour movement with its own views and position 

is NOT a threat, it is an asset. Disorganising the labour movement is a short-

term path to economic change. We want long term solutions to the deep 

problems we are facing, based on principles of equity, social and economic 

justice and democracy, but most importantly, solutions that are decided on and 

agreed to by all concerned (Sibanda 1993:4; emphasis in the original). 

 

However, it is dubious whether the message actually reached its destination. Since 1992, the 

government had not been present at May Day celebrations. As President Mugabe claimed, the 

ZCTU was turning itself in a political party and he refused “…to be a subject of ridicule by 

school children like the students at the University of Zimbabwe” (In the Worker, June 

1993:1). The government also refused to be represented at the May Day celebrations of 1993 

and 1994,  
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Despite the very cold reception the ZCTU’s ideas about social partnership received from the 

government, the ZCTU nevertheless continued to reiterate its stance. In a position paper on 

Industrial Relations given in 1994, Morgan Tsvangirai declared that the labour movement had 

always realised the need for adjustment of the economy, but that 

 If social partners could sit together to address some of these problems, we are 

sure ESAP would be turned into a pill less bitter to swallow than is currently 

the case (Tsvangirai 1994:31). 

 

He subsequently argued that relations between employers and unions had been constructive 

over the past two years, and he called for the establishment of a similar productive 

relationship between “civic organisation and the state” (Tsvangirai 1994:34). He argues that, 

 

 Certain fundamental principles have to be genuinely considered and applied, 

[and] these primarily include 1) the acceptance and full recognition of each 

other as social partners, 2) the objective regard to issues and an amicable 

resolution of differences without unnecessary antagonism, 3) constant dialogue 

…. 4) transparency and good faith in all negotiations at a tripartite level 

(Tsvangirai 1994:38). 

 

He concludes by making a plea for a  

 

 …joint forum [for ZCTU and Ministry of Labour] which can lead to a 

common but mutually independent assessment of the problem that will lead to 

practical solutions and as a consequence, cause change (Tsvangirai 1994:39). 

 

A little later, the ZCTU would indeed call for a Zimbabwe Economic Development Council 

akin to a structure in South Africa (Tsvangirai in Sunday Mail 13-2-1994; Walt 1998:106). 

This council was to bring together all “stakeholders in policy formulation, decision-making 

and implementation around economic issues, a ‘true national compromise’” (Danserau 

1997:113-14). 

 

Not only did the ZCTU pledge words and statements. It also undertook conciliatory action. 

Two examples might illustrate this. In September 1994 draft legislation was sent to 

Parliament to set up an export-processing zone (EPZ) in Zimbabwe. Common to many such 

schemes all over the world, the labour legislation applicable to the country would not apply in 

the EPZ. The ZCTU decided on a two-pronged strategy to prevent this. On the one hand it 

lobbied with members of parliaments to amend the proposed law. On the other hand, it 
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secured donor funds to invite representatives from the employer associations EMCOZ and 

CZI, as well as representatives from the Ministry of Industry and Commerce and Ministry of 

Labour to make an international study tour. For nearly two weeks the group toured Mauritius 

and Kenya to become acquainted with the conditions in the EPZ’s in these countries. The 

report of this study tour was dedicated to “the spirit of tripartism” and strongly recommended 

having the Labour Relations Act apply in the EPZ, using the argument that it is no longer a 

viable strategy to compete internationally on the basis of cheap labour (Kanyenze 1994:34). 

At the same time, however, the very fact that representatives of the two ministries concerned 

were able to interact closely with two trade unionists proved to be a real eye-opener to civil 

servants. It appeared that ZCTU representatives were indeed earnest partners with whom co-

operation and serious dialogue was very well possible (interview with Godfrey Kanyenze 

1995; Clemence Vusani 1995).  The initiative of the ZCTU did not yield to more than cordial 

relations with the bureaucracy; the EPZ bill was accepted by Parliament without amendments 

and later in the year signed and thus enacted upon by the President. 

 

In the next year, 1995, the ZCTU reached out to the government once more. In October 1994 

the National Social Security Authority (NSSA) became operative. Under the scheme both 

workers and employers would contribute three per cent of a worker’s gross pay to the fund. 

The scheme was designed to provide retirement benefits, compensation for injuries, and 

grants covering funeral expenses as well as pensions for survivors. The scheme had, from its 

very inception in the late 1980s, the strong support of the ZCTU35, but took quite some time 

to actually be launched. When in the early 1990s it took shape, Tsvangirai stated that the 

ZCTU had “seconded our best talents to the board to put the programme back on track” 

(Sunday Mail 13-2-1994). However, when the scheme was about to start and actual 

deductions were about to be made from workers’ wages, public criticism mounted. Tsvangirai 

and Sibanda defended it strongly in open meetings with workers (Herald 27-8-1994; Daily 

Gazette 27-8-1994). The ZCTU did, however, warn against corruption and called for 

transparency and accountability (Herald 29-9-1994). The call apparently fell on deaf ears; in 

March the NSSA board was dissolved by the Minister of Labour amidst public allegations of 

corruption against the chairman and his deputy (Herald 28-3-1995; 30-3-1995). Students 

organise a demonstrative march to the new NSSA office calling for the whole scheme to be 

 
     35 See e.g. Herald 10-7-1987; 13-7-1987;  2-5-1988; Sunday Mail 12-6-1988; Herald 29-9-1994  
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abolished. The ZCTU is quick to react. Tsvangirai publicly denounced the students for short-

sightedness, a remarkable move since he had forged alliances with the student body earlier. 

But then even for the ZCTU alliances had always been strategic and the ulterior aim here—a 

social security scheme for all workers36-- was more important than an alliance with students. 

Subsequently, the ZCTU nominated Rene Loewenson37, as the ZCTU representative in the 

new NSSA Board where she became one of the driving forces to set the NSSA on course thus 

helping the government out of a tricky issue (field notes April-September 1995). 

 

In March 1995 President Mugabe invited the ZCTU leadership for a meeting, thereby ending 

four years of non-communication. An obvious reason for the change in attitude was the fact 

that the ZCTU had not participated in any way in campaigning for the general elections. 

These were scheduled for 8 and 9th of April 1995 and the ZCTU had played no public role, 

thus allaying Mugabe’s fears that the ZCTU would transform itself into a political opposition 

party38. His fears had, in fact, been so much allayed, that Mugabe accepted attending the May 

Day rally again, which he had boycotted for four years. He also agreed to open the coming 

national congress of the ZCTU to be held in September 1995 (The Workers August 1995).  

 

The circle is round; after a painful process in which the ZCTU managed to free itself from 

close links with the political party, it now sought ‘rapprochement’. However, the difference 

was that this time, the ZCTU tried to do so based on autonomous strength. This was certainly 

recognised by the political leadership who responded to the ZCTU moves by a series of 

friendly gestures. But when the ZCTU insisted on a more meaningful inclusion in 

policymaking, it found the door still locked. Being on speaking terms was not the same as 

having a social partnership. The ZCTU was soon to find out. 

 

In September 1995 the fourth national ZCTU congress was convened. This was the first time 

that a Secretary-General of the ZCTU had served a full term, a remarkable feat in the 

Zimbabwean context. Even more remarkable was that a document had been prepared for 

 
     36 Not exactly “all workers”. Excluded from coverage were state employees and domestic servants. 

     37 Rene Loewenson had been with the ZCTU, in various capacities since 1989. When she was appointed 

to the NSSA Board, she was a “technical adviser on health and social welfare with the ZCTU” (The Worker 

August 1995:3). She was the sole survivor of the previous Board, and described by Morgan Tsvangirai as one of  

“our best talents” (Sunday Mail 13-2-1994). For more details of her involvement see chapter 5. 

     38 The elections created no excitement at all: voter apathy was the one word commentators used most, and 

two articles appeared asking “Whither Opposition?” (See Deve & Gonçalves 1994; Sylvester 1995). 
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discussion and adoption at this congress of workers’ delegates, which not only severely criticised 

the government’s economic policy but also outlined an alternative to it, a well researched 114 

paged paper called “Beyond ESAP: Framework for a Long-Term Development Strategy in 

Zimbabwe Beyond the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP)” (ZCTU 1995a). 

The document was discussed in a pre-congress workshop to which unions had been invited to 

send a delegate.  

 

In it, the ZCTU presented itself as an organisation with a broad concern: not only were industrial 

workers and their interest the domain of the trade union centre, now it also seriously addressed 

alternative policies for national economic development. In addition to industry and the labour 

market, agriculture was being reviewed and so were trade policies. Thus, the ZCTU continued 

the strategy to voice the concerns of a broad base, not only urban but also rural. 

 

ZCTU’s Fourth National Congress  

The congress held in September 1995 in Mutare was a well organised meeting with 

documents (including financial statements) prepared in advance and available for all those 

present. An executive summary was presented of the “Beyond ESAP” study, and without 

much ado the delegates accepted the policy line of the alternative economic framework, 

leaving the implementation to the general council. The delegates also accepted the report of 

the ZCTU’s Secretary-General, in which he gave an outline of the achievements of the 

organisation. He stressed the importance for trade unions to build a strong, united and well-

informed shopfloor base. This could best be done by having one union committee 

democratically elected at each factory and by strengthening the local leaders of the workers. 

Furthermore, Tsvangirai stated that the country should have only one labour law for 

employees in the public and the private sector, and these should be united in one national 

labour centre. Therefore, there was a dire need to build a financially viable national trade 

union centre that could lead all the workers in the country (field notes September 1995).  

 

The congress was subsequently addressed by the new Minister of Labour, Nathan 

Shamuyarira, who applauded the recent overtures between the government and the ZCTU. He 

was pleased with the “reasonable results” which the collective bargaining rounds had brought 

to workers and he pledged his support for the creation of a labour committee in Parliament, an 
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idea that the ZCTU had recently floated. He praised the “excellent Board” of NSSA and the 

sensible investment policy it had worked out. This was obviously a Minister trying to pose as 

a friend of organised labour39.  

The next day, the credential committee announced that there were 166 delegates representing 

26 trade unions. Anderson Mhungu—the veteran trade unionist from the railway union—was 

given the honourable position of supervising the elections as returning officer. Gibson 

Sibanda, the president, and Morgan Tsvangirai, the Secretary-General were re-elected 

unopposed. The only post to be competed for was the one for first assistant secretary-general. 

Nicholas Mudzengerere had been the incumbent for the past seven years. By now he looked 

like an old man. Two contestants came to the fore: Gift Chimanikiri from the PTT Workers 

Union and Issa Zindoga from the Leather Workers Union. Chimanikiri was the candidate 

favoured by Tsvangirai but failed to muster enough support. The reason given later by several 

voters at the congress was that they wanted someone next to Tsvangirai to prevent him from 

becoming too big for his boots and to keep his feet on the ground. Too much success, they 

feared, could make his head light and only a heavy weight (literally) like Zindoga could 

prevent this. Chimanikiri, however, was considered a newcomer on the scene. Whatever the 

reason, it was immediately clear after the election that Tsvangirai was not pleased by this 

result because in addition to the defeat of his candidate, he disliked the person who would 

now be his close colleague. On the other hand, it showed that the ZCTU as an organisation 

now had enough different sides so that it could not easily become a leader’s horse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  39 President Mugabe had apologised at the last moment. Minister Shamuyarira had held the post of foreign 

affairs till the cabinet reshuffle after the elections in April 1995. It was unclear whether the labour ministry was a 

demotion for him. He certainly wanted to avoid the impression of being frustrated by his appointment, so some 

argued that he started to ‘please labour’ (interviews with ZCTU delegates at the Congress, September 1995; See 

also Zimbabwe 1995:24). 
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The ZCTU 1995 Executive was constituted as follows: 

 

President:   Gibson Sibanda (ZARU) (Bulawayo) 

1st Vice-President  Isaac Matongo (NEWU) (Harare) 

2nd Vice-President  Shangwa Chifamba (CWUZ) (Harare) 

3rd Vice-President  Enna Chitsa (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

 

Secretary-General   Morgan Tsvangirai (ZCTU) (Harare) 

1st Assistant SG  Issa Zindoga (ZLSWU) (Harare) 

2nd Assistant SG  Nicholas Mudzengerere (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

 

Treasurer   Enoch Gwayagwaya (ZCHWU) (Harare) 

Trustee    Enos Mdlongwa (NUCI) (Bulawayo) 

Trustee    Gumbo (ZCWU) (Harare) 

 

 
Third National Congress held August 31 - September 2, 1995, in  Mutare 

source: field notes September 1995 

 

Developments in Trade Union Organisation 

After sketching the political developments inside and outside the ZCTU, it might be a good idea, 

just like at the end of the previous part of this chapter, to look at some of the organisational 

achievements of the trade unions affiliated to the ZCTU. By 1995 the ZCTU listed 33 

affiliates—a far cry from the 16 or 17 “powerful unions” which it earlier said it would like to 

organise. A list of all affiliated trade unions and their membership is provided in the Annex, as 

table 6, and a list of all registered trade unions (i.e., also those not affiliated to the ZCTU) is 

provided as table 7. 

 

However, definite moves in the direction of combining similar unions in single organisational 

units were made.  A policy had been designed that would first group unions together in loose 

federations and, after a gradual process, full mergers could take place which would obtain the 

desired limited number of strong unions. The Zimbabwe Transport Unions Federation will 

serve as an example. Registered at the end of 1994, it brought together the Transport and 

General Workers Unions, the Air Transport Workers Unions, and the Amalgamated 

Railwaymen’s Union. Similar plans were on the drawing board for: the unions in the leather, 

textile and clothing industries, the unions for urban council workers and local authority 

workers, the unions of furniture workers and construction workers, the unions in the banking 

and commercial sectors, and the pulp workers unions and the graphical workers union. 

Finally, a federation was envisaged for the united food union, the catering union, the tobacco 
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workers union, the domestic workers union and the union of agricultural workers (interviews 

Tsvangirai 1994/5). 

 

Furthermore, a quick assessment showed that by the beginning of 1995, nineteen out of the 33 

affiliated unions had elected a new leader the previous year. One of them, Ricky Garato from the 

General and Agricultural and Plantation Workers Union, was the first university graduate to lead 

a trade union (interview Tsvangirai April 1995).  

 

The most remarkable phenomenon is that in the period since 1988 aggregate trade union 

membership went up by 24 per cent according to the official figures. According to informed 

estimates, taking into account the chronic underreporting of membership, an increase of almost 

86 per cent is recorded. This is remarkable indeed because, compared to other African countries, 

Zimbabwe was (together with South Africa) the only country which recorded a positive growth 

trend over the period 1985-1995 (ILO 1997:237). The obvious reason was that trade unions had 

benefited from the improved image of the ZCTU especially in the past few years. The ZCTU 

had positioned itself as a viable alternative representing the small man and woman, the povo, a 

position previously held by ZANU (PF). And the ZCTU Secretary-General, Morgan Tsvangirai, 

turned out to be a most charismatic leader, attracting attention and gaining a following. 

 

Another noteworthy trend was the stagnation in the membership of some unions, for instance the 

mineworkers’ union. Although formally still the largest union affiliated to the ZCTU, its 

estimated membership was no longer above the official figure, and the estimated figure even 

showed a decline. A similar downward trend, although on a much smaller scale, was recorded 

for the Graphical Workers Union and for the Steel Workers’ Union. For the latter the decrease in 

numbers can be explained by the demise of ZISCO Steel which was the main recruitment ground 

for this union, although the persistent quarrels between the workers’ committee and the union in 

ZISCO contributed to the decline. For the mineworkers the explanation has to be sought in the 

negative economic climate for mining. While for the workers in the printing industry the total 

collapse of the union organisation itself was the main reason for the downfall in numbers (the 

fate of this union is illustrated in the case study on Natprint, (in chapter 6). 

 

On the positive side, however, some unions did very well. The General Agricultural and 

Plantation Workers Union finally managed to make an inroad into the vast reservoir of potential 
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members thanks to a stepped-up recruitment effort and so did the Construction Workers Union. 

The Commercial Workers Union as well as the Catering and Hotel Workers Union saw their 

efforts to make their organisations more professional rewarded by an inflow of members. The 

union for Banking and Allied Workers, and the PTT Workers Union increased their membership 

as a result of their more militant stance particularly in the period 1994-95 (see Mudzingwa 

1994). 

 

Unfortunately, these positive developments in worker mobilisation did not automatically lead to 

a stronger and financially more viable national labour centre. The affiliated trade unions gained 

in strength after the adoption of the rule in 1990 that each member should pay one percent of 

his/her wage as union dues. The unions, however, were not so willing to part with this newly 

acquired gain. Despite the decision at the ZCTU Congress in 1990 that affiliated unions should 

pay 15 cents per member as the affiliation fee, few unions had actually transferred this to the 

ZCTU treasurer. And two unions had even stopped paying any fee at all. One of them was the 

Associated Mine Workers’ Union, and with a declared membership of 26 000, this constituted a 

serious loss of income to the centre40. Other unions had only paid up their membership fees at 

the very last moment in order to secure voting rights at the congress. This made the trustees of 

the ZCTU declare: 

 

 The rush to make good subscription fees towards a Conference such as this must 

be discouraged. Affiliates must realise that they do not pay subscriptions in order 

to attend Conferences but that they pay to sustain Congress (ZCTU 1995b:3). 

 

Such behaviour had financially crippled the ZCTU in the period between 1990 and 1995 as was 

clear from the financial statements distributed at the fourth congress (Kudenga 1991-1995; see 

also Herald 12-7-1994). The arrears in subscription fees increased from almost Zim$ 54,000 in 

1990 to more than Zim$ 553,000 in 1994. To give an idea of the magnitude of the arrears, 

between 1991 and 1994, the average income through affiliation fees was just under Zim$ 

356,000 per year41 and in 1994, the arrears amounted to half the total expenditure for that year. 

Since 1992 the ZCTU had ended its financial years with a negative balance. Its income from 

affiliation fees and subscriptions no longer sufficed to cover the expenditures. The only way in 

 
     40 The other union which had refused to pay even the five cents affiliation fee was the United Food and 

Allied Workers Union.  

     41 The increase from 5 cents to 15 cents had had some effects though: in 1990 the annual income was only 

Zim$174,000. Average income over 1992-1994 in project funds was close to Zim$ 2 million. 
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which the ZCTU could survive financially was by borrowing money from project funds donated 

by foreign donors for specific purposes42. But even then, the centre had a difficult time in 

meeting the basic salary needs of its staff. In November 1994 this situation came to a head when 

ZCTU office staff spoke to a journalist about their needs (Herald 27-10-1994; Herald 28-10-

1994). Clearly, such a poor financial base was not helpful at the very moment that the ZCTU 

wanted to spread its wings and play a more prominent role at the national level. Small wonder 

then that at the fourth national congress, on the suggestion of the treasurer, the delegates 

unanimously voted for an increase of the subscription fee per 1st of January 1996. The fee was to 

be raised from 15 cents to 40 cents per union member per month with a minimum subscription 

for small unions of Zim$ 500 per month. In the period between the previous congress and the 

one in 1995, it is clear that the trade unions improved their financial viability, but the national 

trade union centre remained a lame duck financially. 

 

Conclusion 

The period since 1988 saw an interesting development. In the beginning of this period, it was 

as if ZANU PF had lost its direct interest in ZCTU, having accomplished what it wanted, the 

emasculation of organised labour as an organisational vehicle for political opponents. 

Certainly, after the merger of ZAPU and ZANU there were no viable parties anymore that 

could challenge ZANU PF’s rule, so the tight control over the ZCTU could be loosened.   

In the run-up to the introduction of the economic restructuring programmes (around the 

middle of 1989) ZANU PF had already concluded that the ZCTU was not capable of 

marshalling enough opposition against government plans to embarrass the party, let alone to 

block the adjustment programme. Lloyd Sachikonye is the most outspoken proponent of this 

view, a view that I wholeheartedly share: 

 

 The calculation of the ZANU-PF government was that the trade union 

movement was not yet politically powerful enough to lead a strong anti-ESAP 

coalition. Its organisational capacity to mobilise even nation-wide industrial 

unrest against the new economic dispensation was judged to be weak 

(1995a:46). 

 

 

 

 
     42 The Treasurer reported that by September 1995 the ZCTU owed Zim$ 576,402 to its projects (ZCTU 

1995c:4). 
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And Sachikonye concludes: 

 

 The marginalisation of the [labour] movement in the design and 

implementation of ESAP was complete…It reflected the state’s calculation that 

the labour movement would not succeed in obstructing or derailing the 

programme. In the short term, this calculation has been more or less vindicated; 

opposition to ESAP by the ZCTU has been ineffectual. Amendment to the 

Labour Relations Act in 1992 sought to weaken the unions through the 

legislation of splinter unions and shifting power to work-place based works 

councils…(1995a:127). 

 

This relative success for the party, and the resultant sense of achievement and subsequent 

confirmation of the apparent weakness of the ZCTU (since ESAP was introduced without 

major upheavals) lulled the party into taking a very laid-back position. It lost its grip on the 

trade union centre right at the moment when a new leadership tried to put the organisation 

back on course. 

 

Most probably also, it found out too late. As Sachikonye again argues, the party structures 

themselves did not allow for information from the bottom to reach the top easily: “The top-

down approach [of ZANU PF] pre-empted genuine feed-back from party supporters” 

(1995a:50). And to make matters worse, information from the top was also no longer 

forthcoming. As outlined in the first part of this chapter, the one high ranking ZANU member in 

ZCTU circles, the then 1st Vice President Florence Chitauro, was called away into the Cabinet in 

1990. This left ZANU PF without a knowledgeable and well-placed informer on ZCTU’s 

affairs43. 

 

The previous control strategy now backfired. Before Independence ZANU (PF), as a party 

with a predominantly rural programme, lacked a strong trade union wing. As Skålnes 

explains: 

 

 By the late 1970s, there were four African unions aspiring to nation-wide 

coverage, each supporting a different nationalist party. The weakest of these 

federations44 supported ZANU (PF) (1995:184). 

 

 
  43 The CIO tried in late 1990 to recruit the (new) administrative assistant to the ZCTU Secretary-General 

as ‘mole’, but the lady was fired from her office before that strategy could become effective. 

  44 This was the ZTUC; see chapter two for details. 
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As we argued in chapter two, ZANU (PF) parachuted outsiders in leadership positions in the 

union movement in order to make up for this weakness. Some of these people were relatively 

unknown, others had no trade union base of their own, or were only supported by a splinter 

union. When the first cohort of this kind had disappeared, there were no ‘natural’ successors to 

replace them in their function as the extended arm of ZANU (PF). Moreover, the trade unions 

that ZANU (PF) had used initially to catapult their supporters in leadership position, were now 

either fed up with the corrupt practices of these men (like the Catering and Hotel Workers 

Union), or simply too small (like the bankers’ union) to make any headway in congress 

elections. Finally, elections could no longer be completely rigged without running the risk of 

loud public (international) outcry45. 

 

At the elections at the ZCTU congress in 1990 the result was that important positions went to the 

representatives of well-established trade unions with a (relatively) long tradition. The leaders 

thus elected were not the same as the veteran trade unionists who represented traditional 

unionism in the early years. A new generation of younger worker representatives had emerged. 

These people were not necessarily anti ZANU, but equally, they were not necessarily staunch 

ZANU supporters. Their first interest was not to show subservience to ZANU PF—as seemed to 

have been the pre-occupation of the previous leadership—but finally to build an organisation 

which could represent the interests of Zimbabwean workers. And in this representative function 

a clash with the government was unavoidable given the adverse effects the macro-economic 

policies had on workers, and on the population at large.  

 

Having lost its grip on the organisation, ZANU PF could only try and intimidate the new 

leader(s) by imprisoning the Secretary-General on a fake charge. When that failed to yield 

results, ZANU PF tried to topple the leadership from within. Leaders of five affiliated unions 

accused the ZCTU Secretary-General of financial misconduct. And although the accusation 

was baseless, it would have been very harmful if, it had been accepted by the majority of the 

affiliated trade unions. This did not happen. The followers of ZANU PF belonged to unions 

too small to have any clout. And the leadership style in the ZCTU had changed; no longer 

 
  45 And loud, international public outcry was the last thing the Minister of Labour wanted. In this period, 

Zimbabwe (and thus its Minister of Labour) was vying for the post of chair of the governing body of the ILO in 

Geneva, and labour unrest at his home front would have been most embarrassing. 
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was it a one-man show, but its general council took strategic decisions which were 

subsequently executed by the Secretary-General. 

 

When all the strategies to control organised labour had failed all that was left was public 

confrontation. And public confrontation characterised the period from 1988 - 1992. First, there 

was direct intervention in the organisation. This intervention had two motives: certainly in the 

beginning of this period, some people still nurtured the desire to bring the congress under the 

aegis of the party; the more pragmatic issue was to continue the control over (organised) labour 

in order to execute successfully the economic adjustment programme.  

 

In the attempt to keep the influence of the trade unions low, the amendments in labour legislation 

played an important role. Possibilities for collective action were further curbed while collective 

bargaining was undermined by giving more power to shop-floor organs than to trade unions. 

Trade unions were convinced, certainly in the beginning, that free collective bargaining 

constituted a just cause to strive for publicly. They also realised gradually that collective 

bargaining had a limited reach. On the one hand rising inflation would do away with whatever 

gains were won at the negotiating table. On the other hand, if collective bargaining were the only 

course of action then not only would large groups of people be unable to benefit from it, but it 

would also do little to counterbalance managerial efforts to tie workers to the company. In 

bargaining, moreover, the leverage of the unions was also undermined by the growing number of 

un(der)employed people willing to accept any job, no matter how poorly paid or protected. 

 

At the same time, it was obvious that the clashes in 1992 between government and trade unions 

became much more ferocious. This was partly because the scene had changed; the impact of 

ESAP became more tangible and price rises and massive retrenchments were being announced 

daily. The official inflation rate was rising to 40-45% compounded by food shortages as a result 

of World Bank induced mismanagement of food stocks and there was also a severe drought. 

 

To counter the trade unions’ continued attacks on its economic policies the government pointed 

quite a number of arrows at the union’s organisational strength. The government retaliated by 

striking off the register an official union to counter a strike and it rushed amendments through 

Parliament which would severely weaken the union’s position in collective bargaining. It 

continued to try and divide the labour movement; unskilled versus skilled labour, splinter unions 
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versus existing ones. Finally, it used the repressive machinery of the state to nib a ZCTU 

initiated mass action in the bud. 

 

In the period 1988-1992, the ZCTU underwent a change. It developed from junior partner to 

angry young man. In the wake of substantial retrenchments, the trade union movement realised 

that their objective had become broader. It now had to cater for a wider constituency and not 

only catered for the waged worker in the formal sector, but also for the retrenched worker, the 

unemployed and those working in the informal sector, waged or without wages. Labour in the 

communal lands again served as dumping ground for those who could no longer afford to live in 

the urban areas. If this were labelled a widening of the constituency ‘downwards’ there was also 

a widening ‘upwards’ towards the semi-professionals, defying the government’s moves to divide 

and rule the labour movement. Therefore, the ZCTU widened its ‘traditional’ constituency by 

stretching out to the people employed by the government (e.g., nurses and teachers) and in 

addition the ZCTU struck alliances with other groups, notably the students, human rights 

organisations46 and the co-operative movement. Furthermore, the movement realised that in 

order to lead a meaningful role in Zimbabwean society it could no longer lean against the big 

shoulder of ZANU PF but had to peg out an autonomous course. And this it did: time and again 

it reiterated that it was not affiliated to any political party. It attacked vigorously ZANU PF’s 

economic adjustment policy not only because it had an adverse effect on trade unions, but also 

because it negatively affected the livelihood of millions of people. It attacked the political system 

excluding rural farm workers who were not property owners from the vote in the Rural Councils. 

At the same time the trade unions tried to strengthen their bases at the shopfloor by extending 

their organisation to regional and district levels. The trade unions were seriously trying to 

represent the interests of workers and the communities they lived in through collective 

bargaining, through enterprise forms of worker representation and through addressing those 

issues at fora that hitherto had not existed at district, regional and national levels. 

 

 
     46  In May 1992 the Zimbabwe Human Rights Association (ZIMRIGHTS) was formed. The Secretary-

General of the ZCTU was on the board of trustees, together with, amongst others, a former Chief Justice of 

Zimbabwe, a former Prime Minister of Southern Rhodesia, the current and a former President of the influential 

Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace, and the President of the Confederation of Zimbabwean Industries. 

Participating in its National Council were the ZCTU Co-ordinating Officer for Women’s Affairs and the National 

Training Officer of the Teachers Association ZIMTA (see Press Statement: Formation of the Zimbabwe Human 

Rights Association and Herald 29-6-1992). 
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In the period 1992 - 1995, the ZCTU sought to capitalise on this new image of the trade union 

movement as a broad social movement. It developed from angry young man, to social partner, 

willing and capable of engaging in a serious social dialogue on national issues. On the one hand, 

such an image was more in line with its new role of representing the voice of the people. On the 

other hand, such an image might lead more easily to a successful inclusion in policy making. 

Because what the ZCTU sought to accomplish in this period was: to be incorporated in the 

policy-making processes on the basis of the newly acquired autonomous position. But neither 

ZANU, not the government would have it. 

 

This is also the appropriate moment to reflect upon the issues raised in chapter one regarding 

corporatism. My readers will recall that the basic tenet of that concept was incorporation in the 

policy-making process allowing the policies of organised interests to influence the policies of the 

government. The events examined in this chapter show little or no actual involvement when it 

comes to policy making. The introduction of the economic restructuring programme (despite its 

epithet ‘home-grown’) was accomplished without a single trace of consultation with organised 

labour47. And even when it came to policies which were right in the subject area of organised 

labour, such as amendments to the Labour Relations Act, the consultation process was abruptly 

abolished when the government thought it opportune.  

 

When subsequently, the ZCTU tried hard to be accepted as a social partner, the government 

ignored labour’s initiatives. There was no escaping the conclusion that corporatism, in the sense 

of incorporating organised interests in policy-making (thereby by-passing parliament), was non-

existent in Zimbabwe where labour was concerned. It is best to put the concept of corporatism to 

rest in the search for tools that could explain events in Zimbabwe, and especially that could 

explain the relation between (organised) labour and the state. 

This is not to say that the state did not want to control labour. On the contrary; in this chapter we 

have examined the attempts to control the national labour centre. In the next chapter, we will 

examine the evolution of the industrial relations institutions that evolved in the first decade after 

Independence. Our focus will be on the role the state set aside for the trade unions in the overall 

 
    47 Lloyd Sachikonye relates how “…organised business interests in the industrial, mining, and large-scale 

agricultural sectors” were consulted in the design of ESAP (1995a:46). 
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design of the industrial relations machinery, and especially on that jewel in the industrial 

relations crown: collective bargaining. 
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4 Industrial Relations Policy at National 

Level: 

Part I: Historical background: 1948-1980 

 

In this chapter four an analysis is presented of the development of industrial relations at macro 

level. Our focus will be on the origins and growth of the institutions which govern industrial 

relations. In the first part an historical sketch gives the background to some of the post-

Independence polices. The leitmotiv in these policies is one which –as Frederick Cooper (1996) 

in a very sensitive analyses reveals—was general to French and British colonial Africa alike. In 

the post Second World War period: “Imperial governments wanted to confine the labor 

question to a set of institutions and practices familiar to them from the ‘industrial relations’ 

experience of the metropole, to treat labor as separable from politics” (Cooper, 1996:3). Their 

hope was, so Cooper asserts, that “…treating African males as if they were industrial men 

would create the kind of predictable, known being who could make Africa into the orderly, 

productive, controllable society that seemed so vital in the post-war conjuncture” (Cooper 

1996:2). In other words, it was an attempt to incorporate labour in institutions of industrial 

relations devoid of politics. The first part of this chapter examines how this could be achieved 

in a colonial Zimbabwe characterised by a strong presence of white settlers.  

 

In the second part of this chapter, we take a closer look at the post-independent development of 

the most important machinery through which industrial relations were conducted: collective 

bargaining. 

 

The background to the industrial relations policy in post Independent Zimbabwe can be found in 

the legislation which prevailed at the time of independence. The Industrial Conciliation Act 1959 

(amended several times since then) formed the cornerstone of the state’s policy towards 

industrial relations and black labour. It is to its origins that we now turn. 

 

In 1948, a few weeks after the first general strike had occurred, Sir Godfrey Huggins, Prime 

Minister of Southern Rhodesia, declared in the Legislative Assembly in Salisbury: 
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 Our experience is not unique. We are witnessing the emergence of the proletariat 

and in this country it happens to be black (quoted in Gray: 1960:293-94). 

 

Concrete proposals how to deal with this newly discovered entity, ‘the black proletariat’, were 

not immediately forthcoming in the Prime Minister’s address. The statement, however, 

embodied the insight that the economy was in need of a stable urban-based workforce rather than 

a migratory one1. For some—admittedly the more liberal in the white community—it was, 

however, clear that the institutional framework created by the Industrial Conciliation Act of 1934 

was wanting in creating the conditions for the emergence of such a black ‘middle class’. 

 

The 1934 Act granted the right to form a trade union to white workers and created for them 

institutions for collective bargaining and conciliation: the industrial councils. Black workers 

were excluded from enjoying both these rights: by the definition of the Act black workers were 

no “employees” and thus could not form a trade union. For purposes of trade union recognition 

the 1934 ICA defined employees as “...any person employed by or working for any employer, 

and receiving, and being entitled to receive, any remuneration, but does not include a native...” 

(in Franck 1960:282). Black workers remained under the jurisdiction of the Masters and 

Servants Act from 1901. 

 

Moreover, the 1934 Act was based on the idea that the economy would depend on white skilled 

labour and, therefore, apprenticeship opportunities were to be created for whites only. In 

addition, the Act made provisions for special boards to declare the minimum wages for all 

skilled workers, evasion of which would constitute a criminal offence. Since African skilled 

workers received lower wages than their white counterparts, the effect of the Act was that almost 

all black skilled workers were fired. Finally, the Act contained provisions which protected 

European firms employing white labour “from being rendered uncompetitive by the emergence 

of similar business using African labour” (Murray 1970:220). In other words, the skilled African, 

rendered unemployed as a result of the Act, was prohibited from starting his own business in 

designated (European) areas2. 

 
    1 For an account of a similar insight among administrators in colonial Zambia and Kenya, see Cooper 

(1996: 323-60). 

 
     2  The result was that on the one hand the development of black entrepreneurship was blocked while on the 

other hand the development of small-scale industry was hampered. As Riddell concludes: “For decades, black 

entrepreneurs were in practice barred from establishing manufacturing enterprises outside the informal sector and 

because of both residential discrimination and harsh laws restricting the movement of blacks in urban areas, the 
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In the 1940s the mounting nationalist aspirations joined the growing dissatisfaction with the 

prevailing living and working conditions which were appallingly poor. Wages and housing 

provisions were geared to the level of a ‘bachelor’, forcing black labour to migrate to the urban 

centres leaving their family behind in the Tribal Trust Lands. A number of Commissions of 

Inquiry were set up, and they all recommended drastic changes, none of which was 

implemented. This together with the frustration caused by the straitjacket of the Industrial 

Conciliation Act led to a period of labour unrest (e.g., a strike of African railway workers in 

1945) which finally culminated in a country-wide general strike in 1948. 

 

The immediate occasion for this strike was the announcement of new minimum wages by the 

Chambers of Commerce which were well below the wages set for blacks in the Railways. 

Having started in Bulawayo on April the 14th, 1948, the strike quickly spread over the whole 

country. Three days later most workers had returned to work, but stoppages occurred throughout 

the country till April 26th3. 

 

After these disturbances and the 1948 general strike it became obvious that the continuation of 

this situation was undesirable for the further development of capitalism. Initially a Native Labour 

Board was installed4 to look into the conditions of urban African workers and to recommend 

minimum wages for black workers. These Boards operated on a regional basis.  

 

In the early fifties there had been deliberations within (part of) the white establishment about 

new legislation which would cater for the growing aspirations towards black trade unions5. This 

became all the more urgent when in February 1954, over 9000 African workers of the Wankie 

Collieries went on strike. Garfield Todd, who had become Prime Minister of Southern Rhodesia 

 
small-scale informal manufacturing sector has been far less developed in Zimbabwe than in many other African 

countries” (Riddell 1990: 340). For a discussion on the constraints faced by blacks to start a business in Rhodesia, 

see Phimister (1988), Wild (1991) and West (1993). The latter also on the relation between black businessmen and 

their employees/workers. 

 
     3 See for details about the strike: Bhebe (1989:56-72); for eye witness’ accounts: Gray (1960:288-292); 

Hodder-Williams (1983:190-194); Mothibe (1993b, chapter three); Lunn (1999). 

     4 Through the Native Labour Board Act of 1947. 

     5 See e.g., the Draft Declaration of the Interracial Association, July 1953 (in Holderness 1985:150-52). Also 

Hancock (1985:50-56). 
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the year before, immediately declared a state of emergency and sent troops to quell the unrest 

(Mothibe 1993b, Chp. 3; Hancock 1984:60)6. 

 

The Wankie strike in 1954 acted as a catalyst for developments regarding the institutionalisation 

of the representation of African labour. Garfield Todd, later recollected his conclusions from the 

Wankie strike: 

 

 The men had grievances and no adequate machinery to let them be known (Todd 

1985:3). 

 

However, not only did the lack of adequate machinery prevent the airing of grievances7, it also 

prevented the government to control African labour. Within the Department of Native Affairs—

in the absence of a Department of Labour—it was realised that some form of legal recognition of 

African trade unions could not be stopped. On the one hand, the advent of the Central African 

Federation might bring black unions from Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) –where they were 

already recognised—also to Southern Rhodesia8. On the other hand, a form of recognition would 

give the state more information about organisations of black workers. Hardwicke Holderness, at 

the time a white Member of Parliament writes in his memoirs: 

 

 ...the thinking which had been developing in government official circles...was 

that something would have to be done about some form of legal recognition and 

control (especially control) of specifically African trade unions. [T]he existence 

of African unions would obviate the kind of difficulty that had been encountered 

during the Wankie strike—the problem of not knowing what leaders the 

 
     6 In later years Todd became a staunch critic of the Smith regime and he became some sort of figurehead of 

white liberal community supporting ‘advancement’ of African interests. Thus, his role in the Wankie strike became 

delicate at the height of the nationalist struggle. Todd’s daughter, Judith Todd, an equally forceful opponent of the 

Smith regime (see Todd 1966; 1972), later denied that Todd sent in the troops: “I too have an argument which Mr. 

Vambe has invited me to put here. It concerns an allegation that my father, Garfield Todd, used troops violently to 

break up a strike of African miners at Wankie...I need say nothing more here than that I have researched the matter 

thoroughly, that the accusation is untrue, and that I am refuting it here for the simple reason that my father is 

entering his fourth year of detention and enforced silence in Rhodesia and cannot, therefore, answer for himself” (in 

Vambe 1975:xiii; I am grateful to Bernadette Nee for bringing this reference to my notice). Sir Garfield Todd 

himself wrote on this episode thirty years later: “...there was a security problem because every white man seemed to 

have gone below surface to keep the machines operating. I could not risk an outbreak of violence, so I called out 

the army, not to break the strike, but to keep the peace...The situation was handed safely and fairly” (Todd 1985:3). 

     7 What was meant by the Southern Rhodesian administration was no doubt the airing of grievances in an 

orderly way. 

     8 See on the introduction of African trade unions in Zambia under pressure from the Colonial Office in 

London, Mwendapole (1977). 
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authorities could deal with. There had been a steady growth in the number of 

unofficial organisations in existence and the number of African workers 

belonging to them, and there was a need for a law to control them (Holderness 

1985:154-55). 

 

Consequently, in November 1954 the Native Industrial Workers’ Unions Bill was presented to 

parliament. As an indication of the gravity with which it considered the issues at hand, the 

government created a new Department of Labour of which the Prime Minister himself, Todd, 

became the first Minister. The new Bill was referred to a parliamentary Select Committee which 

in 1956 tabled its first report. 

 

This report recommended to abolish the Native Labour Boards. The report considered these 

Boards ineffective to keep away black unions which it thought would grow anyway. Instead, the 

Select Committee advised the creation of a single industrial council per industry to set minimum 

wages and conditions of service. These Industrial Councils should also cover African workers. 

This could be achieved if existing unions became multi-racial by scrapping the provision in the 

1934 ICA which excluded “natives” from the definition of employee. Moreover, to cater for 

communication and labour-management relations at enterprise level the report advised that 

 

 alongside the machinery for dealing with the general matters referred to above, 

there should be an effective system of works committees providing a means of 

consultation and co-operation on a works or factory basis (in Holderness 

1985:163). 

 

Starting point for such a new policy was the recognition by the political leadership that black 

labour had changed its nature. From an itinerant labour force, migrating backwards and forwards 

between the Tribal Trust Lands and seeking employment in white controlled agriculture and 

industry, black labour was now seen as being in the process of proletarianisation. In other words, 

the ties of a black worker with the rural areas were being severed. White society had to take this 

new urban proletariat into account in such a way that it would satisfy some of its demands and 

would at the same time steer it away from support for African nationalism (see also Hancock 

1984:51). 

 

Garfield Todd sought to introduce a liberal legislation recognising a few basic rights for black 

workers. But where the white political leadership of the day was prepared to see changes, the 

politicians’ constituencies were absolutely not. The early attempts were thwarted by the 
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opposition from white trade unions and especially the combined interest of white artisans who 

were afraid that in a multi-racial union unskilled black workers would outvote them. A second 

parliamentary Select Commission was appointed in 1957 to deal with this. 

 

The proposal of this second commission was to provide special branches for skilled and semi-

skilled labour within the envisaged multi-racial unions. In this way, the interest of white workers 

remained secured, under the guise of non-racialism. As Hancock concludes: 

 

 The original plan had to be abandoned but at least the form of non-racialism 

would be retained, even if the resistance of White trade unionists had destroyed 

the substance (1984:52). 

 

The proposals of the second Select Commission held that trade unions representing a specific 

interest, area or kind of work could register—together with relevant employers’ organisations—

as the Industrial Council for that industry in a specified area. This council was to negotiate 

minimum rates of pay for the different classes of workers as well as to prevent and settle 

disputes. Agreements thus reached would be submitted to the Minister who could declare them 

binding after taking into account “the interests of consumers and members of the public as a 

whole” (in Holderness 1985:205). These provisions were a straight continuation of the 1934 ICA 

which contained the same. 

 

Furthermore, the Select Commission advised for the Introduction of an Industrial Tribunal, and it 

dropped the idea of statutory works committees and instead advised that these should be formed 

on a voluntary basis (Holderness 1985:203-06). 

 

The Industrial Conciliation Act (1959) (or ICA, Chapter 246) became effective on January 1, 

1960 and formed to some extent a major break with past labour legislation. Albeit with various 

restrictions (to which we will turn shortly) black workers were allowed to join, or to form, trade 

unions for the purpose of collective bargaining. An industrial relations machinery was set up to 

regulate the procedures for the bargaining process. To reach collective agreements Industrial 

Councils were created per industrial sector in which registered unions (plural!) could bargain 

with registered employers’ associations. In addition to these councils, Industrial Boards, 

consisting of ministerial appointees, covered those sectors where no trade unions were 

registered. These boards could make recommendations on wage policy. 
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The ICA, Chapter 246, excluded specifically from its jurisdiction people working in agriculture 

(including forestry), domestic service, government employees not covered by the Public Services 

Act, people employed in educational institutions and finally, people working for the railways. In 

other words, the bulk of the working black labour force was not affected by the Act. 

 

The ICA 1959 lists factors for “consideration of applications preliminary to registration” of a 

trade union. Three of these are noteworthy: one requires a trade union to be a “responsible body” 

being able to take part “responsibly in the negotiations of matters of mutual interest between 

employer and employee...; trade unions should not be formed to evade any law; trade unions 

cannot be formed to further “...the interests of its members on a basis of race, colour or religion”. 

And thirdly, the Industrial Registrar has to ascertain himself that the constitution of a trade union 

is in the public interest and that no provision is “unreasonable in relation to the members of the 

public” (Rhodesia 1960a:70, emphasis in the original). 

 

The ICA 1959 was hailed by the regime as putting an end to discrimination and allowing black 

workers to be organised in multiracial unions. However, the formulation of these points for the 

Registrar’s consideration is sufficiently vague to ban any trade union which is not welcome: 

“responsible” is a case in point; and so is “in the public interest”. Moreover, unions catering 

exclusively for black workers were not allowed; black workers could join already existing ones 

or could form new ones which had to be open for members of all races. And to ensure that black 

workers would not dominate these multiracial unions by their sheer numbers the Act contained a 

provision which ruled that the constitution of a trade union should provide for 

 

 ...in particular, the adequate representation on the governing body of the trade 

union of skilled and minority interests (Rhodesia 1960a:74). 

 

This ‘adequate representation’ was to be achieved through ‘vote valuation’ as the General 

Secretary of the Railway African Workers’ Union then labelled it. Under this system skilled 

workers had a full vote, semi-skilled workers half a vote, and unskilled workers a quarter vote. 

And with the restricted access to (recognised) skill acquisition possibilities for black workers 

(see chapter 2) this in effect meant that: 

 

 …no matter the numerical strength of Africans in the so-called non-racial unions, 

the voting power of white workers would always hold sway (Ananaba 1979:53). 
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To make its intention even clearer, the Act allowed unions to open special and exclusive 

branches based on race, skill and place of work. Branches which, of course, needed “adequate 

representation” in the union’s governing body.  

 

Finally, the Act ruled out that unions could be registered (and thus partake in collective 

bargaining) where there was already one representing the particular interest. In this way the 

continued rule and role of white labour within the unions was effectively guaranteed. 

 

The ICA 1959 contains provisions which ensure that a trade union shall under no circumstances 

contribute funds to political parties, neither directly, nor via a federation. Moreover, unions are 

prohibited to accept money or services from any organisation which does not specifically 

exclude supporting political ends9. 

 

In effect, this means that the state, with ICA in hand can rule out any support to trade unions, 

national or international, other than directly from its members. In 1967 this was further amended 

to give the Minister of Labour the power to lay down from which organisations trade unions may 

accept financial or other assistance. 

 

Collective bargaining within the framework of the ICA 1959 remained largely a matter between 

white employers and white workers. Initially, multi-racial unionism did not get off the ground: 

white unions were reluctant to open up, while few black workers joined or formed trade unions, 

which by necessity now had to be “multi-racial”10. After a few years, however, the initial 

reluctance of black trade unions to work under the regime installed by the ICA 1959 gave way. 

Ignatius Chigwendere—a prominent black trade unionist at the time, and after Independence the 

first Chief Industrial Relations Officer-- describes how in 1961 the conference of the Southern 

Rhodesia Trades Union Congress in Gwelo decided to recognise the new industrial legislation 

 
     9 “A registered trade union ... shall not accept any moneys or services from any organization which is 

permitted by its constitution or otherwise to use its moneys or funds for political purposes” (Rhodesia 1960a:74). 

     10 As the annual report over 1960 from the Department of Labour testifies: “Many unions, with the lethargy 

which seems to permeate so many organizations, left the remodelling of their constitutions until late in the year... . 

It is to the credit of the majority of organizations that they have adjusted their structures to permit full participation 

of all employees, working in the field covered by the particular union despite vociferous opposition to multi-racial 

unions by African political movements” (Rhodesia 1961:17). 
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and operate under it (Chigwendere 1975:22)11. Likewise, Brian Raftopoulos reports how Reuben 

Jamela, the leader of the SRTUC had earlier already instructed affiliated unions to register under 

the ICA 1959 – a move which contributed to Jamela’s unpopularity with the nationalists 

(Raftopoulos 1996:9). 

 

Organising white workers was not all that successful: the annual Labour Reports speak clear 

language: 

 

Officials of some trade unions have considerable difficulty in maintaining their 

membership strength in the face of general apathy and indifference (Rhodesia 

1957:4). 

 

Just prior to the introduction of the ICA 1959, there were 27 registered “European” unions with a 

total membership of 15 592 (calculated from Rhodesia 1959:25; on white unions see also 

Vickery 199612). These unions could represent their members in collective bargaining in 

Industrial Councils which could be established by both union and employer organisation on a 

voluntary basis under the ICA 1934. The Council would be recognised by the Minister if it was 

considered to be representative of it’s area or interest. Once established, collective agreements 

between registered trade unions and employers’ organisations could be negotiated. The scope of 

these councils was well defined and demarcated: for instance, there existed an “Industrial 

Council for the Hairdressers and Beauty Culturists of Salisbury” and the “Industrial Council of 

the Meat Trade (Bulawayo Area)”. These councils only applied to white workers since black 

workers were not allowed to be organised. It is reported that by 1957 “the industrial council 

system proved itself successful; so much so that in the majority of industries, employees looked 

upon their respective councils and not to their trade unions as their protective organisation 

(Rhodesia 1957:4). Twelve of such Industrial Councils were registered in 1958, of which three 

had a temporary registration (Rhodesia 1959:26-7). At the same time (1958) there were 18 

Native Labour Boards which could recommend minimum wages for “African” workers to the 

Minister of Labour. 

 
     11 In an interview given in 1974 Chigwendere recollects how in 1962 a strike was called by the ATUC to 

stop police harassment of trade unionists and to demand from the Minister of Labour: “...the reason why the 

Industrial Conciliation Act was not sufficient to protect us -- it had protected us for some time and did he have 

some good reason why this was not so this time?” (Oral History 1974:20). 

     12 Wood has calculated the “white” membership density at 23-31 per cent in 1979, excluding central 

government employees (1987:86 n. 31). 
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The ICA 1959 sought to streamline this machinery for collective bargaining: the Native Labour 

Boards were to be replaced by Industrial Boards. Trade unionism was gradually to cover all 

industrial workers. Black workers were allowed to join or form trade unions. The existing white 

trade unions had to open up while ample safeguards to protect the privileged status of the white 

worker and secure white rule over the multi-racial union were put in force. Once considered 

"“representative” and “constitutional”, the unions were registered and once registered they could 

meet the employers’ organisation in their respective trade in an Industrial Council to negotiate 

wages.  

 

The Industrial Boards, on the other hand, were appointed by the Minister in those sectors, 

industries or trades were there was no Industrial Council. In essence, this meant where there was 

no representative trade union in existence. A Board could also be established when interests of a 

class of employees was considered to be not properly represented by an Industrial Council. This 

was another safeguard for the white skilled worker that his interest would not be mixed with that 

of the black worker. The annual Labour Report over 1960 describes it as follows: 

 

 A board usually consists of the Chairman, an independent member, four 

employer and four employee representatives from the industry. The employers 

are usually organized either in an employers’ organization or in a trade group, 

and nominations are comparatively easy to obtain, but in most industries, there is 

no representative trade union and the industrial relations officers have to obtain 

employee nominations by arranging meetings of employees. Wherever possible 

all races employed in an industry are given representation on the board and most 

boards have two African representatives, one European and, where feasible, a 

Coloured or Asiatic employee (Rhodesia 1961:16). 

 

The objectives of Board and Council were the same (the former should achieve these by making 

recommendations, the latter by negotiations): prevent disputes and settle them when they would 

arise, and to make employment regulations. This referred quite explicitly to recommending the 

minimum wage and to reach collective agreements for the same. 

 

Clarke is most outspoken in his assessment of the impact of the ICA 1959. In 1974 he argues 

that despite the hurdles erected for black trade unionism the Act was to some extent a blessing in 

disguise: 

 

 The institutionalization of wage-setting machinery has meant the breaking in part 

of the employer monopoly on wage determination, even though this process is far 
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from complete. The exercise of labour’s power has established the basis for 

intervention in the system and resulted in the development of additional threats to 

employer interests. The institutionalization of unionism has permitted the 

entrenchment of a protective instrument of working-class welfare, this being not 

an insignificant achievement in the climate of repression during the period under 

review (in Sachikonye 1986:251-52). 

 

This effort to institutionalise collective bargaining certainly had its success. The following table 

gives an overview of the number of Boards and Councils which were established once the new 

Industrial Conciliation Act became operative in 1960. 
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Number of Industrial Boards and Industrial Councils and number of workers covered by 

each, 1958-1980 

 

 Industrial 

Boards 

 

workers 

covered 

Industrial 

Councils 

workers 

covered 

1958       18        12  

1959       21        13  

1960       33        14  

1961       54        18  

1962       54    158 000       22    150 000 

1963       53    107 307       26    115 580 

1964       52     87 230       28    134 870 

1965       54     80 350       29    140 634 

1966       54     72 087       29    141 675 

1967       54     75 980       25    123 279 

1968       56     88 433       24    139 456 

1969       57    119 483       24    130 431 

1970       60    122 092       26    140 304 

1971       62    135 559       27    153 176 

1972       62    161 280       27    162 536 

1973       62    182 740       27    169 421 

1979       66    144 790       21    154 500 

1980       67    479 790       21    154 500 

Source: compiled and computed from the Annual Labour Reports, 1957-1973; see Rhodesia (1957) 

through Rhodesia (1974). For 1979 and 1980, see Riddell (1981: 256-60). 

Note: when Industrial Councils were dissolved, the usual reason given was “failure of the trade 

unions concerned to maintain membership at a reasonable representative level” (Rhodesia 1968:15). 

 

The table clearly shows a marked increase in the number of both Boards and Councils, 

indicating that the objective to institutionalise wage setting was met in certain sectors. The 

increase in Industrial Councils in the first few years after the introduction of the ICA 1959 gives 
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some indication of the willingness of black unions to take part in the collective bargaining 

machinery13. 

 

It is good to recall at this stage that the ICA 1959 did not apply to workers in agriculture, 

forestry, domestic service and public service. In other words, these could not be covered by the 

institutional arrangements provided in the Act. Just a few months before Independence and the 

first General Elections, however, the workers in agriculture were brought under the wings of the 

ICA14. The total number of workers covered under the two institutional arrangements decreased 

at first, from a good 222 000 in 1964 to just under 200 000 in 1967. Thereafter, however, the 

number of workers covered moved steadily up to over 352 000 in 1973 and almost 635 000 in 

1980.  

 

If we look, however, at the 1979 figures, i.e., just before the inclusion of the agricultural sector 

into the structure, we see that the bargaining system through councils only covered 154 500 

workers, or a mere 15.6 per cent of the employees in the formal sector of the economy (see also 

Riddell 1981:258). Wage setting through ministerial decree preceded by recommendations from 

industrial boards affected 14.6 per cent of the workers in 1979 and 48.5 per cent in 1980 (Riddell 

1981:258). In other words, the coverage of the collective bargaining machinery was extremely 

limited.  

 

To this should be added that of the 21 councils in existence, only ten were truly national. The 

others were geographically confined, e.g., the Umtali Municipal Undertaking; others were tied to 

a particular enterprise, e.g., Gwelo Ferro-Alloy Industry. Some councils covered a very limited 

number of employees, e.g., the Fort Victoria Municipal Undertaking with 45 persons only, as 

contrasted to the National Council of the Mining Industry with a coverage of 50 310 workers 

(Riddell 1981:257). 

 

Furthermore, the collective bargaining system was severely curtailed by amendments in the 

legislation adopted in 1973. These allowed the Minster of Labour to intervene in the bargaining 

 
     13 Confirming indeed what Chigwendere wrote about the decision of the SRTUC to urge its members to 

operate under the ICA 1959 (Chigwendere 1975:22). 

     14 An amendment published on 28th December 1979, but effective from 1st January 1980 brought 

agricultural workers into the Industrial Board system. 
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process if the agreement in his opinion is against the interest of “the public as a whole”. Phineas 

Sithole, the leader of the African Trade Union Congress (ATUC) at the time, argued that the 

amendment would have the effect of turning collective agreements into recommendations to the 

Minister for his approval, and he concludes: 

 

 The ATUC believes in the principle of free collective bargaining between 

employer and employee representatives. It believes...the trend should be away 

from the Industrial Boards and towards the more independent framework 

provided by the Industrial Council system (in Harris 1973:163). 

 

Apart from the already noted racial bias in the bargaining structure which severely hampered the 

representation of black workers, the Riddell report points to other deficiencies. On the one hand, 

densities for the unions functioning in the National Employment Councils were not too 

impressive: they ranged between 22 per cent and 70 per cent (Riddell 1981:257). Worse, internal 

communication within the unions left a lot to be desired: 

 

 [T]here is often less than close co-operation between the unions which negotiate 

at industrial council level and the workforce who benefit from agreements made 

in their name. In other words, in these instances agreements are made for the 

benefit of the workforce but not with any sort of participation in the decision-

making process (Riddell 1981:288). 

 

This communication problem was to remain with the unions for quite some time, as we will see 

later on. 

 

Conclusion 

The introduction of the ICA 1959 was a major hallmark in the history of industrial relations in 

Zimbabwe. It allowed for the formation of black trade unions (albeit with several restrictions) 

and, importantly, the Act institutionalised the wage-setting machinery by setting the parameters 

for collective bargaining. Indeed, the creation of Industrial Councils and Boards was a break 

with past practices. And as we shall see later: this creation at the same time laid the foundation 

for post-Independence policies in this field. 

 

However, it can be noted that the bargaining structure as set up under the ICA 1959 contained a 

basic flaw: it was an attempt to reconcile both the interest of white labour and the interest of 

(white) capital to control black labour. This attempt had resulted in the degradation of black 
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labour. For (white) capital, however, the ICA 1959 was also disadvantageous. Skilled labour was 

set at a premium and its supply controlled by the white trade unions, thus pushing its price 

upward and rendering its availability precarious.  

 

From the 1970s onwards capital was looking for a framework in which industrial relations were 

regulated in a coherent and unified collective bargaining structure. Under the ICA 1959, wages 

and working conditions for skilled (white) labour were dealt separately from the same for black 

labour. Either in different Industrial Councils or in a Council for the one and for the other 

through ministerial decision after advice from an Industrial Board. This fragmentation was 

cumbersome and not practical for capital. According to a representative of the lobby group for 

large industry, this horizontal system of representation did “incalculable harm” to industrial 

potential (in Riddell 1981:240). 

 

In contrast, white labour was looking for a structure which on the one hand would allow them 

collective bargaining rights, yet on the other hand would protect them against any encroaching 

black workers’ influence over their unions. The solution to this seemed to be the special 

consideration which the ICA 1959 allowed for skill. The racial alignment between white labour 

in Rhodesian society and (white) capital resulted in a fragmented industrial relations framework 

because it gave special consideration to skill levels.  

 

It is not surprising therefore, that in their recommendations to the Riddell Commission in 1981 

(white) capital and black labour concurred against the opinion of white labour. The former two 

favoured a worker representation system based on industry, the latter a system based on different 

grades or classes of workers and based on different areas (Riddell 1981:240). As one of them 

remarked: 

 

 I would think that any craft union...resent very much any question of coming 

under any industrial union as such (in Riddell 1981:241). 

 

Both capital and (organised) black labour welcomed very much the idea that after Independence 

the racial bias—which was given shape through a preferential treatment for skill—would be 

removed from the collective bargaining structure at once. The interest of capital and (organised) 

black labour coincided: both their eyes were set to a collective bargaining structure which was 

unified and would provide for a wide coverage. 
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In the following section we will examine to what extent the post-Independence period satisfied 

their demands. 
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4 Industrial Relations Policy at National 

Level: 

Part II: The Institutionalisation of 

Collective Bargaining 

 

In the second part of chapter four, we will examine the developments in the institutions of 

industrial relations after Independence. Initially it seemed that the new government wanted to 

break radically with past practices and institutions. Within five years, however, it became clear 

that the government wanted to embroider in the directions set by the ICA 1959. This meant the 

wage setting was to be done through collective bargaining between employer organisation and 

trade union per industrial sector. Of course, the provisions in the ICA 1959 had to be stripped 

form their racial overtones and the introduction of the collective bargaining machinery had to be 

gradual. It is to this process we now turn. 

 

Black labour welcomed Independence with a wave of strikes. The period 1980-1981 saw a total 

of almost two hundred strikes, an unprecedented number even in the colonial days1.  Generally, 

the outbreak of these strikes was attributed to a “crisis of expectations”: black workers wanted 

too much too quickly (see e.g., Riddell 1981: 232). The new regime introduced new legislation 

instituting a minimum wage and intervened also –as we have seen in the previous chapter-- by 

creating a labour centre which would cater for the needs of black workers. What was left to be 

done was the creation of institutions via which organised labour could express its demands.  

 

In its first economic policy statement, Growth with Equity the Government of Zimbabwe stated: 

 

 As a member of the International Labour Organization, Zimbabwe will be 

guided in its labour and employment policies by the constitution and conventions 

of that body. Government is fully committed to the I.L.O. concept of 

“tripartism”, that is, that all matters affecting labour should be resolved by free 

discussion between representatives of Government, employers and workers. The 

principle of free collective bargaining between employers and workers on pay 

 
  1 See for a detailed account Lue (1986); Sachikonye (1986); Shadur (1994:84-92). 
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and conditions of service as enshrined in the law will continue to be respected 

and guaranteed (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981b:10). 

 

Quite rightly this policy document refers to the fact that collective bargaining was already 

instituted in the law, as we saw in the previous part of this chapter. However, in the pre-

Independence period (organised) black labour did certainly not have free access to the process. 

What was left to be done was to ensure that the racial barriers were removed. Subsequently, the 

existence of the negotiating machinery was to be made widely known among all levels of the 

black trade union movement. Having been barred access to the bargaining table the black trade 

unions could not look back at a strong experience in collective bargaining. Moreover, a good 

number of the leaders of the black trade unions certainly at the lower levels of the organisation 

were new on the scene, with little or no background in trade union matters.   

 

First, therefore, the ground had to be cleared. One observation is remarkable in this respect. 

Commenting on the influence of trade union officials on workers, Makawa writes on the first 

few years immediately after Independence: 

 

 Trade union officials also hold offices in the village welfare and political 

committees which represent the interests of the working class. They are likely to 

greatly influence workers into collective bargaining. Since most unions are run 

on the ideology of the ruling party which greatly emphasises the values of 

collective bargaining, refusing collective bargaining would be seen by a simple 

worker as not to ring the government line (1985:38, emphasis added). 

 

Opinions in other circles than the party were similarly positive regarding collective bargaining. 

In September 1980 the Commission of Inquiry into Incomes, Prices and Conditions of Service --

the Riddell Commission after its Chairman-- was sworn in. Amongst others, this committee was 

to inquire and make recommendations regarding “the role of trade unions in the collective 

bargaining and industrial conciliation processes” (Riddell 1981:1). Its members were considered 

‘technical experts’ in this field and were not representing any particular interest. 

 

The evidence which this Commission collected dealt specifically with the question how a new 

industrial relation structure ought to look like and whether the development of workers’ 

participation should be set in motion or that a strengthening of collective bargaining should be 

emphasised. It should be borne in mind at this stage, that forms of workers’ participation (e.g. a 

Works Council) were unknown to the Zimbabwean scene whereas collective bargaining had 
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indeed already been introduced by the Industrial Conciliation Act 1959. Of course, this was not 

simply a matter of a choice out of two equals. If collective bargaining was given preference, it 

meant a preference for the maintenance of the status quo in industrial relations. Trade unions 

would be recognised and given a legitimate place in the system, but the same would hold for the 

interest of management and capital: these too would have a legitimate place. After all --as we 

discussed in the Introduction – collective bargaining is a means to channel open conflict 

between labour and capital away to an institution where it can be dealt with in an orderly 

fashion. In contrast, the introduction of workers’ participation could mean that a process would 

be set in motion which could alter existing power structures and could ultimately open the door 

to forms of workers’ control. In the volatile times immediately after Independence, and the 

official Marxist-Leninist ideology of the new government, this choice could, therefore, be of 

crucial importance. 

 

In giving evidence before the Riddell Commission the Ministry of Labour issued a warning 

against too rapid a change “...stressing that until a system of workers’ committees and trade 

unions had been operating successfully for a number of years it would be premature to consider 

workers’ participation at higher levels (in Riddell 1981:253, emphasis added). Employers went 

one step further in prioritising the development of trade unions over and above the (further) 

development of worker participation. Delta Corporation, a large holding company, testified: 

 

 Insofar as employee participation in the running of any of our companies is 

concerned, we believe that it is too early to consider the introduction of this type 

of administration. At this stage, in our opinion, the development of the trade 

union movement is more important in the achievement of worker expectation, 

than worker participation in the running of the organization (in Riddell 

1981:254). 

 

The Commission advised that workers’ committees and works councils should continue to 

function and be incorporated into the legislation to improve shopfloor participation (Riddell 

1981:267). At the same time, however, it stressed the need to increase 

 

 ...worker involvement in trade unions and for widening the base for collective 

bargaining [which] should result in greater participation in co-decision making at 

industrial council level (Riddell 1981:289). 
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The Commission concludes, after pointing to the constraints involved in initiating higher forms 

of workers’ participation and reviewing some of the inhibiting international experience in this 

field:  

 

 Thus, while there is scope for increasing worker participation in Zimbabwe 

further than that existing at the present time, considerable caution needs to be 

exercised in attempting to initiate higher forms of co-operation unless the 

workforce is fully aware of and conversant with the new forms of participation 

being proposed, and it is able to accept the responsibilities accompanying higher 

forms of worker participation (Riddell 1981:293). 

 

The Commission considered it, therefore, more opportune to first strengthen the representation 

of workers through their unions in the collective bargaining machinery. It recommended the 

introduction of legislation which would do away with worker representation based on 

occupation (as was ruled in the ICA 1959) and with enterprise specific representation (Riddell 

1981: 263). Equally strongly the Commission argued for the introduction of a trade union 

structure based on democratic choice of the workers, and for a one-industry-one-union structure. 

Trade unions should subsequently be strengthened by “some form” of compulsory membership 

and a check-off system (Riddell 1981:274-5).  

 

Having made recommendations to strengthen the trade unions the Commission subsequently set 

out to make recommendations regarding the collective bargaining machinery. The ICA 1959 had 

created two routes: industrial councils for sectors were both a union and employer organisation 

would be present, and an industrial board for those sectors were either of the two was absent. 

The evidence it heard was unequivocal in favour of industrial councils, instead of industrial 

boards. The employers’ opinion was voiced by the lobby group for large industry (CZI): 

 

 We believe that the best system of collective bargaining is at the industrial 

council table between responsible trade union representatives and equally 

responsible employers (in Riddell 1981:251). 

 

The Associated Chambers of Commerce (representing small scale industry) too criticised the 

Boards because of the method to select its members and advised that: “...industrial councils truly 

represent the workers and employer through collective bargaining (Riddell 1981:251).  
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The evidence from a (white) trade unionist was most detailed and fault finding: 

 

 While previous governments advanced the theory that the industrial boards 

provided the unorganized worker the facility to negotiate with his employer, 

nothing could be further from the truth. All that industrial boards did was to 

retard the development of trade unions and placed every obstacle in the way of 

free collective bargaining. The method of election to industrial boards is suspect 

and this factor alone condemns the system. Under the guise of collective 

negotiation, workers only present ‘evidence’ to the respective boards. The real 

grievances of largely unsophisticated representation were hidden behind 

legalistic and devious jargon... A so-called ‘Majority report’ was then submitted 

to the Ministry for his approval. Any worker with the temerity to suggest a 

‘minority report’ would be subjected to subtle intimidation by employers. In the 

event that a ‘minority report’ was submitted, this was in most cases neglected by 

the Minister...[whose] decision is then final and binding without any worker’s 

ability to dispute the decision...There is not the slightest semblance of collective 

bargaining in the industrial boards and ...these should be scrapped as early as 

possible and be replaced by the establishments of industrial councils... (in 

Riddell 1981:250-51). 

 

Accordingly, the Commission in its recommendations came out strongly in favour of the further 

development of the Industrial Council system and against the continuation of the Industrial 

Boards in which ministerial appointees could only make recommendations to the Minister 

(1981:263). A little later, the Government announced in the Transitional National Development 

Plan of 1982 it would endeavour to accomplish the “...regulation of the bargaining process 

between employers and workers” (Republic of Zimbabwe 1982:20). In the race between 

collective bargaining and workers’ participation, it seemed the first had won the day. 

 

However, the first years after Independence were, as far as industrial relations were concerned, 

rather chaotic. From March 1980 onwards, waves of strikes started to roll over the country. In 

March and April 1980, a total of 71 strikes were recorded. Up to the end of the next year, 107 

strikes followed, bringing the total to 178 in one-and-a-half year (see Sachikonye 1986:268-72). 

For one prominent trade unionist --Phineas Sithole-- the strikes were indeed a direct attempt 

from workers to bypass the existing bargaining machinery and address government directly with 

wage demands: 

 

 The process of industrial negotiations is slow and they want immediate action...I 

do sympathise to some extent with the strikers as their aspirations have not been 

met...(20 March 1980, in Sachikonye 1984:24)2. 

 
     2 For more analyses of these strikes see Sachikonye (1986); Astrow (1983); Lue (1987); Shadur (1994:84-
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Indeed, the single most often cited grievance for the strikes was: low wages3.  

 

Whatever collective bargaining machinery existed collapsed. New trade unions emerged on the 

stage, some of the old unions lost their position. The unions were looking towards the 

government for redress. The new government was in a hurry to improve the wages and working 

conditions of black workers especially in commercial agriculture and domestic service; sectors 

were conditions and wages indeed had been dismally low. Having no faith in the existing 

institutions, the government introduced in July 1980 the Minimum Wages Act. This act allowed 

the Minister of Labour to set national minimum wages for workers in agriculture, domestic 

service, mining, and industry respectively4. And indeed, henceforth, national minimum wages 

were annually announced, usually during the May Day celebrations, after having been 

“unilaterally determined by government” (Kanyenze 1993:140). By July thereafter, the increases 

would usually be gazetted. Sometimes, wage increases were announced on the personal 

initiative of a minister. Herbst relates how in 1985 a wage dispute erupted when the then 

Minister of Labour, Frederick Shava, announced wage increases for workers in the “agro-

industry” of 121 per cent5 (Herbst 1990:208). For him, this marked an end of an era: 

 

 The agro-industrial wage initiative can be seen as the last-ditch attempt by 

government to radically increase the incomes of workers through ad hoc 

measures. After 1985 an institutionalized system of wage determination was 

established in the hope of avoiding the kind of problems caused by the informal 

system previously in use (Herbst 1990:209). 

 

 
93). 

     3 Of the total number of strikes 44 % was over wages; 15 % over dismissals; 19 % over racism; 5 % over 

“other grievances” and 27 % over “unspecified grievances” (calculated from Sachikonye 1986:268-72). In a later 

publication Sachikonye especially highlights the strikes “triggered off by racist managerial regimes” (1995:134). 

He also claims that “…consumer issues and land redistribution featured prominently in statements by labour 

movement leadership” (ibid.), without, unfortunately, any substantiation. 

     4 See for details on the wage developments since then: Herbst (1990); Kanyenze (1993); ILO (1993:119-

28); Shadur (1994:120-28); Riddell (1982); Muir-Leresche et al. (1982). 

     5 From Zim$ 65 to Zim$ 143.75. The announcement was received with confusion since there was no clear 

definition given of “agro-industry” and moreover, the exemption from the cotton and tobacco industry was also 

not helpful for a clear understanding. In addition, the doubling of the wages gave rise to a swelling number of 

requests for exemption, which the government in the end was forced to grant, and the wage initiate was dropped 

(Herbst 1990: 208-09). 
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The institutionalisation Herbst is referring to came with the introduction of a new labour 

legislation. The long-awaited Labour Relations Act of 1985, which became effective on the 15th 

of December 19856, was considered a major hallmark in the development of industrial relations 

in Zimbabwe (Republic of Zimbabwe 1985)7. This Act creates --or better recreates-- institutions 

for collective bargaining: Employment Councils and Employment Boards, replacing the 

Industrial Councils and Boards which existed under the ICA 1959. Moreover, the Act requires 

parties to negotiate in good faith and to disclose all relevant information. 

 

Collective bargaining is to take place in an Employment Council. Half of its membership will 

represent the trade union (singular!) in a given industry, the other half of the members will 

represent the employers’ organisation. The Council appoints its own chairperson. The main duty 

of the Employment Council is to conclude collective bargaining agreements and to take steps to 

ensure their proper implementation. Furthermore, the council is also charged with the task to 

prevent disputes between the two parties (Republic of Zimbabwe 1985:212-16). 

 

For policing-purposes the council can appoint a designated agent who can investigate and check 

whether or not an agreement is implemented. To this end, this agent is seemingly vested with 

far-ranging powers. However, the last subsection of this part rules that “...nothing done to 

prevent any disruption of normal production processes or any interference with the efficient 

running of an undertaking or industry shall be held to be in contravention” of the sections that 

give the designated agent investigative powers (Republic of Zimbabwe 1985:216). 

 

In the absence of a representative trade union or employers’ organisation to form a Council, the 

Minister may decide to establish an Employment Board. The Minister of Labour appoints its 

members who shall represent “the interests of employers and employees in the undertaking or 

industry” (Republic of Zimbabwe 1985:217) and the chair. The Board shall make 

recommendations to the Minister regarding the conditions of employment (including wages, 

grading, and hours of work) “with the objective of preventing or of settling disputes (ibid.)  

 

 
     6 Statutory Instrument S.I. 367 of 1985, gazetted 13th December 1985. 

     7 I will refer to this Act henceforth as LRA 1985. 
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The agreements reached in a Council had to be approved by the Registrar of Labour Relations in 

order to become law, and the Minister could direct the Registrar not to do so. In particular if the 

agreement was “inequitable to consumers or to members of the public” (Republic of Zimbabwe 

1985:221). In this respect too, there was little difference with the ICA, which after its 1973 

amendments also required ministerial approval for a collective agreement and which also stated 

the interest of consumers and of the public as a whole as reasons for nullifying an agreement 

(see Harris 1973). Regarding this Ministerial right to withhold approval Shadur remarks that 

agreements were “usually” accepted, but that some councils took government policy well into 

account when arriving at an agreement, implying some form of self-censorship (Shadur 

1994:137). A one-time economist of the ZCTU too concluded in a study on collective 

bargaining till 1990 that there had been no agreement which met with ministerial disapproval, or 

which was amended (Mutsvanga 1992:22)8. 

 

The government considered the introduction of this new Labour Act as a step of major 

importance. At the 1986 May Day rally, Prime Minister Mugabe told the “thousands of 

workers” 

 

 Perhaps the most significant progressive development in labour legislation is the 

Labour Relations Act which not only recognises the centrality of the worker in 

production and in society but seeks to institutionalise our broad policy objectives 

and aspirations. It would enable the Government to uphold the principle of 

collective bargaining between workers and employers...(Herald 2-5-1986). 

 

And in 1987, speaking at a seminar of the Confederation of Zimbabwe Industries (CZI) the 

permanent secretary for Labour stressed, on behalf of his minister, that the government was 

“irrevocably committed to the principle of collective bargaining (Herald 16-6-1987). A similar 

opinion which he had expressed, a little earlier --again on behalf of his minister-- at an ILO 

conference for all English-speaking African countries, held in Zimbabwe (Shava 1988).  Indeed, 

since 1986 there have been no more official pronouncements regarding workers’ participation, 

apart from an invitation to the unions to come up with relevant policy proposal (Herald 

31-7-1986), a clear indication that initiatives from the government in this field were no longer to 

 
     8 However, in the ZCTU newspaper, The Worker, an article appeared in 1987 in which it was reported 

that the Ministry of Labour’s administration was in a mess, resulting in agreements not being registered. It cites 

examples where registration had still not occurred after two and three years (Labour 1987:1). An ILO report 

mentions that the Ministry sometimes has delayed registration or approval, thus allowing the high inflation to 

have a severe impact on real wages, thereby “dampening the spirit of free bargaining” (ILO 1993:125). 
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be expected. All efforts were now geared towards the further development of collective 

bargaining. Later all connotations to participation in decision-making were lost. In 1993, the 

Deputy Minister of Labour explains to an audience of industrialists: 

 

 The most common forms of worker participation are trade unions membership, 

collective bargaining and negotiation (Chitauro 1993:10-11). 

 

The following table shows the development in the number of Councils and Boards after 

Independence. 
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 Employment Boards Employ’t Councils 

 1980  67  21 

 1982   17 

 1983   16 

 1984  64   

 1985    16 

 1987  43  18 

 1989    18 

 1990  52  22 

 1992  45  25 

 1993  44  26 

 1994  36  34 

 1995  36   

 1996  20   

 1997  19  44 

 

Sources: 1980 (Riddell 1981:257-58); 1982/83 (Gillies 1984:4). Just under 180 000 workers were covered under 

IC cb agreements (ibid.), against 154 500 at Independence (Riddell 1981:260); 1984/85 (Shadur 1994:136); 1987 

Financial Gazette 13-5-1988; Shadur (1994:113) gives a figure of 25 ICs in 1987; 1989: ZCTU records; 1990 

NEBs (Government Gazette 31-8-1990:795-97) -- 1990 NECs (Dhlakama & Sachikonye 1991:16); 1992 NEBs 

internal Ministry of Labour document; NECs internal Ministry of Labour document, dated 13 February 1992, file 

mc/28/510/10. Kanyenze gives a figure of 24 (1993:141 fn 16); 1993 (ILO 1993:138). As for 1992/93 The 

Minister of Labour told a press conference: “I appointed 46 Employment Boards ...[and]... I, as a matter of agreed 

principle and in the spirit of enhancing free collective bargaining endorsed every recommendation by these 

boards without alteration” (Nkomo 1993:15); 1994 NEBs internal Ministry of Labour memorandum dated 9 June 

1994; NECs address list obtained from Ministry of Labour, undated - file mc/28/510/9; 1995 internal Ministry of 

Labour document, dated 30 March 1995; 1996 internal Ministry of Labour document, dated 4 July 1996; 1997 

NEBs internal Ministry of Labour document, dated 14 April 1997; NECs address lists obtained from Ministry of 

Labour, undated.   
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After the collapse of the bargaining machinery immediately after Independence9, the number of 

Employment Councils slowly grew, while concomitantly, that of the Employment Boards 

decreased bit-by-bit -- fully in line with the stated preferences of both the employers and the 

trade unions as well as with the recommendations of the Riddell Commission. 

 

Initially, however, collective bargaining had a strong governmental input. Like in the first five 

years of Independence, minimum wages were still announced by the government. In this period 

these announcements had the effect of rescinding whatever agreement had been reached in 

Boards and Councils (see Shadur 1994:123). After 1985 the minimum wages were announced 

after consultation with the Wages and Salaries Advisory Board which had been established as a 

result of the LRA 1985. The Board’s recommendations were not binding, however. For instance, 

in 1987 the advice to grant a 13 per cent wage increase was turned down and instead the 

government announced a wage freeze between July and December 198710.  

 

At the same time as announcing the minimum wages, the government also indicated maximum 

wage increases under the Emergency Powers Act11. As an ILO report rightly observes, by doing 

this under the authority of the Emergency Act, and not under that of the Minimum Wages Act 

nor the LRA 1985, a pre-Independence tradition was followed (ILO 1993:128 fn.11). This is, 

once more, an illustration of the remarkable continuity in labour policy in pre- and post-

Independent Zimbabwe. 

 

These minima and maxima became known as the government defined “parameters” within 

which unions and employers were allowed to bargain. The parameters were characteristic of this 

second phase in wage determination. In 1989 it was announced in Parliament that the parameters 

stood at 5 and 16 per cent “to control the inflationary and other financial implications of the 

 
     9 Shadur is more cautiously when he writes: “The industrial boards and industrial councils through which 

collective bargaining was supposed to take place still operated but in many instances the results of their 

negotiations were overtaken by minimum wage adjustments” (1994:123). However, the trade union situation in 

the first few years was so chaotic that it was unlikely that especially the Councils could have been meaningfully 

convened. Moreover, in the period 1980-1987 only 4 National Employment Councils were formed (Shadur 

1994:113). 

     10 See Statutory Instrument 207A of 1987. 

     11 In 1981 maximum increases --on a sliding scale-- ranged between 23.5 % and 1 %; in 1985 between 15 

% and 0 %; in 1986 between 10 % and 0 %, and in 1988 between 15 % and 0 per cent. See Shadur (1994:122); 

see also Statutory Instrument 925A of 1981; S.I. 196 of 1986; S.I. 26A of 1988. 
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nation-wide adjustments on the national budget” (Financial Gazette 19-5-1989). It was only in 

1990 that the government changed its position, precipitated by the publication of the new 

investment guidelines in 1989, when it announced only a minimum increase (10 per cent) but no 

maximum any more12. Thereafter, collective bargaining could be freely conducted – although 

ministerial approval of its outcome still was required.  

 

Throughout the years the government was criticised for this intervention in wage setting. On the 

one hand, the critique was that there was a complete lack of coherent policy. This was not only 

concluded by outside observers like Herbst (1990:201-08), but also by the ZCTU’s Secretary-

General Morgan Tsvangirai. The latter criticised the fact that in this period (1986-1990) various 

ministries dealt only with components of a wage policy (like wages, rents, prices and overall 

economic development) and that there was no co-ordination between them (Tsvangirai 

1990:10). 

 

On the other hand, criticism emerged against the government “usurping” trade union 

functions, thereby weakening the trade unions. For instance, Nelson Moyo argued that the 

“personalised style” of labour officers in handling industrial disputes made it very difficult 

for a trade union to make any impression on workers. Any union role in grievance handling 

was thus pre-empted (Moyo 1984:10). The discussion on the negative effects of the limited 

role of the trade unions in wage setting lasted for years. And interestingly enough, both 

employers and unions had the same position. The argument was that as long as unions were 

not allowed to fully become involved in collective bargaining, workers were not induced to 

join a trade union. And strong trade unions were required to keep the government out and 

leave wage setting to bi-partite collective bargaining. Employers feared the government more 

than they feared the trade unions. As early as 1981, the President of the Associated Chambers 

of Commerce argued that: 

 

 …well organised and enlightened trade unions will foster good negotiation 

procedures making government interference in such aspects as minimum wages 

unnecessary (A. Botsch, Herald 2-12-1981, in Sachikonye 1995:137). 

 

 
     12 The new investment regulations still stipulate that wages and salaries will be determined through 

collective bargaining within parameters established by Government. Only in those industries where unions and 

employers’ organisation are weak will government set minimum wages (Republic of Zimbabwe 1989b:10). 

However, this policy document ushered in the new era. 
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The President of the newly formed Employers’ Confederation argued in 1986 that: 

 

 National wage determination...undermines the trade union movement and worker 

power by taking away collective bargaining. The workers look up to the 

Government and workers committees instead of the trade unions (EMCOZ 

1986a:5). 

 

A similar opinion, but this time voiced in stronger terms, was provided by a Harare 

businessman: 

 

 Trade unions cannot negotiate freely any bargaining agreements with employers. 

The annual ritual of announcing wage increments...renders the trade union 

irrelevant, impotent, ineffective and completely useless (Sangena 1986:26). 

 

The EMCOZ’ executive director added his voice to the concerted lament saying that: 

 

 As long as Government continues to negotiate for workers on behalf of the 

ZCTU, the organisation will not grow. The union must be allowed to develop 

from practical experience (Herald 26-9-1986). 

 

And two years later, EMCOZ reaction to the announcement by the government of statutory 

wage increases was that all had been put back at square one (in Financial Gazette 13-5-1988). 

 

Within union circles the opinion of the employers about collective bargaining was shared. In 

1984, a member of the ZCTU executive analysed: 

 

 The problem is that the government has been the trade union because all benefits 

to the workers have come from the government and not the unions. So people 

now feel that the government runs the unions. The government has been spoon-

feeding the unions (in Republic of Zimbabwe 1987a:46) 

 

And subsequently, union spokespersons left no opportunity unused to voice their desire for “free 

collective bargaining”. For example, in 1986, the ZCTU General Council decided to send a 

delegation to see the Minister of Labour to argue for an increase in the minimum wage. At the 

same time, the delegation had to express in this meeting with the Minister that: 

 

 the unions would welcome free collective bargaining at employment council 

level in the future (ZCTU 1986). 
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And, again, after the announcement of the wage freeze in 1987, the then Secretary-General of 

the ZCTU stated that this move undermined trade union activity and he once more called for “a 

return to free collective bargaining” (Union 1987:2)13. 

 

In 1988 both employers and the government in various media appearances implied that free 

collective bargaining was not (yet) possible because of the confused and weak state of the 

unions (Herald 1-7-1988, ZBC TV 25-9-1988, Herald 26-9-1988). In reply, ZCTU’s Secretary-

General, Morgan Tsvangirai, admitted that government intervention in collective bargaining had 

removed union power, but at the same time he dismissed this attitude from employers and 

government as unwanted paternalism (Financial Gazette 30-9-1988)14.   

 

What EMCOZ favoured instead of government interference was local level, decentralised 

collective bargaining which could take specific economic realities into account and which would 

allow employers to reward individual employees for “specialised training and skills, for 

productivity, long service and merit” (EMCOZ 1986a:5)15. Criticising across-the-board wage 

increases the EMCOZ President argued that these “undermined productivity, initiative and the 

improvement of individual skill” (Financial Gazette 13-5-1988). A little later EMCOZ added to 

their repertoire of pleas for decentralised, enterprise level bargaining, a call to introduce 

“productivity bargaining”. EMCOZ claimed that this form would be far superior to the “super-

heated atmosphere of conventional collective bargaining, characterised by tactical manoeuvres, 

superficial arguments and mutual suspicion” (Financial Gazette 19-8-1988). The introduction of 

productivity bargaining, however, would encourage, so EMCOZ professed, an atmosphere of 

trust in which, in addition to bread-and-butter issues, such wide-ranging themes as inflation, 

prices, shortages, productivity and unemployment would be discussed -- all at decentralised, 

enterprise level (ibid.). 

 
     13 See also Tsvangirai (1990:17). 

     14 Quite interestingly, Morgan Tsvangirai used the argument that unions had shown not to be weak because 

some of them had managed to get an agreement in the last wage negotiations which was higher than the statutory 

increases later called by government: “so it cannot be said that they are weak” (Financial Gazette 30-9-1988). 

     15 Seven years later, in 1993, the then Deputy Minister of Labour shows a remarkable convergence of ideas 

with the EMCOZ’ President. She copies his words from the 1986 interview verbatim in a speech reflecting 

government’s views on collective bargaining (see Chitauro 1993:10). Decentralised collective bargaining was 

also favoured by the World Bank for developing countries in their 1995 World Development Report (World Bank 

1995: 83-86). 
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Over the years in the 1980s, employers and unions alike criticised “fettered bargaining”16 which 

the government only allowed. They resented that each year before the negotiating exercise 

started the government announced so-called “parameters”, or a band-width within which wage 

increases had to remain. The employers were even critical to the government setting a period in 

which the negotiations had to be concluded (EMCOZ 1990:7). But slowly, tri-partite collective 

bargaining, with governmental parameters was to give way to bi-partite negotiations. In an 

interview already in 1989, Nathan Shamuyarira --then Minister of Foreign Affairs-- declared: 

 

 The main gains of the workers have been the minimum wages...for the largest 

group of workers that are underprivileged, namely the farm...and domestic 

workers. Even the ZCTU was praising that at the May Day Rally. But they were 

saying we should not put ceilings at the top and I think they have a point there. 

We should allow bargaining to go on (in Limb 1992:2-3). 

 

And indeed, from 1990 onwards, parameters were no longer announced, and bargaining was left 

completely to the two sides in the National Employment Councils. 

 

Not surprisingly bargaining in Employment Councils found a willing reception with employers. 

In the first years after Independence employers felt unable to influence governmental wage 

setting (see Herbst 1990:201-16). In the opinion of the employers, the councils, however, 

allowed the determination of a much more “realistic” wage in line with their ability to pay. As 

early as 1981, the president of the CZI argued that well-organized and “enlightened trade unions 

will foster good negotiation procedures making government interference in such aspects as 

minimum wages unnecessary” (in Sachikonye 1995:137).  

 

Herbst, however, argues that there was little the unions initially could do: “the formal structure 

of wage negotiations rewards attributes in which labour is most lacking: analytical skill, co-

ordinated bargaining approaches and organizational cohesion” (Herbst 1990:216). Indeed, as the 

following episode illustrates, bargaining strategies of some of the unions were rather clumsy, 

reflecting the lack of experience of some union leaders and their lack of skills.  

 

 
     16 Gladstone writes on governmental attitudes towards trade union in developing countries: “Industrial 

action and unfettered collective bargaining as traditional trade union instruments could no longer be 

countenanced” (1980:56). 
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 In the middle of 1992, I met --early in the morning-- the President of one of the 

unions in his office. He told me that that very afternoon he was to start the wage 

negotiations in the NEC. Asked what his opening bid would be he bluntly 

stated: a hundred per cent increase! When I probed further on what this was 

based he merely could reply that he thought this was a nice round figure, and of 

course, the employers wouldn’t agree to it anyway. We discussed subsequently 

that the least he could do was to take the current inflation figure well into 

account, but he did not know how high it stood (at a record 47 per cent!). We 

then went together to collect quarterly overviews from a few local banks with 

which he could back up his position. When I saw him the next day he was 

elated: he had managed --for the first time in his professional career-- to 

increase the employers initial offer with a full 5 per cent: from 13 to 18 per cent 

(field notes).  

 

Despite this inherent weakness, unions too welcomed the advent of the Employment Councils. 

Having been denied access to a negotiating table in the pre-Independence period, the councils 

offer them an opportunity to be engaged in the trade union activity par excellence (or at least, 

par excellence as perceived by them): collective bargaining. Finally, after all these years, the 

trade unions were of the opinion that now they were in a position to determine wages. Moreover, 

participation in the Employment Councils offered some ‘fringe benefits’: once the Employment 

Council is founded in a certain industry the trade union receives assistance in various forms. 

 

Workers pay automatically deducted dues to the Councils17 and out of the fund of the 

Employment Council, the trade union (sometimes) receives financial assistance for its 

educational programmes. For instance, in 1988, the Hotel and Catering Workers Union received 

Zim$ 30,000 to this end from the Employment Council in its industry, multiplying its budget for 

workers’ education almost tenfold. In some industries, this is the rule rather than the exception in 

the field of worker education18. For the unions --big and small alike-- education forms a very 

important activity but struggling as they are for funds worker education has usually been a shoe-

string operation. Now, with the support of funds from the Employment Council education could 

be greatly expanded thereby improving their status in the eyes of rank-and-file union 

membership. Of course, as in the saying about the piper and the tune, here too, the topics 

 
     17 For example, the NEC for the Financial, Distributive and Service Undertakings initially (1987) charged 

1 per cent of the monthly wage, with a maximum of Zim$ 10, later reduced to 0.5 per cent. In 1991 it changed its 

name to NEC for the Commercial Sectors and the levy was reduced to 0.3 per cent with no maximum. 

     18 In the printing industry, funds from the International Trade Secretariat (ITS) in the graphical industry 

and the European Union to build a new vocational training centre are channelled to the Employment Council, and 

not through the Graphical Workers Union, which is the member of the ITS, would be the ‘natural’ recipient. 
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discussed, and the issues raised during these worker education classes are to be fully in line with 

a bi-partite industrial relations structure.  

 

Already at their 1985 National Congress the ZCTU had realised that the trade unions too needed 

to improve their analytical skills vis-à-vis the employers. In a speech to Congress the then 

Acting ZCTU President lamented the fact that the employers’ organisations CZI and EMCOZ 

had specialists on industrial relations and labour legislation while the ZCTU lacked qualified 

staff to “conduct research on current economic trends, the effects of the latest technology on 

employment, the impact of inflation and rising cost of living on wages” (in Nzombe 1986:3). 

With the help of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) a Research and 

Economics department could be established at the ZCTU Headquarters in 1986 -- the ICFTU 

footing the salary bill for the economist. Its objective was to produce economic analysis upon 

which the unions’ centre could try and influence government’s incomes policy. The first two 

incumbents of this post, both held a BA degree in economics, and both left after some two years 

in office for further studies in Europe19. The third one, holder of an MA degree in economics, 

was more of a fixture. The very first incumbent, Godfrey Kanyenze, returned with a MA degree 

from Kent University, but left soon thereafter again to do a Ph.D. at the Institute of Development 

Studies in Brighton which he completed in 1993. Thereafter he was affiliated to the ZCTU 

Research and Economics Department as a highly valued consultant20. 

 

This high turn-over was not particularly helpful in creating a powerful think tank at the unions’ 

central level. The department produced from 1986 onwards position papers on the wage review, 

in which in each year a plea was made for the government to adjust the wages according to the 

Poverty Datum Line21. This principle of wage setting was indeed recommended by the Riddell 

Commission in 1981 but was since 1982 abandoned by a government concerned about 

 
     19 See Kanyenze (1989) and Mutsvanga (1992). 

     20 He became the driving force behind the campaign in 1994 to influence the legislation on the Export 

Processing Zones, EPZs (Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 1994). In 1995 he brought together a group of 

academics to produce the ZCTU policy paper / position document on an alternative economic policy which was 

presented to the ZCTU’s National Congress in September 1995 (Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 1995a; 

1996). 

     21 See Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (1986a; 1987a; 1987b); Mutandare (1987); Mutsvanga 

(1991). 
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inflation22 (see ILO 1993:124; also Herbst 1990:219). Consequently, these union position 

papers never made much impact on the determination of the minimum wage. After the change 

of leadership in the ZCTU, the claim for wage increases according to the Poverty Datum Line 

was de-emphasised and gradually replaced by a call for “free collective bargaining”. 

 

From 1992 onwards, the approach of the Research and Economics department was more geared 

to supporting the affiliated unions in their collective bargaining efforts. With the financial 

support of the LO-Norway, students from the Economics Department at the University of 

Zimbabwe could --in the framework of their studies-- be seconded to a union and prepare the 

economic analysis for that union’s negotiating position. For only one industry had there ever 

been an economic sectoral analysis in preparation of collective bargaining (ZCTU 1998?). The 

Department’s advice to the ZCTU affiliates for the 1992 bargaining rounds was to encourage 

“modest wage increments” and it expected that, given the state of the economy, negotiating 

would be mainly about retention packages (ZCTU 1992a:10). Despite this bleak outlook the 

paper concluded with another plea to speed up the creation of “the independent structures for 

negotiating, namely employment councils” which should “determine all conditions of 

employment in all sectors” (ibid.).  

 

Within the ZCTU some voices occasionally warned for the limitations of collective bargaining. 

Initially, and coming from the radical wing within the ZCTU came the observation that 

collective bargaining alone would not be enough to achieve 

 

 …full employment and improved incomes. This could only be achieved by 

socialist transformation of the economy, a view which has been behind the 

congress’ consistent call for scientific socialism” (Wages 1988:5)23. 

 

Later, the concern was rather with the exclusive and restricted wage focus of collective 

bargaining. The Secretary-General of the ZCTU commented on the “limited framework” and the 

 
     22 Despite the fact that ZANU (PF) at its Congress in 1984 resolved that government “must ensure the 

existence of a decent wage for the workers which is above the Poverty Datum Line” as the ZCTU’s President, 

Jeff Mutandare neatly points out in a contribution to the debate, published in the ZANU (PF) magazine 

(Mutandare 1987:10). 

     23 This article in the ZCTU magazine “The Worker” quotes the ZCTU Legal Adviser, Albert Musarurwa 

who was at that time part of the radical ZCTU wing. Early in 1991 he changes colours and leaves the ZCTU to 

become the Executive Director of the National Commercial Employers’ Association.  



Part II, The Institutionalisation of Conflict: Collective Bargaining 

 

173 

 

“narrow focus on wages, leaving out other necessary non-wage issues” (Tsvangirai 1990:10). 

The ZCTU legal advisers, after noting that it were the workers who paid for the Employment 

Councils in which collective bargaining took place, commented that “matters like housing, 

transport, health care and education” were not covered and they observed that collective 

bargaining did not “challenge managerial power and Government decision-making” 

(Musarurwa & Nzombe 1989:9).  

 

And, of course, there was criticism regarding the lack of involvement of the rank-and-file 

membership in the exercise. Already in 1988, a finger was pointed at the “fundamentally 

undemocratic nature of the union movement” which impaired the unions’ functioning in wage 

negotiations (Davies 1988:8). And although a lot had changed within the trade union movement 

since then, still, in 1994 the same criticism was voiced within union circles. The General 

Secretary of the Commercial Workers Union, Shangwa Chifamba, reflecting the outcomes of a 

study in which his union participated (Peta et al. 1989), told the Congress of his union in 1994: 

 

 Collective bargaining has become an isolated process with virtually no 

involvement of the membership and as a result union strength is not felt by 

employers and government. Let us adopt a participatory collective bargaining 

approach where members are vigorously and enthusiastically involved from the 

initial stages of issues and positions, throughout the course of arguments and 

ratification of agreements (Chifamba 1994:17). 

 

These analyses at ZCTU top level were not translated subsequently in policy initiatives of the 

trade unions to either broaden the scope of collective bargaining, or to better involve their 

grassroots, or to support processes which would indeed challenge managerial prerogative. The 

position of the trade union movement remained an all-out support for the further development of 

“free collective bargaining” in the Employment Councils in which wages and grades would be 

determined and which provided regulations for dispute settlement in which the trade union 

played a role. In short, a full support for a continuation of the existing status quo. To this end, 

the ZCTU even concluded a formal agreement with the Employers Confederation to see to it 

that “collective bargaining is carried out successfully and fruitfully”, as a result of which 

EMCOZ President Chanaiwa was able to conclude that: “...EMCOZ and the ZCTU will 

endeavour to ensure the success of free collective bargaining in Zimbabwe” (Shifting 1990:14). 

This shared, mutual desire was quite in agreement with the government’s drive to change its 

economic policy set in motion already in April 1989 with the publication of new policies and 
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regulations for investment (Republic of Zimbabwe 1989b). Further deregulation and 

liberalisation were required to buttress the measures for economic reform announced early in 

1991 (Republic of Zimbabwe 1991a). Indeed, this policy document signalled the need for a 

relaxation or even withdrawal of the strict labour market regulations and declared that codes of 

conduct at company level would be established “through the process of collective bargaining” 

(Republic of Zimbabwe 1991a:14). Little did the unions realise that from this particular process 

of collective bargaining they were to be excluded. 

 

May 1992 brought the dramatic turn: Parliament accepted amendments to the LRA 1986 which 

shattered the hopes of the trade union movement for a strengthened legal position in the 

industrial relations machinery. Fully in line with opinions across the board, the existence of 

Employment Boards is phased out in favour of the Employment Councils. More emphasis is 

now put on the already existing powers of the minister to ask parties to form an Employment 

Council, rather than await their spontaneous conception24. Moreover, the procedures for the 

registration of collective agreements reached in these Employment Councils are simplified and 

every registered agreement shall now be published as a statutory instrument and be legally 

binding (Republic of Zimbabwe 1992:126).  

 

However, as a bolt out of the blue came for the trade union the total deregulation of employment 

security. Not only were the provisions scrapped from the law books which required ministerial 

approval before a worker could be dismissed. The unions were also caught totally unawares 

when Works Councils were legally defined and were given a prominent place in industrial 

relations25. 

 

Already under the LRA 1985 a workers’ committee could engage in collective bargaining at 

enterprise level, but only when no trade union existed, or with the consent of the trade union. 

And any agreement reached between workers and employer had to be approved of by the union 

before it could be registered (Republic of Zimbabwe 1985:194-95). The LRA 1985, however, 

 
     24 An Employment Council thus formed is called: statutory Employment Council, in contrast to the 

voluntary Employment Council. 

     25 Possibly the unions were lulled by pronouncements during 1991 by both the Minister of Labour and his 

Deputy that in the Amendments due regard would be given to the position of the trade unions (see Amendment 

1991; Employment 1991). 
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did not even mention the word “Works Council”. Now, through the amendments a Works 

Council was formally shaped, as consisting of an equal number of representatives of an 

employer and representatives from the workers’ committee. Regarding collective bargaining 

agreements, no changes were introduced. 

 

However, the amendments regulated the establishment of a code of conduct which contained 

disciplinary rules, precise definition of misconduct and the penalties in case of any breach. 

Among the measures that could be meted out against an offender was also dismissal. Such a 

code could be registered not only by an Employment Council, but also by a Works Council! 

 

Particularly hurtful to the unions were the articles which ruled that a Works Council could 

register its code notwithstanding a similar attempt by the Employment Council where union and 

employer organisation had negotiated over one. The nail in the union’s coffin was the ruling 

that: 

 

 where more than one code is registered...the code registered on application by the 

works council shall prevail and be binding in respect of the particular workplace, 

undertaking or industry for which it is registered (Republic of Zimbabwe 

1992:133). 

 

In addition, the Works Councils were given the right to reach agreements on retrenchments. 

 

As we saw in Chapter three, the government could make these moves after it had concluded that 

organised labour was too weak to put up a meaningful resistance, in a similar vein as when the 

government introduced its economic reform programme ESAP (see Sachikonye 1995a). The 

direction of the move was also in line with this economic reform programme and the World 

Bank who supported it. For in the opinion of the World Bank, a voice for workers was only 

meaningful at the decentralised level, the enterprise (see World Bank 1995). Beyond that such a 

voice would only distort the functioning of the market forces. 

 

For the trade union movement, it truly came as a surprise. Almost up till the eve of the first 

reading of the amendments in Parliament the ZCTU was consulted on them formally by the 

Ministry of Labour. And there were repeated official assurances that the position of the trade 

unions would be taken into consideration. But it was not only a surprise, it was also a slap in the 

face of the unions: agreements reached at decentralised, enterprise level by worker 
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representatives and management overruled collective bargaining agreements which were 

concluded at sectoral level by the trade union! Not only did this rub the unions the wrong way, it 

also gave legal status to an entity the unions had best seen scrapped altogether: the dreaded 

works council and by extension, the equally suspect workers’ committee. Whereas up till 1992 

the strategy of the unions and ZCTU had been to try and get the workers’ committee replaced in 

the law by a trade union committee (see ZCTU 1987:6-7), the very same now was awarded a 

legal status of more importance than the union’s! And that, to boot, in an area which is highly 

sensitive for any union: the provision of job security. Years of negligence on the part of the 

unions and the ZCTU in addressing the shopfloor organs of workers could now mean that 

ordinary workers organised at shopfloor level in workers’ committees had to face employers all 

alone and ill-prepared.  

 

With the trade unions fixed on their input in wage setting it might be good to examine to what 

extent this was recognised by their members of even workers at large. Did the union’s 

participation in collective bargaining enhance their status among workers, trade union members 

and non-member alike? Several studies providing information spread out over a number of years 

have sought an answer to this.  

 

A survey26 conducted by trade union researchers among workers in five different industries 

found that almost half of them did not know how their wages were determined and it observes: 

 

 What is also significant to note is that for industries where wages are negotiated 

... through the National Employment Council...workers in general did not know 

the importance of the NEC in wage determination. This is all the more surprising 

for those with the NEC because their pay slips should have shown a compulsory 

levy in order to pay for the operations of the NEC (Peta et al. 1989:38). 

 

Indeed, the study also reports that the “vast majority of workers”, both union and non union 

members was not aware of the existence of either Employment Council or Board (Peta et al. 

1989:45) and it concludes that the NECs might even have weakened trade unions by providing 

an opportunity for unions to operate on behalf of workers without “first seeking a strong 

mandate from the workers who do not know about the Council in any case” (Peta et al. 

1989:49). Reviewing the same dataset Rudo Gaidzanwa observes that “only six out of 169 

 
     26 N=172. 
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interviewed persons associate the stipulation of wage conditions with the term trade unions. This 

reflects a communication catastrophe in the extreme” (1991:16). She too notes a worrying 

distance between the local union structures and its bargaining activity (1991:17)27. 

 

Likewise, a survey28 conducted in 1991 and 1992 among a general trade union public showed 

that 56 per cent of union members whose wages were regulated through NEC agreements was 

unable to list any achievement of the NEC (Makanya et al. 1993:10). This picture was 

confirmed in a survey29 conducted in 1993, 1994 and 1995 among trade union members 

showing that “a significant percentage does not know whether there is a NEC or not in their 

respective industries” and that respondents had difficulty mentioning NEC’s achievements. 

Improvement of wages was consistently over the years only mentioned by a mere nine percent 

as “main achievement” of the NEC (Sibanda 1996:19-20).  

 

The conclusion that emerges from this is that unions have not been able to make any impact 

upon their members (and workers at large) regarding their role in the NECs. One reason for this 

might be found in the poor communication flows within unions. A study examining twenty-four 

unions found the following regarding the communication methods used to disseminate their 

results of collective bargaining: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
     27 “...in 35 cases [out of 40] the individual trade unions do not consult the workers’ committees [or] their 

own branches before the beginning of collective bargaining procedures” (1991:17). 

     28 N=220. 

     29 N=206; see Sibanda 1996. 
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Table: How do unions communicate with their members 

Method Percentage of use by t/u 

Mass Media   3.5 % 

Leaflets & Pamphlets   6.4 % 

Circulars  29.1% 

Meetings  61.0% 

     Source: Chibatwa, Peta & Ncube (1994:12). 

 

The mass media or special publications and leaflets were not favoured by unions because of the 

high costs involved and the unions’ limited funds. However, having to rely on meetings to 

inform the membership of the results of the union’s effort in collective bargaining is not the 

most effective way. Union meetings are not well attended, also not in Zimbabwe. As the survey 

by Peta et al. shows 70 per cent of the workers did not attend union meetings at all. 

 

Another reason why the unions’ role in collective bargaining is so little known can be found in 

the limitation to the right to strike. Strikes not only can put pressure on the employers to accept 

the terms of the unions. Strikes, or the threat thereof, generate a lot of publicity in which the role 

of the trade union as bargainer is well illuminated. In this way, workers are at least alerted to the 

fact that there is a link between trade unions and wage determination through collective 

bargaining.  

 

Collective job action, however, in Zimbabwe is --and has always been-- restricted. Under the 

ICA 1959 strikes were, as one observer puts it only allowed after the Minister of Labour gave 

his personal approval (Mitchell 1987). At the inaugural congress of the ZCTU in 1981, Prime-

Minister Mugabe reminded the hall that his party had promised the workers in its election 

manifesto the right to strike action (Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 1981:2). And indeed, 

the LRA 1985 incorporated the right to strike but only after lengthy and cumbersome procedures 

had been completed. In addition, the definition of “essential services” --in which strikes were not 

allowed-- was stretched to such an extent that one observer estimated that only the domestic 

service remained unessential (Sibanda 1991:23). As a result, no official strike has ever been 

called by any of the unions in Zimbabwe, neither has there been a widely publicised threat to do 
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so30. In other words, this avenue too for spreading the word that trade unions are actively 

engaged in upgrading workers’ wages was effectively barred. 

 

Remarkably, it seemed as if within the ZCTU nothing has been done with the research findings 

signalling faulty communication and resultant worker ignorance about the unions’ role and 

functions in collective bargaining. There are a few indications that also within the leadership of 

the ZCTU some uneasiness surfaced every now and then. 

 

On the whole, this did not dampen the enthusiasm, resoluteness, and undoubting determination 

with which collective bargaining --bi-partite at enterprise or industrial level and tripartite at 

national level-- was embraced within the union movement as the one and only route for the 

representation of the interest of its members.  

 

Conclusion 

The most remarkable observation is the marked continuity in industrial relations policy since 

1934: employment regulation, wage setting, and dispute settlement were governed in an 

institutionalized structure. At first on a voluntary basis and for white labour only under the ICA 

1934. Later, under the ICA 1959 with an active hand from the Ministry of Labour and allowing 

for the inclusion in the structures of black workers and black unions under strict conditions. 

With the provisions which allowed for racism removed, this Act remained in existence till 1985. 

But in the first five years after Independence black labour had too many things to make up for. 

The old machinery was out of grace but not the product it had produced: collective bargaining. 

The introduction of the LRA 1985 put this policy back on track: institutionalized collective 

bargaining at industrial level with the possibility for enterprise flexibility through the workers’ 

committees. The amendments in 1992 confirmed this line: industry-wide collective bargaining 

with the possibility to fill in details at a decentralised, enterprise level. 

 

Concomitantly with the continued strengthening of the collective bargaining structure was the 

gradual withdrawal of state interference in it: a move from tri-partite to bi-partite negotiations 

which was warmly welcomed by both employers’ organisations and trade unions. Indeed, 

remarkable in the period after 1990 is the convergence of voices of the three “social partners” as 

 
     30 There have been a good number of “un-official” ones over the years (see chapter 3). 
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exemplified by the (dep.) Minister of Labour echoing the Employers Confederation who had 

concluded a pact with the trade union’s centre to achieve one objective: free collective 

bargaining. 

 

Was there reason for the trade unions to look back on the developments sketched in this chapter 

with fulfilment? On the one hand the period brought them advantages: the pre-eminent stage of 

industrial relations --collective bargaining-- had fully been opened to them. As such they were 

fully recognised as a legitimate partner in this field. There were limitations to it (no right to 

strike, limited scope and extent of the exercise, and shop floor competition from the Works 

Councils) but the institutionalisation of industrial relations gave the trade unions a sense of 

achievement.  

 

Gunilla Andræ and Björn Beckman (1999) analysed trade union power in the Nigerian Textile 

Industry. Their conclusion is that the incorporation of the union in the collective bargaining 

institutions contributed in no small way to the enhancement of their position. At industry level, 

collective bargaining based as it is on willingness of both parties to engage in serious 

negotiations and supported by state legislation won for the unions legitimacy with employers 

and workers alike. They conclude that such bargaining: “…was an ‘industry pact’, partly 

formalised, partly developed through the practices of collective bargaining and in the day-to-day 

interaction on the shopfloor” (1999:274-5). As a result: “corporatism continued to be a source of 

union strength, contributing to the diffusion and deepening of a union-based labour regime” 

(1999:274).  

 

In Zimbabwe such a situation was a far cry. Indeed, the unions were locked into the collective 

bargaining machinery, but until early nineties they derived little strength from it. Of course, they 

were recognised a legitimate place by the employers and the state. But this was not a major 

achievement on the part of the unions. The state had already set in motion a process to 

institutionalise industrial relations in the 1950s, in order to create an orderly interaction between 

labour and capital.  By the early nineties, this process had been completed. The employers went 

along with the strategy knowing that they had little to fear from the unions. As we have seen, the 

negotiating skills of the unions were weak, and the thread to back demands up (the right the 

strike) was absent. 
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An important difference between the analysis of Andræ and Beckman, and Zimbabwe was the 

lack of interaction on the shopfloor. In the case study we will develop this in detail. Suffice here 

to say that the trade unions in Zimbabwe had no shop floor structures. And fully in line with the 

unions’ past experience and leadership style, communication between trade union leadership and 

members was not well developed.  

 

Indeed, for ordinary trade union members the development of collective bargaining meant little. 

The presence of the union at the shopfloor level remained vague, with union densities in most 

cases well below 50 per cent. And as we saw in this chapter, the tangible results of collective 

bargaining agreements could not be called blatant victories for the labour movement. Wage 

increases of less than the inflation figures could not help restore the purchasing power of 

workers. On the whole the activities of the trade unions in the Employment Councils attracted 

very little attention in the eyes of ordinary members. Trade union members were not aware that 

their organisation was battling it out with the employers to win them a good wage. It seemed as 

if the victory for the union (recognition as a bargaining agent) was one which did not find an 

echo with the membership. 

 

In the following chapters we will leave the national, macro, level and start the descend to the 

micro, or enterprise shop floor level. First, we will examine in chapter five the fate of that other 

institution in industrial relations: workers’ participation. After all, as a result of the amendments 

introduced in 1992 to the Labour Relations Act, the Works Council was given a prime role at the 

enterprise level. And in the Works Council workers themselves could act as their own 

representatives. The subsequent chapters we will present case studies to see what became of this.
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5 Labour Policy after Independence: 

Workers’ Participation? 

Part I: Introduction 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter (and the following) we will leave the plane of national level industrial 

relations institutions and descend to the enterprise level, or micro level. Initially, we will not 

abandon institutions, however. In order to understand developments at the shop floor we have 

to examine a most important intervention by the Independent government of Zimbabwe: the 

introduction of workers’ committees. From the very beginning these workers’ committees 

were a major cause of confusion: for different people they embodied different things. For a 

start: their introduction was cast in the idiom of ‘workers’ participation’, in itself an ill-

defined concept, as was already alluded to in the introduction. The following paragraphs 

provide a recap of the issues at stake. 

 

In discussing the objectives of workers’ participation, the literature usually makes a distinction 

between two tendencies (see Roca & Retour 1981). One which considers workers’ participation 

only as a medium to: 

 

a) humanise and de-alienate social relations at the place of work; and  

b) make optimal use of human resources which would increase productivity and efficiency, 

enhance worker motivation and commitment.  

 

The second tendency views workers’ participation as a principle, medium and a goal, all at the 

same time. The ultimate goal is to transform power relations and economic distribution not 

only at the level of the enterprise but also at societal levels. In this view four clusters of 

objectives for the introduction of workers’ participation have been identified: 
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 1) the humanisation of work and relations at the place of work 

 2) transformation of the power relations at the place of work and in society 

 3) a more equitable distribution of the economic gains of production 

 4)  the optimal use of human resources1. 

 

It should be noted that each of these clusters can appear in isolation: it is not necessary that all 

four are present at one and the same time; much depend on the motives of those who took the 

initiative to introduce workers’ participation (see Stephens 1980). 

 

A recent contribution to the debate has provided an interesting typology, capturing both these 

two tendencies. Guido Baglioni makes a distinction between three models of participation, using 

as the distinguishing factor the extent to which workers’ participation transforms power 

relations. He concludes that there are three models: the antagonistic, the collaborative and the 

integrative. It is worth quoting his explanation at some length: 

 

1. Antagonistic participation, … , includes proposals and arrangements that 

tend to effectively alter the symmetry in employment relationships and often 

even the condition of employees in society. 

2. Collaborative participation includes proposals and instances that envisage 

improvement in workers’ socio-economic standing and correction of 

asymmetry, without altering the capitalist institutional setting… 

3. Integrative participation includes a body of proposals and practices that aim 

to involve workers (not necessarily through their representatives in the 

firm’s working and / or commit them to its activities and fate (Baglioni 

1996:32, emphasis in the original).  

 

The fact that one concept (‘participation’) carries such vastly different connotations caused quite 

some confusion, globally (see Roca & Retour 1981) and also in Zimbabwe. Unclarity abounds 

as to the actually meaning of the notion of ‘workers’ participation’ in any given case. In 

Zimbabwe, it is even doubtful whether –over the years—the protagonist themselves were quite 

aware of what exactly they meant, such was the loose way in which the concept was used.  

 

 
    1  see also Kester & Thomas (1981:61-62); Kester & Schiphorst (1987:23); Kester (1986b; 1989). 
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What compounded the matter in Zimbabwe was the huge difference between the rhetoric and 

the practice. In all sort of official pronouncements reference was made to sometimes grand 

schemes to transform the nature of society. This stood in stark contrast to what was actually 

introduced: a workers’ committee, aimed to facilitate communication between shopfloor 

workers and management. 

 

In the following sections we will examine the way in which various actors (government, trade 

union circles and business community) gave meaning to the notion of workers’ participation, 

how these ideas developed and how the workers’ committees fared in practice. In the next 

chapter (chapter six), then, these practices will be examined in detail in three case studies. But 

now we turn first to the origin of the institutions in Zimbabwe.   

 

A Prelude to Independence 

Before we move to the post-Independence period, we will make a brief detour to the policy 

pronouncements in the field of labour of the nationalist movements. These might have had a 

determining impact on the direction of post-Independence labour policy. In a ZANU pamphlet 

dating from 1973 (Mwenje # 2) some general and rather sweeping statements were made about a 

future labour policy. This ZANU political programme carried some ideas related to the 

introduction of workers’ participation as one of the instruments that could bring about structural 

change. 

 

 The participation of people in all phases of the development of the national 

economy will be full and continuous. The people will participate by being 

owners and controllers of the means of production and distribution which are 

either owned by the state or by co-operatives. (...) In each industrial, commercial 

or agricultural undertaking joint worker-management committees will be created 

to give the workers full participation and obviate any tendencies towards labour 

alienation. Where possible the principle of profit-sharing in the private sector 

will be introduced within the framework of industrial conciliation legislation 

(Zanu 1973: 26-27). 

 

In other words, ownership vested in a people’s state and workers’ participation at enterprise 

level in particular with the objective to humanise and de-alienate work. 
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The development of the ideas regarding workers’ participation did not proceed beyond the 

general level, not in the years immediately before Independence, and not in the years 

immediately thereafter. The 1980 ZANU (PF) election manifesto had only a few sentences on 

labour. The manifesto promised that a number of fundamental rights would be observed, which 

included, the right of association and strike action, and the right to work and a fair wage (see 

ZCTU 1981:2). Moreover, the manifesto spelled out that “The role of organised productive 

labour must equally be recognised” (ZANU 1980:1308), but it did envisage that “...the 

economic system is controlled and operated in the interest of the People as a whole” (ibid.)2. A 

clear reference to the vanguard role of the political party firmly leading the proletariat— 

 

The ANC-Zimbabwe, led by Joshua Nkomo, had the following to say in 1975: “...there must be 

an organised labour movement to serve the interests of the workers and the nation as a whole. In 

order to eliminate industrial conflicts, it is necessary to involve workers in decision making on 

all matters affecting them” (ANC-Zimbabwe 1975:44). 

 

ZAPU’s pre-independence policy papers and documents show an equal scarcity of detailed 

pronouncements in the field of labour, trade unions and worker representation. Its position on 

trade unions is clear, however. The trade union is portrayed as a unified mass organisation 

firmly subordinated to the party (see ZAPU 1977:22; ZAPU 1979:17)3. 

 

That this dearth of a policy also pertains to labour relations in general is evidenced by Brian 

Wood. He shows how the first Minister of Labour, Kumbirai Kangai, used for his speeches 

exactly the same texts—verbatim—that were read by his predecessors of the National Front 

regime, sometimes as far back as 1970 (1987:63)4. This could indeed be seen as an illustration 

 
     2 Cheater concludes from this that ZANU (PF) was here referring to workers’ participation, and that 

therefore, “...the workers were deliberately misled on the subject of worker participation...” (1992:14). I don’t think 

ZANU (PF) referred to workers’ participation. Given the time in which this was produced it is more likely that 

ZANU (PF) was referring to concepts like the vanguard party leading the proletariat. Democratic centralism rather 

than direct democracy. Workers’ participation did never play a significant role in the way ZANU (PF) 

conceptualised labour, neither before nor after Independence. 

     3  Wood’s assertion (1987:82) that none of the two liberation movements had published anything on the 

role of trade unions in the future development, should, in the light of the above, be qualified: none of them 

published anything substantial. 

     4 Brian Wood shows that the following quote from a speech by Kumbirai Kangai was copied verbatim 
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of “...the lack of any coherent policy towards workers’ organisation on the part of the nationalist 

leadership when they achieved governmental power” (ibid.). Not only was there no coherent 

policy regarding labour’s organisation, but a similar deficiency also existed in the immediate 

post-Independence period regarding wage policy, as Herbst convincingly shows (1990: 193-

220). 

 

Independence: The First Years:  Workers’ Participation? 

The post-colonial state intervened in industrial relations not only by creating a new Congress of 

trade unions. The wave of strikes of 1980 and 19815 was seen as a sign of lack of proper 

communication between management and workers, and between the trade unions and workers. 

Barely one month after Independence Day, the then Minister of Labour and Social Services set 

the tone by remarking that trade union officials were out of touch with their members: “...the 

only contact these unions have with the workers has been by telephone. It is not enough”  (in 

Sachikonye 1986:256). And in September 1980 he added: 

 

 “...the crisis of expectations...revealed the deep and basic need of the worker to 

participate in the affairs which govern his future. It became abundantly clear that 

inter alia the strikes had been caused by lack of communication between 

management and workers. We made it Government policy that every workplace 

must have a workers’ committee” (in Riddell 1981: 232). 

 

This was repeated in his address to the inaugural congress of the ZCTU in February 1981: 

 

 Because of our colonial heritage there are very few unions which enjoy more 

than 50% of the workers in one industry. We also identified lack of cohesion in 

our trade unions. Communication between union officials and workers was 

lacking (in Nangati 1984:32). 

 

The low profile of trade unions—especially, but not only, outside the urban areas—necessitated 

in the eyes of the government the introduction of new forms of worker representation. As a 

 
from a speech which the Minister of Labour in the Smith regime, Ian McLean, gave at the Institute of Personnel 

Management in Rhodesia in June 1970: “I firmly believe that the regulated system of labour relations which we 

have here in Zimbabwe is more beneficial for the community as a whole, rather than the dog-eat-dog philosophy of 

the so-called free labour movement which operates in some countries held to be more developed than our own” (in 

Wood 1987:63). 

     5 See for a detailed account Lue (1986); Sachikonye (1986); Shadur (1994:84-92). 
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preparatory step, the Riddell Commission of Inquiry into Incomes, Prices and Conditions of 

Service, was also specifically tasked in its Terms of Reference with making recommendations 

regarding the “economic, social and legal implications of increasing worker participation in to 

economy” (Riddell 1981:1). 

 

Without awaiting the Riddell report, however, the Ministry of Labour and Social Services 

through its Department of Industrial Relations published, in the beginning of February 1981 the 

long-awaited Workers’ Committee Guide Lines, with the objective to give workers a voice at 

their place of work. In a preamble the ministerial policy is outlined as: 

 

 ...to foster the establishment of Workers’ Committees and Works 

Councils/Liaison Committee [sic] as Channels of communication between 

management and workers in order to investigate and redress grievances and to 

improve industrial relations generally (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a: i). 

 

The Guidelines defined a workers’ committee as: “...essentially a committee created and elected 

by the workers to represent themselves in discussion / negotiations with members of 

management...it consists entirely of employees and does not include any management 

representatives” (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a: 1). The workers’ committee should aim 

 

 a) to act as a direct link and means of communication between management 

and employees at shopfloor level; 

 b) to provide a means for the presentation and discussion with management of 

employees’ requirements  and grievances; 

 c) to promote stability and good employee / management relationships and to 

encourage the settlement of differences and disputes by conciliatory 

methods; 

 d) to promote productivity by generating a stable and good atmosphere within 

the company and especially within the working environment; 

 e) to promote the interests of the employees whom they represent by 

maintaining regular contact with them; 

 f) to ensure that if a fellow worker seeks their advice in respect of any 

grievance or disciplinary matter that at least one member of the committee 

is available to render such advice and assistance as may be required; 

 g) to co-operate with the established trade union in ensuring where applicable 

that the industrial regulations for the industry are observed to the mutual 

benefit of all employees and management (Republic of Zimbabwe 

1981a:1-2). 
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Among the matters which could fall within the portfolio of the committee are: matters of mutual 

interests to the employees and management, such as: health and safety issues, welfare, housing, 

improvement of working and living conditions, “prompt settlement of disputes at the lowest 

possible level”, implementation of agreements between the committee and management as well 

as enforcement, explanation and clarification of workplace rules not only to co-workers but also 

to wives and families of workers (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a:3-4). 

 

The Guidelines are less explicit regarding the Works Council. Focusing on workers’ 

committees, the guidelines do state that: “Obviously...the workers’ committee will have to meet 

members of management from time to time to discuss and to formulate recommendations in 

respect of matters referred to in its constitution. These joint meetings should be designated 

‘Works Council’” (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a:1)6. 

 

In an “annexure” to the Guidelines, a model constitution for a Works Council is added, but in 

the guidelines themselves no regulations are included. On the last page of the text proper the 

Works Councils are, like in the preamble, equated with the pre-independence “liaison 

committees” and with joint consultative committees. 

 

The model constitution lists “aims and objectives” of the Council and areas for discussion by the 

Council. Among the aims and objectives are listed: 

 

 a) to provide and maintain a continuous exchange of information and ideas and 

to establish understanding between the company and its employees... 

 

 b) to enable employees to gain better insight into the various aspects of the 

company’s operations... 

 

 
     6 Wood suggests that the government made the division between workers’ committees and Works Councils 

to appease both the workers and management. The workers’ committees were to satisfy the workers, the Works 

Councils the managers (1987:69). In this scheme the workers’ committees were the institutionalisation of the strike 

committees which were formed by workers during the waves of strikes after Independence. The Works Councils 

were the continuation of the Liaison Committees established by management to enhance communication. This 

suggestion is indeed supported by the formulation in the preamble of the Guidelines: “...to foster the establishment 

of workers’ committees and Works Councils / Liaison Committee as channels of communications...” (Republic of 

Zimbabwe 1981a: i). 
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 c) to focus the joint interests of the company and its employees on the best 

possible use of the company’s...resources so that maximum productivity and 

optimum standards are attained (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a:6). 

 

By setting the following text in italics, the writers of the Guidelines gave special emphasis to the 

last aim and objective: 

 

 g) In general, to promote and maintain the effective participation of workers in 

the undertaking for which the council is established and to secure the mutual 

co-operation and trust of workers, management and the trade unions in the 

interests of industrial peace, improved working conditions, greater efficiency 

and increased productivity (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a:7). 

 

The areas which are open for discussion by the Council are given in a much more limited listing 

which is worth quoting at length: 

 

 a) General conditions of employment provided that no final decision can be 

taken on any matter that is subject to the provisions of the relevant industrial 

agreement, industrial board or other legislation currently in force. 

 

 b) Individual grievances shall be dealt with in accordance with the company’s 

grievance procedure where such exists. Otherwise grievances relating to the 

interpretation or implementation of industrial agreements shall be dealt with 

by the appropriate designated agent or in the case of regulations an industrial 

relations offices (Hence such matters shall not be dealt by the council). 

 

 c) Promotion of occupational health and safety measures and their enforcement. 

 

 d) All matters related to employee welfare and housing where applicable must 

be dealt with by the council except where these are subject to relevant 

industrial agreement. 

 

 e) Methods to raise productivity. 

 

 f) Ways to avoid wastage of manpower, raw materials and capital equipment. 

 

 g) Methods to improve morale, general work attitudes, motivation and loyalty 

to the company. 

 

 h) General discipline and conduct provided that any specific cases of 

misconduct shall be dealt in accordance with normal practice and shall not be 

subject for discussion by the council. However, either the chairman or the 

secretary of the workers’ committee must be informed of any disciplinary 
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measures to be taken against a worker and where possible such measures 

should be carried out in the presence of either of these officials. 

 

 i) Other issues having the objective of improving relations between the 

company and its employees provided that such issues do not infringe upon 

nor impede in any way, the rights of the company to manage its own 

business as it deems fit and provided such issues are not covered by any 

operating N.I.C. agreement or industrial regulations (Republic of Zimbabwe 

1981a:7-8). 

 

If this model constitution were implemented, it would introduce a form of workers’ participation 

which aims particularly to humanise social relations of production and to make best use of 

human resources in order to secure increased productivity. The emphasis the model places on 

“industrial peace”, “greater efficiency”, “optimum standards” and “increased productivity” 

leaves little doubt. There is not the slightest suggestion in the model that anything beyond this is 

envisaged. It is clear that this model falls squarely in the tradition which holds workers’ 

participation only as a means to humanise social relations, motivate workers to improve 

efficiency and productivity, and reduce internal conflict (see Roca & Retour 1981:9).  

 

The selection of topics or issues over which a Works Council can deliberate underscores this 

tendency. The listing deals almost exclusively with personnel issues, health and safety, 

productivity and discipline. No room has been made for larger organisational issues of the 

enterprise, nor for financial or technological ones.  

 

At this juncture it might be appropriate to once more make a small detour into the general 

literature on the topic of workers’ participation. Extensive reviews and syntheses of available 

material (Walker 1974; Bernstein 1976; Roca & Retour 1981) have distilled a number of factors 

in addition to the objectives of workers’ participation (which we discussed earlier).  

 

Bernstein (1976) has developed a framework which identifies six necessary components to 

assess whether or not a particular form of workers’ participation sets into motion a process of 

democratisation of the workplace. If democratisation is not an objective at all then participation 

becomes a managerial technique to achieve higher productivity. This is labelled manipulative or 

“pseudo” participation (see Pateman 1970:67-84). 
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For Bernstein, each of the six components has a threshold below which the democratisation 

process has not yet started, and above which, democratisation might be possible. Above the 

threshold, it would fall in the category of “antagonistic participation” as identified by Baglioni, 

in which the asymmetry in the employment relation is effectively altered (1996:32) . The six are 

(Bernstein 1976:9): 

 

 1. - Participation in decision-making 

 2. - Frequent feedback of economic results to all employees 

 3. - Full information sharing 

 4. - Guaranteed individual rights 

 5. - A independent board of appeal 

 6. - A particular set of attitudes 

 

For the purpose of shedding more light on the Zimbabwean experience the first three of these 

will be further detailed below. The last three are of a more general nature: Bernstein argues that 

individual rights are to be guarded against victimisation; workers need to have recourse to an 

independent body if victimisation occurs anyway; and both workers and managers need to have 

a mindset which would be favourable to meaningful participation: i.e. workers would have to be 

keen on getting involved and manager would need to allow a role for workers. 

 

As to the first three conditions, Bernstein (1976:47) proposes to study actual workers’ 

participation along three dimensions:  

a) the degree of control workers enjoy over decisions; 

b) the issues over which control is exercised; and 

c) the level within the organization at which the control is exercised.  

 

Walker (1974:10) adds a fourth: 

d) the extent of participation, referring to the level at which involvement in participatory 

organs is spread through the workforce.  

 

Together these dimensions have been referred to as “the amount of participation” (Walker 

1974:10). The degree of control refers to how far workers can influence decisions, or the rights 

workers have been granted. Usually, a listing is presented from information sharing at the 
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bottom via consultation, to co-operation, co-determination, and finally to full workers’ control at 

the top (see Bernstein 1976:48; Kester 1981:184-86). 

 

The range of issues is also usually presented in a hierarchy, ranging from shopfloor level issues, 

or worker’s own work issues, via managerial issues to policy issues (Kester 1981:186; Bernstein 

1976:52-54; Kester & Schiphorst 1987:62-64). Closely related to this range is the organisational 

level at which participation takes place: shopfloor, executive management (lower, middle, top), 

board room, or at the level of ownership. The fourth dimension listed above (extent) looks at 

whether or not certain categories of workers are excluded (e.g., casual or temporary workers). 

Moreover, the extent of participation depends greatly, as Walker remarked, on whether workers 

participate directly, or through worker representatives (1974:10), i.e., indirectly. 

 

The second component identified by Bernstein was that of a frequent economic return. With this 

he means a “monetary feedback to the employees from the surplus that they themselves have 

produced” (Bernstein 1976:63). His argument is that if this return is regular and goes directly to 

those who participated in production (as contrasted to the whole workforce) it will on the one 

hand show workers the result of their participatory input and this in turn will enhance worker 

motivation. 

 

The third component refers to managerial information to which workers should have guaranteed 

access if workers’ participation is to buttress a process of democratisation (Bernstein 1976:69-

64). 

 

Having made these general remarks, we can now go back to the specific Zimbabwean situation. 

Contrary to what the limited model constitution would like us to believe, the publication of the 

Guidelines was accompanied and followed by a series of official public policy pronouncements 

which indicated that the ultimate aim of the new government was to introduce a form of 

workers’ participation which would go far beyond the objectives of humanising work and 

workplace relations and increasing productivity true better use of human resources.  

 

This ideological background to the introduction of workers’ participation in Zimbabwe in 

general, and of workers’ committees and Works Councils in particular, was sketched in a 
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number of policy statements published by the government in 1981 and 1982. In the government 

policy paper ‘Growth with Equity’ one of the objectives of the introduction was stated as: 

 

 to democratise the workplace in all sectors of the economy by, inter alia, 

encouraging worker participation in decision-making at the office and shopfloor 

levels (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981b:2). 

 

To this was added: 

 

 Conciliation machinery already in existence for the settlement of disputes 

between employers and workers will be reviewed and, if necessary, amended to 

meet changing circumstances. The establishment of workers’ committees and 

workers’ councils is being encouraged as a means of involving the workers in 

problem-solving and improving working conditions at the shop and office floor 

levels. Means of promoting greater worker participation in the decision-making 

process at enterprise level will continue to be explored (Republic of Zimbabwe 

1981b:10). 

 

In the Prime Minister’s speech read at the inaugural congress of the ZCTU a further elaboration 

was provided, and more details were added as to the meaning of this involvement in decision-

making. Mugabe told the assembled unionists: 

 

 As you are aware: we have been urging the formation of workers’ committees 

and workers’ councils so that the workers can be involved in the process of 

decision-making, problem solving, production target setting, the improvement of 

working conditions and management tasks (in Zimbabwe Congress of Trade 

Unions 1981:3). 

 

In the next 18 months these ideas were further developed, not only among politicians but also 

within the bureaucracy. In the latter setting, the introduction of workers’ committees was seen to 

help workers solve “local grievances” and also to “prepare them to take part in the larger 

decision-making process” as Ignatius Chigwendere, the first Chief Labour Relations Officer 

explained in 1981 (in Boyd 1982:7). From the involvement in problem-solving and target setting 

at shop floor level, to participation in management, and from there to participation in ownership 

and eventually full control of ownership became the target. And this not only in industrial 

enterprises but also in agricultural establishments. The publication of the Guidelines was the first 

step in this process. In addition, Chigwendere was quite explicit regarding the relationship 

between the workers’ committee and trade union. Stipulating that the two had distinct yet 
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complementary functions he stated that in the workers’ committee shopfloor issues could be 

generated for the union to take up at national level. In this way the unions could enforce worker 

concerns through e.g., legislation (in Boyd 1982:10). In other words, Chigwendere, the trade 

union leader turned civil servant, envisaged a strong shopfloor role for the workers’ committee 

and a strong national role for a centralised trade union. This was based on the assumption that 

the two institutions—workers’ committee and trade union—would be able to establish a 

working relation with each other. As we will see later, this never really materialised. 

 

Both the Prime-Minister as the Minister of Labour on several occasions addressed workers on 

the objectives of the newly introduced workers’ committees. At the 1982 May Day rally, Robert 

Mugabe told workers to utilise the workers’ committees effectively and he 

 

 urged them to prepare themselves mentally for effective participation in the 

management of the enterprise at which they work...The aim for 1982 is to speed 

up the process of ensuring worker participation in management functions by 

creating management committees (in Mpofu 1982:21). 

 

Subsequently, the Minister of Labour, Kumbirai Kangai addressing workers’ committees at the 

Nyanda Civic Centre two weeks later, urged them to use workers’ committees not just as 

grievance-oriented bodies but also as bodies involved in decision-making as well (in Mpofu 

1982:20-21). 

 

These ideas were formally codified in November 1982 when the Transitional National 

Development Plan 1982/3-1984/5, was published. The plan argued that the government saw it as 

a major task to build new socio-economic institutions in line with its political philosophy. It was 

envisaged that: “...in accordance with Government’s socialist principles, the workers’ role and 

status will be progressively and purposefully developed until the workers have reached a 

self-management stage” (Republic of Zimbabwe 1982:19). It further reads: 

 

 Workers’ committees will be developed into self-management committees in 

urban and rural areas. Steps will be taken to facilitate the participation of workers 

in production management through committees at the workplace and the 

shopfloor in all government and parastatal operations and in private activities. 

Self-management will be encouraged through the implementation of a 

programme of promotion and financing of co-operatives, self-managed 
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enterprises and other forms of self-management in both urban and rural areas 

(Republic of Zimbabwe 1982:20). 

 

This clearly reflects a notion of workers’ participation as a process leading to workers’ self-

management: a process aimed at transforming power relations at enterprise level (see e.g. 

Stephens 1980 and Kester 1980 for the general argument). Towards the middle of the 1980s 

cracks begin to appear in the position of the ruling party towards this policy. On the one hand, 

industrial democracy and self-management are still listed as objectives, even as achievements, as 

in a ZANU (PF) publication glorifying the achievements of “the people’s Government” at five 

years of Independence: 

 

 In pursuit of its policy to abolish, with the minimum of delay, the exploitation of 

man by man, and in clear recognition of the central role of the workers in society 

and the economy as direct producers of wealth, the people’s Government 

undertook the following: 

 * encourage and promote the formation of Workers’ Committees ... as a means 

of democratising decision-making and thus giving power to the workers. 

 * further encourage the establishment of strong industrial democracy through 

self-management in industry and commerce, through the concept of Workers’ 

Committees...as well as co-operatives (ZANU 1985:262). 

 

Admittedly, the party also asserts that the workers’ committee will “facilitate the creation of a 

congenial atmosphere for the effective and smooth channelling of communication between 

workers and management” (ibid.), but the party clearly ranked this objective as second and 

subordinated it to the transformation towards workers’ self-management. At the same time, 

however, the report of the party’s Central Committee read by Robert Mugabe at the Second 

Congress in 1984 does not speak with one word about these issues. On the contrary, the Central 

Committee ensures the party that its government will strengthen the labour movement, increase 

production, reduce unemployment, enhance healthier working conditions and extend social 

security, but it does not commit itself any more to transform labour relations (Report 1985:29). 

However, in 1986, at the May Day rally in Harare’s Rufaro Stadium the Prime-Minister told the 

crowd that the practice of workers’ committees enabled a measure of transfer of power to the 

workers so that they now play a more effective and recognisable role in the society and the 

economy. Furthermore, he also said that the Government would further make determined efforts 
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to establish strong industrial democracy through self-management in industry and commerce 

(Herald 2-5-1986). 

 

Within the Ministry of Labour these thoughts were again further developed and published in a 

conference paper in June 1986. Here it reads that the government would like to see workers’ 

participation in decisions regarding “production targets, production levels, investment policies, 

disbursement of profits and marketing policies and the overall utilisation of manpower and other 

resources used in the production process” (in Shadur 1994:149). A few months later the 

permanent secretary of the Ministry of Labour said that “the encouragement of the concept of 

worker participation is part of the fostering of a socialist economy” and he invited the trade 

unions to come up with viable proposals to develop workers’ participation further (Herald 

31-7-1986). 

 

By leaving the initiative to the unions, it was clear that government would not develop any 

policy itself any more towards introducing workers’ participation after it had published the new 

Labour Relations Act in 1985. In 1987 the government did organise a tri-partite fact-finding 

mission to the Federal Republic of Germany to examine the German system of co-determination 

but with little effect. Indeed, in his 1988 May Day speech, Robert Mugabe, by now President, 

made no more reference to self-management or transformation. Instead, he informed his 

audience about his government’s “desire to promote and assist in the creation of Employment 

Councils forming the basis of the collective exercise”, and he referred to the workers’ 

committees and works councils in the following terms: 

 

 As channels of communication at enterprise level, workers’ committees have 

done a sterling job in building up trust and confidence between workers and 

managements. 

 

 Government has also encouraged the formation of works councils at enterprise 

level for the purpose of promoting joint participation of both workers and 

management in the decision-making process relating to production (Mugabe 

1988:9). 

 

The circle was round again: having been established to improve communication, the workers’ 

committees were for a number of years endowed with more far-reaching objectives by 

politicians and bureaucrats alike. Towards the close of the decade, such conceptions had been 
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dropped in favour of a further development of collective bargaining. A Deputy Minister of 

Labour—herself a former trade union leader— put is most concisely: “Workers are hired to 

produce, not to manage” (Herald 21-2-1989). 

 

For ZANU (PF) and its government it was clear: workers’ participation should not lead to any 

transformation of power, not at the shop floor, and certainly not at the level of the society as a 

whole. However, when ZANU (PF) took over power, (black) trade unions were virtually absent 

from the shop floor. The introduction of workers’ committees seemed an easy and quick fix to 

give workers a voice at the shopfloor. As we saw in the previous chapter, ZANU (PF) also 

developed its own ideology. Where once the Marxist-Leninist ideology might have prescribed 

the introduction of workers’ control, this position was very soon after Independence abandoned, 

in favour of the incorporation of workers structures in an orderly industrial relations system. In 

this way, Angela Cheater was right in saying that workers were misled by ZANU (PF) regarding 

workers’ participation (Cheater 1992:14). What ZANU (PF) had in mind was the control of 

labour, not its empowerment. 

 

With the door for governmental change closed with such a bang, we should try and see whether 

within trade union or business circles some feeling was hurt. But first we will describe the early 

experiences of the phenomenon under discussion so as to give the reader some feel of the issues 

at hand. In the two following sections we will then analyse the views of the stakeholders towards 

workers’ participation. 
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5 Labour Policy after Independence: 

Workers’ Participation? 

Part II: Trade Union Views 

 

For the trade union movement, the introduction of workers’ participation is not just related to a 

discussion about its extent and scope. It is more than the question whether or not workers’ 

participation will transform power relations. For a trade union, workers’ participation means an 

alternative channel for worker representation. Whereas interest representation via collective 

bargaining has the trade union as the sole workers’ agent, workers’ participation means 

competition. And in a world where the adagio “Unity is Strength” rules, competition means 

weakness. 

 

In Zimbabwe, the introduction of workers committees put some trade unions in the defensive. It 

has to be recalled that apart from unions in the mining industry and the railways, union densities 

were low, often not exceeding twenty per cent. Trade unionism was not a well-established 

feature of the average Zimbabwean shop floor. After the tumultuous start of Independence, the 

collective bargaining machinery had grind to a halt. Splinter union came and went—as we saw 

in chapter two. Union membership seemed to offer little tangible benefits to the average worker. 

As a result, membership recruitment often was an uphill battle.  

 

In this world, the government introduced in each and every enterprise the possibility that 

workers could directly elect their representatives to form a workers’ committee. And this 

committee could discuss with management shop floor issues and possibly resolve them. The 

government had thus created, by the stroke of a pen, a powerful competitor vying for the favour 

of the worker. Sometimes the worker committee worked hand in glove with existing trade 

unions, sometimes there was a membership overlap. In other instances, however, the workers’ 

committee attracted strong personalities for who the local trade union branch leader simply was 

no match. This resulted in long standing feuds between the two institutions, or rather between 

the men personifying them. 
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Throughout the first decade of Independence, suspicion as to the precise motives of the 

government for the introduction of workers’ participation was rampant among trade union 

representatives. Was the introduction of the workers’ committees meant to strengthen the union 

movement or to undermine it? In their evidence put before the Riddell Commission of Inquiry, 

the interim committee of the ZCTU agreed to the conclusion that union presence at shopfloor 

level was at best weak and that therefore they supported the Government’s move to install 

workers’ committees (in Riddell 1981:236-37). However, already in 1981, the ZCTU started to 

steer its own course: 

 

 The ZCTU objective is to develop good Industrial Relations between workers 

and managers through collective bargaining. Since Independence we have had 

the system of workers committees here which the unions looked at with great 

suspicion, thinking that they had come to replace them in the bargaining process. 

We would like to emphasise that in the whole process of workers’ participation 

trade unions must play an important and effective role. While the workers 

committees remain as communication links between management and workers at 

shop floor levels, trade unions must remain as the main collective bargainers for 

the improvement of working conditions and wages and must have 

representatives in any established form of workers’ participation (Worker 

1981:2-3.) 

 

This comment set the tone for the ZCTU’s position: in the opinion of the ZCTU workers’ 

participation did not have the potential to transform power relations. Therefore, instead of 

supporting a process full of unknown entities, a process whose final destination (workers’ self-

management) was not particularly giving a strong position to trade unions either, the ZCTU 

stuck to something they had wanted all along but were denied: collective bargaining. If the 

introduction of workers’ committees could support this, so much the better. However, an 

influential current within the trade union movement became convinced in these first years, that 

the committees were also counterproductive in the fostering of collective bargaining. 

 

In 1984, the ZCTU observed that some workers’ committees were anti-trade union and that such 

a stand was detrimental for the workers. After all, committees that operated in isolation would 

easily be overcome by management, so the then national organising secretary Issa Zindoga 

argued. Furthermore, only through trade unions could the workers be represented at national 

level. Therefore, all workers’ committee members were urged to join the trade union (Herald 

23-9-1984).  
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This mixture of support for government policy and a carefully phrased alternative preference1 is 

also apparent in the educational material produced under the responsibility of the Educational 

Department at the ZCTU’s headquarters (and/or its associated staff). The first manual was 

published probably in 1984 with the support of the Commonwealth Trade Union Council. It is 

intended for study circles and follows closely the text of the Guidelines: important pages of this 

booklet are reproduced, and the text explained. The manual states that it is “The policy of the 

ZCTU that workers’ committees and union should work together” and “In making the 

regulations the Government made sure that there would be harmony between workers’ 

committees and unions”; strong links are needed between the two bodies and these include “all 

workers’ committee reps being union members, and these reps should make sure that workers 

join the union” (ZCTU 1984?:25).  

 

In 1986, the new president of the ZCTU, Jeffrey Mutandare appealed to the worker 

representatives to become trade union members, explaining 

 

 If unionised workers represent fellow workers on workers’ committees, the 

functions of workers’ committees can easily be realised because there is no 

possibility of conflict in objectives and policies between the unions and the 

workers’ committee (Focus 1986:17). 

 

At the same time the ZCTU was keen to play a major role in any policy development on 

workers’ participation and workers’ committees, if only to ensure a strong union part in it. When 

in July 1986, the permanent secretary of the Ministry of Labour urged the trade unions to come 

up with viable proposals to develop workers’ participation further (Herald 31-7-1986), the 

ZCTU was quick to react.  

 

Within a day, so it seemed, the ZCTU answered the permanent secretary’s call. The General 

Council decided “to take the lead in the development of workers’ participation” and to “provide 

workers’ representatives at enterprises with education and training for them to play an effective 

role” (Herald 2-8-1986). Within the ZCTU there were three clusters of opinion: two in favour, 

one against. The first was embodied by elder unionist like Shangwa Chifamba, previously the 

 
        1 It is important here to remember Mitchell’s qualification of the ZCTU leaders in those early years as 

completely subservient to the Minister of Labour (1987:116). 
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Head of the ZCTU Education Department, by now the General-Secretary of the Commercial 

Workers Union. Also, the Acting Secretary-General of the ZCTU, Ishmael Nedziwe belonged to 

this group of moderates. For them, workers’ participation offered the opportunity for a gradual 

change. As Nedziwe explained in an interview in 1987: 

 

 Yesterday, before Independence, militancy and fighting was necessary in the 

workers’ struggle. Today workers must realise that their task is to build up the 

economy to raise their standards of living. 

 

 So workers must prepare themselves through educating themselves to control 

production. We have to push for legislation on workers participation. Workers 

must feel as though they own the means of production and control the 

economy...(Union 1987:2). 

 

The second group in favour of workers’ participation, or at least at strengthening the ties 

between the trade union and the workers’ committee had a more pragmatic objective. The 

motive for these union leaders was the realisation that the workers’ committee could become the 

union’s advanced basis at enterprise level buttressing the union’s efforts towards collective 

bargaining. On the one hand, it would do away with the argument that union’s presence at 

shopfloor level was weak, on the other hand, the workers’ committee could serve as source of 

information which could be used in collective bargaining. 

 

Of influence in the ZCTU’s General Council was the experience of the Hotel & Catering 

Workers Union (ZHCWU). Its new General-Secretary, Leonard Shoriwa, young and energetic, 

was all in favour of such an approach. One of his union’s educators cum organisers had attended 

in 1984 a six-week international workshop on workers’ participation. There he co-authored with 

the then Head of the ZCTU Education Department and the labour researcher of the Zimbabwe 

Institute of Development Studies a lengthy document in preparation of a ZCTU participation 

policy (Kuzondishaya; Nangati & Zharare 1984). Moreover, he co-operated in the writing of 

manual for workers’ education on workers’ participation (Kester & Schiphorst 1987). In 

addition, the ZHCWU had ample and varied experience with co-operating with workers’ 

committees (see Moahloli 1988). The positive experience had shown the union that the workers’ 

committee could indeed function as the eyes and ears of the union on the shopfloor. In the 

absence of a shop steward system this was a welcome addition to the union’s armour. In other 
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words, the workers’ committee conceived of not as a step in a lengthy transformation process 

but as a functional tool to strengthen the trade union and collective bargaining. 

 

A series of developments marginalised this line of thought within the ZCTU. At the 1985 

National Congress the ZCTU adopted a resolution in which it pledged itself to the principles of 

“scientific socialism” as its guiding philosophy. In the same resolution it was also asserted that 

“all the ZCTU educational programmes must include scientific socialism” (in Nzombe 1986:4). 

The new Head of the ZCTU Education department—Ignatius Makonese2-- felt strongly that 

workers’ committees were part and parcel of the ‘reformist’ policy to introduce workers’ 

participation. For him this was in straight contradiction to the principles of scientific socialism 

which the ZCTU had adopted, and which accorded a far stronger place to the central trade union 

organisation. Moreover, he felt that the ZCTU’s workers’ participation project, being funded by 

the Dutch trade union federation, surely was meant to export social democracy and thus dilute 

the socialist direction of the labour movement (numerous discussions with I. Makonese 1988-

1994). 

 

Influential within union circles became around this time also the head of the newly established 

department for Health & Safety, Rene Loewenson. She was a staunch political radical3 who was 

disillusioned with the ruling party and now looked for another outlet for her political ideals4. 

These centred around the transition to socialism and the victory of the proletariat. When late in 

1991 Leonard Shoriwa died in a car accident the influence of the Hotel & Catering Workers 

 
     2 Having worked at the Industrial Relations department of the Silveira House during the early years of 

Independence, he had been in the employ of the ZCTU since 1984. First in Masvingo, then in Bulawayo. After the 

expulsion of the previous Head of Education on charges of theft and embezzlement in 1986, he was promoted to 

this position and moved to Harare in 1987. 

     3 See e.g., her contribution to a public debate in the first months of 1987 in the Zimbabwean press on the 

merits of the Stalinist regime, under the title: “Stalin was pivot in the construction of Socialism” (Sunday Mail, 

March 1987). I am grateful to Des Gasper for this reference. Loewenson was affiliated to the department of 

communal medicine at the University of Zimbabwe where she prepared her PhD on conditions of farm labour in 

Zimbabwe (see Loewenson 1992a). At the university there were circles of radical lecturers, like for example 

Shephard Nzombe, and Kempton Makamure, who were all disappointed about the lack of socialist direction by 

ZANU (PF) and who were quite willing to render the ZCTU their support, since the ZCTU still publicly paid 

allegiance to the scientific socialist credentials.  

     
4 Minutes of a ZCTU General Council meeting in which her appointment was discussed state: “She later 

informed us that her interest in that is that she wants to see her inputs being put in practice which she said is only 

possible with an organisation like the ZCTU” (ZCTU 1989:9). 
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Union within the ZCTU General Council on matters relating to the workers’ committee fully 

waned to give way to outright rejection of the workers’ committee. Instead, a new structure was 

to be imposed on the shopfloor: the trade union committee. 

 

In December 1987 the ZCTU discussed in a leadership seminar in Gweru amendments to the 

Labour Relations Act 1985. Regarding the workers’ committees it was proposed to regard these 

as “the basic units of the trade union movement and not as independent and sometimes rival 

organs” (ZCTU 1987:5). The amendments proposed by the ZCTU went even further: 

 

 In every industry where a trade union exists, the workers’ committees must be 

replaced with trade union committees and the concept of workers committees 

must be scrapped. Trade union committees shall be regarded as the extensions of 

the trade union onto the shopfloor but shall comprise workers employed at the 

shopfloor but who must necessarily be members of the trade union. (...) where no 

trade union exists the workers’ committees shall continue to exist under the strict 

control of the Z.C.T.U. whilst a trade union and its committees are being formed 

(ZCTU 1987:5)5. 

 

The Education and Training Department of the ZCTU adopted these amendments 

enthusiastically and made it appear as if this amendment was immediately put in place, in that it 

wrote in an educational hand-out on the role of workers’ committees: 

 

 The worker committee is the trade union committee at plant level...[It is] to act as 

a direct link and means of communication between trade union, workers and 

management at shop floor level [and] To organise workers to be members of 

their respective unions (ZCTU 1988: 1-2). 

 

In 1989, an international workshop was held in Harare in the framework of project under the 

auspices of the OATUU on workers’ participation in which the ZCTU participated. On behalf of 

the ZCTU a position paper6 was presented which was highly critical of workers’ participation 

under capitalist ownership structures (Loewenson et al. 1989). The paper observes that there is a 

 
    5  It is possible that inspiration for this position came from the Tanzanian experience where in 1975 

workers committees were, by law, replaced by trade union branches (see Musoke 1988:92; Myhio 1979:253-

57). 

 
     

6 The paper (ZCTU 1989) lists three authors but was prepared by Rene Loewenson, drawing on an 

unpublished manuscript by Shephard Nzombe, a law lecturer at the University of Zimbabwe. The other two 

‘authors’ were at that time ZCTU educators. The same paper --with minor alterations-- was subsequently also read 

by the ZCTU Secretary-General at an ARLAC seminar on approaches to Industrial Democracy, 3-21 April 1989. 
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wide gap between the rhetoric of the government in desiring to bring about workers’ 

participation and the realities of the economic and political developments in the 1980s. 

Moreover, it points out to widespread employer opposition to the introduction and legal hurdles 

which have not been removed. The conclusion is that workers’ participation is being introduced 

by government in a deliberate attempt to “distort worker struggles and maintain private 

ownership” (Tsvangirai 1989:22). A preferred strategy for the union movement, so Loewenson 

et al. conclude, is conscientizing the workers to take up their role in collective bargaining: 

 

 ... the discussion on participation would need to take account of worker power 

within the collective bargaining machinery to gain a greater share of the 

enterprise and national product in the capitalist system. 

 

 In the struggle to free our social and economic system from the narrow and anti-

social objectives of capitalism, it is clearly not simply ‘participation’ that is the 

goal but the leading, vanguard and dominating force of a conscious working 

class (Loewenson et al. 1989:15; emphasis in the original). 

 

The ZCTU had firmly moved to a position of complete rejection of the idea that workers’ 

participation could be a transformative force. However, with this rejection came also the 

complete rejection of the workers’ committees since these were introduced under the guise of 

participation. Loewenson et al. did not consider the fact that workers’ committee were 

democratically elected bodies of workers which might form the basis for invigorated efforts to 

cooperate with the unions. Neither was it considered at the ZCTU’s level to use those workers’ 

committees which were already unionised in a mobilising strategy. With the dirty bath water of 

workers’ participation, the baby of democratic shopfloor representation was thrown away. The 

panacea was to replace the workers’ committee by a committee made up of union members 

only. Automatically it was assumed that this would cure all the ills that had bedevilled the 

workers’ committees. The strategy for the ZCTU was now to get this provision into the 

Amendments to the Labour Relations Act. 

 

In a policy document presented to the 1990 National Congress of the ZCTU7, in the chapter on 

“Trade Union Unity, Democracy and Organisation” it is proposed that the ZCTU works towards 

 
     7 The document was prepared by Rene Loewenson, by this time working for the ZCTU’s Health & Safety 

department.  
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“changing workers committees at shopfloor level to trade union committees” (ZCTU 

1990a:18)8. Similarly, in his speech to this 3rd Congress, the ZCTU’s President Gibson Sibanda 

reported that the ZCTU in the Tripartite Committee would continue to call for “the 

transformation of workers committees into Local Trade Union Committees (ZCTU 1990b:26). 

Thus ideologically buttressed as well as backed by its organisational authorities, the ZCTU 

education department set out to spread the gospel. In 1990, the ZCTU produced a manual for 

workers’ education “Workers’ Participation and Development: The ZCTU Perspective” in the 

framework of the Dutch FNV sponsored educational project. Under the heading “most practical 

problems” this manual claims that “workers’ committees create fragmentation of workers and 

their interests”, that “most workers’ committees operate haphazardly due to lack of knowledge 

and proper training” and that “some workers’ committees operate on behalf of the employer” 

(ZCTU 1990:43). The manual, after once more accusing employers to form workers’ committee 

against trade union, concludes: 

 

 The present loose relationship between workers’ committees and trade unions 

creates a situation whereby the unions have no direct representation at grassroots 

level...The sad result is that the existence of the union is not felt at the 

workplace...In the light of all these difficulties there is now a serious need to 

replace workers’ committees with trade union committees (ZCTU 1990:44). 

 

Later on in the manual, it is argued that “strong and effective trade unions do not have to wait 

for the Government to change existing laws because in practice they can transform workers’ 

committees into local trade union committees (ZCTU 1990:81). This can be done as follows: 

 

 All workers whether they are trade union members or not, can take part in the 

election for the committee. However, only trade union members can be elected. 

In other words, in order for a worker to become a member of this committee, he 

or she has just to be a member of the trade union (ZCTU 1990:82). 

 

The theme is repeated in a manual produced in 1991 under a project of co-operation between 

ZCTU’s Women’s desk and LO-Norway (ZCTU 1991:31-34), and in a revised version of the 

study circle handbook (ZCTU 1993). The latter two manuals are, however, not explicitly as to 

 
     

8 In a press release produced for the ZCTU by Rene Loewenson shortly after this congress it reads that this 

document was adopted by Congress (ZCTU 1990c:3). The minutes of the 3rd Congress, however, show that 

“congress noted that the document was too big” and it was relegated to the General Council (ZCTU 1990b:61). 
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how the transformation from workers’ committee to union committee has to come about, 

signalling a rather top-down approach to shopfloor workers prevalent at this level. The same 

top-down approach was also reflected in the ZCTU’s ‘strategy’ to bring the union committee 

about: it waited for the government to introduce proper legislation.  In the discussion between 

the ZCTU and officials of the Ministry of Labour regarding the amendments to the Labour 

relations Act, this position was forwarded. 

 

In the first part of the 1990s trade unions and their umbrella body, the ZCTU, continued to 

grapple with the issue, without actually making much progress or indeed, doing much about it. 

Workers’ committees were seen as threatening the union organisation, dual channels of 

representation would erode the union’s power base. In my view, the ZCTU kept castigating the 

very existence of these shopfloor structures, rather than seeking ways to cooperate with, or to 

win the “hearts and minds” of their members. Rather than finding ways and means to improve 

the functioning of the workers’ committee by extending support and training to them in full 

force, in other words, rather than seeing the committees as a body with elected representatives of 

workers in need of support, the ZCTU continued to see them as an “organisational issue”, a 

danger best to get rid off.  

 

In this the Deputy Minister of Labour seemingly came to the ZCTU’s aid. In January 1991 she 

addressed the Annual Labour Briefing of the employers’ association in the commercial sector 

and the Institute of Personnel Management. On the one hand, she announced that as a result of 

government’s liberalisation policy it was expected that those sections in the LRA 1985 dealing 

with workers’ conduct and the termination of employment would be amended. On the other 

hand, she declared that 

 

 Section 23 of the Principal Act on the formation of workers committees will be 

amended. It will be a requirement that a member of a workers committee be a 

member of the registered or certified trade union representing the industry (in 

Amendments 1991:4). 

 

Also the Minister of Labour, John Nkomo, spoke in the same year about codes of conduct to be 

incorporated in the collective agreements made between the “social partners” (in Employment 

1991:10). 
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My conclusion would be that up till this period the ZCTU still relied heavily on the government 

to come to its aid in achieving a presence at enterprise level. The strategy in this respect 

remained one of waiting passively for the government to change the legislation to enforce union 

membership on the workers’ committee9. No attempts were made to reach out to the workers’ 

committees and actively recruit their members into the union movement. In this period 

consultations on the amendments to the LRA 1985 went on and in these meetings with 

government officials the impression was created that the ZCTU would get its way. As a result, 

no internal measures were taken to improve the mobilisation or recruitment of shop floor 

workers. When finally the long-awaited government reaction came, and when it turned out to be 

negative, the union movement was totally taken aback.  

 

Indeed, when finally, the Amendments went to Parliament in 1992 and did not contain any 

article introducing compulsory union membership, the disillusion was immense. And the 

disillusion turned into horror when it was realised that not only was there no compulsory union 

membership prescribed, but also that the powers of the shopfloor bodies—especially the Works 

Council—had been greatly increased to even surpass those of the union in collective bargaining.  

 

In my view, the ZCTU’s reaction should be seen against the background of the centre’s 

expectations vis-à-vis the government. In the first decade of the ZCTU’s existence the 

government always had come to the aid and sometimes even the rescue of the ZCTU. Despite 

difference of opinion, and despite the harsh tone government officials used to rebuke the unions 

and the ZCTU, the Amendments were the turning point. This was worse than the fact that the 

labour movement was not consulted before the introduction of the economic adjustment 

programme. All this was seen as an affront by the government, a deliberate and sudden attempt 

to sideline the union movement on its home turf, namely labour policy.   

 

Back to the issue of the workers’ committees. Within the union two “schools of thought” co-

existed from this time onwards. One was a continuation of the old rejection line and a call for a 

 
     

9 This despite the fact that one ZCTU document stated that “...strong and effective unions do not have to 

wait for the Government to change existing laws...” (ZCTU 1990:81). This was written by someone who had 

joined the ZCTU ranks just one year earlier (Loewenson), and who, therefore, was not really the embodiment of 

the general attitude. 
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replacement of the workers’ committee by a trade union committee. This was especially 

favoured among the top officials within the ZCTU and some unions who against better 

judgement banked their hopes on favourable government intervention. The other line was to 

seek co-operation with the workers’ committees and use them where possible now that the legal 

route proved to be impassable. Not as instruments in a transformation process called workers’ 

participation, but indeed as elected bodies which dealt with worker problems, and which might 

serve as the advanced base of the trade union. 

 

At the same time attempts were initiated to collect the views from below, to systematically 

record opinions from workers and obtain precise data on the role and functioning of the workers’ 

committee, rather than theoretical constructs with little bearing on reality. Already in 1989, 

fieldwork was carried out by five trade union officials, mainly trade union educators (see Peta et 

al. 198910). Data processing problems held the final report back till November 1991 when it was 

presented to the General Council (Gaidzanwa 1991). Subsequently it was discussed in a ZCTU 

policy workshop in the beginning of 1992 (ZCTU 1992). Again in 1991, the ZCTU/FNV/ISS 

workers’ participation project started anew with administering a questionnaire to all attendants 

of the educational seminars organised under the project. Here too, data processing problems held 

reporting back till 1993 (Makanya et al. 1993). And late in 1992, research among 24 unions was 

carried out by some members of the same trade union research team which first studied five 

unions regarding the union’s performance, conduct and constraints faced (Chibatwa 1994).  

 

The outcome of these various and varied studies was remarkably similar. Seen at close range, 

the workers’ committee turned out to be not the dreaded enemy of the working class the radical 

opponents held it to be. The study by Gregory Peta et al. is far reaching: it turns the tables 

squarely. Written by young and active trade union cadres from five different unions, it points out 

that in the eyes of the workers the union is “far removed and run by ‘officials’ whom they 

seldom see” (Peta et al. 1989:18). This in contrast to the workers’ committee which directly 

deals with workers’ day to day problems. The fact that the trade union does not closely 

cooperate with the elected representatives of the workers at shopfloor level “undermines the 

 
     

10 The unions represented by these five were: Commercial Workers Union; Catering and Hotel Workers 

Union; Furniture and Cabinet Workers Union; Leather, Shoe & Allied Workers Union; Educational, Scientific, 

Social & Cultural Workers Union. 
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entire democratic structure of unionism”, so the study concludes (Peta et al. 1989:21). In other 

words, the ball is put firmly in the trade union’s court and a stern warning is issued regarding the 

democratic character of unions if they persist in ignoring the workers’ committee. With 

amazement the authors report of low levels of knowledge of shopfloor workers of the union 

affairs (e.g. constitution; collective bargaining results11) and of the limited communication 

between union branch and workers’ committee. One result of this is that workers have no 

inkling of legal rights. The authors state that the workers’ committee is the basic instrument of 

worker democracy and conclude that unions depend on them for membership recruitment and as 

their agents with the workers (Peta et al.1989:29).  

 

The five also give consideration to trade union strategies towards the workers’ committee 

 

 It is clear that the unions must seriously think of ways of strengthening the 

Workers Committees at the shopfloor level since they are the organs with the 

most direct contact with the workers. Their education needs special attention and 

also equipping them with the means that would assist them in their tasks (ZCTU 

1992:11). 

 

The five authors then recommend that it would be beneficial if the workers’ committee was part 

and parcel of the union structures. For this, the legislation would need amendment, but this is not 

a necessary route: 

 

 ...a slower approach of incorporation (rather than a shot-gun marriage forced 

through legislation) might be the best way to proceed. If the five unions in this 

study can begin to take steps for incorporation at the practical level of getting the 

workers’ committees to undertake essential trade union functions, then it would 

make it easier later to incorporate [them] into the Union Structure at the more 

formal level (ZCTU 1992:11). 

 

The strategy to provide education to workers’ committee members, irrespective of their union 

membership was tried out in a pilot project for the five participating unions. Its evaluation 

showed positive results as to the strategy. Apart from deficiencies noted in the educational 

policy of the ZCTU and the unions, the evaluation clearly showed that among the workers’ 

committee members there was a high incidence of union membership. Moreover, it was 

 
     

11 “It is a shocking revelation that almost half of the workers interviewed [N=172] did not know how their 

wages are determined” (Peta et al. 1989:37). 
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observed that there was a very small turnover of workers’ committee officials, thus increasing 

the impact of educational efforts (see Nzombe 1991:3). 

 

Similar findings were presented by Makanya et al. in a paper discussed at a ZCTU educational 

policy workshop in 1993. The study shows that surveys administered to trade unionists in 1991 

and 1992 (N=220) throughout Zimbabwe indicate that the average workers’ committee consists 

of seven members five of whom are also trade union member. Moreover, half of the unionists 

cum workers’ committee members also held office in the local trade union branch (1993:4). 

 

Meanwhile the views of the opponents of workers’ committees had changed. No longer was 

there the call for the imposition of trade union committees but now the proposed strategy was to 

select union cadres, train them, entrust them with special union activity at shopfloor level and 

turn them into shop stewards. These would defend the workers’ interest 

 

 and in the course of time [the shop stewards] will be elected to the workers 

committees thus closing the gaps between unions and workers committees and 

transforming these into trade union structures (Loewenson 1993:5). 

 

No longer should the workers’ committee be discarded altogether but its members be replaced 

one by one with trade union cadres. 

 

At this point it might be good to expand a bit on the concept of ‘shop steward’. A shop steward 

is elected by a (small) group of trade union members to represent them in dealings with 

management. He (seldom she), therefore, represents the interests of trade union members at 

workplace level. He is not a paid official of the trade union but employed at the same place as 

the trade union members he represents. In British industrial relations shop stewards have a long, 

and chequered history. Finding their origins around World War I, by the early 1960s shop 

stewards had acquired the stereotype of an adversarial, belligerent shop floor leader (see Evans 

1973:82). The Donovan Report of 1968 corrected this image by pointing out to their more 

important conciliatory functions. The report concluded that the shop steward was “more of a 

lubricant than an irritant” (in ibid.). The shop steward phenomenon has been credited for 

infusing a democratic ethos in the British trade union movement (Visser & Ruysseveldt 

1996:66). It ensured rank-and-file involvement in union policy making. Closer to Zimbabwe, in 
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the South African context, shop stewards played an important role in building a strong 

workplace presence for the trade unions in the final years of the Apartheid era. In turn, the 

groups of all stewards in one enterprise, the councils of shop stewards, were the backbone of the 

Congress of South African Trade Unions, Cosatu, providing for a strong voice from the base in 

the organisation (Baskin 1991:450).  

 

A number of disadvantages have also been reported in the literature. Coates and Topham 

observed that “The shop stewards’ most hospitable homes have been in the traditional male 

dominated heavy manual manufacturing and extractive industries” (1988:149). Visser and Van 

Ruysseveldt point to lack of control of union leadership which makes it difficult to develop long 

term policy and strategy. They refer to Paul Edwards et al. who speak of ‘pragmatism’ and 

‘opportunism’ resulting in a trade union approach to industrial relations which is “uninformed of 

explicit strategy” (Edwards et al. 1992:41). Studies done in South Africa point to a lack of 

education and training on the part of the shop stewards and communication problems between 

union officials and shop stewards (Keet 1992; Collins 1994). 

 

Having provided some background information on the function and role of shop stewards we 

can now turn back to Zimbabwe. The policy proposal to introduce shop stewards in the ZCTU 

leans heavily on the South African experience and refers in particular to the notion of shop 

stewards as the bearers of worker control. Through the system of workers mandating their 

elected shop steward who would report back to them, strong control of workers over their own 

union was ensured. And subsequently, this “worker control of unions was seen as a means to 

worker control of production and society as a whole” (Collins 1994:40). For those suggesting 

this particular brand of shop steward policy, this was the chance to revive the socialist project, 

abandoned by ZANU (PF). To this end, the workers’ committees should be taken over by 

trained trade union cadres.  

 

Obviously, at this level, high up in the ZCTU organisation, the findings of the union grassroots 

studies done earlier had not struck root. Especially Makanya’s findings (1993) about the position 

of workers’ committee members in the local union branch escaped the leaders. Otherwise the 

strong union presence already in many a workers’ committee would have been taken into 
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account and efforts at education would have been targeted at them, as was in line with the 

recommendations of Peta et al. (1989) and Makanya (1993).  

 

A consequence of this was that the ZCTU Education Department in the early 1990s only 

reluctantly supported training seminars for workers’ committees12. And where it did support, the 

department ruled that these seminars were exclusively for union members. Non-unionised 

workers’ committee members had no place in workers’ education provided by the ZCTU, so the 

reasoning was. After all, if the policy was to turn the workers’ committee into a shop steward 

council, then only trade unionists should have the vote. And only trade unionists should, 

therefore, be exposed to training. 

 

The opposition approach continued to see workers’ committees not as a democratically elected 

body, but as “an organisational issue” to be solved. Under this heading the General Council in its 

report of 1990-1995 informed to the ZCTU Fourth National Congress in Mutare: 

 

 One of the key organising issues for the ZCTU is the continued existence of 

workers committees as non-trade union structures, undermining the base and 

therefore the viability of the trade union movement. This is evident once again in 

the use of the vulnerable workers committee in the Labour Relations 

Amendment Act as a means of undermining the union movement. It is a major 

task of the trade union movement to resolve a strategy on the transition from the 

workers committee to the trade union committee, to ensure the effective growth 

and organisation of trade unions from the shopfloor (ZCTU 1995:10). 

 

The Secretary-General, however, in his report to the congress stressed the need to have a strong 

shopfloor base. To achieve this, it was necessary to have strong leadership and democratically 

elected union committees. And the radical school also produced a document for discussion at the 

1995 National Congress which no longer spoke of workers’ committees as a threat to the union 

movement. Instead, it urged Congress to resolve that the “Labour Movement should intensify its 

efforts to empower the shopfloor” and that education programmes be “concentrated at the 

grassroots levels so as to empower the shopfloor” (ZCTU 1995:2&7). The baby had been 

retrieved. Not that the replacement idea had vanished, but at least the realisation was now 

 
     

12 Nzombe (1991:3) notes how the small Furniture and Cabinet Workers Union had organised more 

seminars than the ZCTU.  
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widespread that co-operation was needed between unions and workers’ committees. The 

workers’ committee was the entrance for union work at shopfloor, the access point for this 

empowerment strategy. Legal setbacks remained, however. Especially the powers of a works 

council to agree to retrenchments and retrenchment packages was a thorn in the flesh. A thorn 

which indeed wounded many a worker made redundant. Collective bargaining properly 

conducted would have produced more palatable results, the union leadership strongly believed 

(personal communication M. Tsvangirai, Feb. 1997). 

 

After the government closed the door to the introduction of workers’ participation, now also 

within the ZCTU the strong reservations got the upper hand. By this time (1995) the collective 

bargaining machinery had been firmly entrenched and so was the union’s role therein. In the 

next section the views of the business community towards workers’ participation will be 

presented. 
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5 Labour Policy after Independence: 

Workers’ Participation? 

Part III: Managerial Views 

 

Management was taken aback by the policy pronouncements regarding the introduction of 

workers’ participation so soon after Independence. The majority of the managers were white, 

their views regarding black labour influenced by a racist ideology, compounded by war and the 

besieged-like nature of the society in the 15 years prior to 1980. Immediately after the electoral 

victory of ZANU (PF) in March 1980 --a victory which came for many whites completely 

unexpected1-- large sections of the white community feared that the “Marxist” Mugabe would 

nationalise industry and prohibit private property. And although white managers were 

acquainted with concepts like “collective bargaining” and “liaison committees”, these were a far 

cry from the radical transformations that seemed to be looming around the corner. 

 

Managers lamented that workers perceived the workers’ committee exactly as an instrument to 

bring about the overhaul of the whole system: 

 

 Some [workers] even feel that the tables have now turned and it is management’s 

turn to get their orders from the workers. Some believe the workers’ committees 

should determine everything from the conditions of employment, rate of 

remuneration, hiring and firing up to what happens to the profits at the end of the 

year (Mkushi 1981: 3). 

 

The Riddell Commission took its evidence in the latter part of 1980. The managerial fear for an 

all too drastic an attack on their prerogative reverberates in the submissions of management’s 

representatives. The confederation of Zimbabwean Industry CZI was most frank when it wrote: 

“We do not believe that legislation to introduce production line workers to the boardroom 

should ever be considered” (in Riddell 1981:254). And the viewpoint of Anglo-American on 

workers’ participation was equally negative - not only regarding participation in profit but also 

regarding worker involvement in management decisions. On the one hand, so the company 

 
     1  See e.g., Frederikse (1982: 321-29). 
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argued, there was no evidence that either of the two produced “good industrial relations” or “a 

more efficient economic system”, on the other hand, “this country is not yet ripe for this type of 

participation”, a conclusion remarkably similar to the one arrived at by the Delta Corporation, 

another large holding company: “Insofar as employee participation in the running of our 

companies is concerned, we believe that it is too early to consider the introduction of this type of 

administration” (in Riddell 1981:254)2. 

 

In a seminar on workers’ participation held in Harare in 1981, Abner Bosch, the President of the 

Associated Chambers of Commerce of Zimbabwe, lectured to his audience: 

 

 ...participation as a concept is a very old management tool, having been used in 

business in different forms for hundreds of years. ... Organisational participation 

in decision-making can only be on a consultative basis, as in workers’ 

committees, or on the basis of responsibility for making non-managerial 

decisions. Let me make it perfectly plain that in managing business the worker 

cannot participate: he has no line responsibility and without this responsibility he 

can have no authority. I believe that introducing worker participation in 

management decisions would be disruptive and negate the very aims which 

participation tries to achieve (Bosch 1981:1-3). 

 

Not long thereafter, in August 1983, a leading management magazine devoted a special issue to 

the theme of workers’ participation and comparable sentiments were echoed: 

 

 Business tends to be conservative. They like to know the ground rules under 

which they operate and they do not like these to be changed. But the fact is that 

quick change is now necessary and we must recognise what is acceptable and 

what is not. I would suggest that joint participation at middle management level 

would be one example of an unacceptable situation (in Nangati 1984:37). 

 

Clearly, Zimbabwean management was trying to define the parameters within which 

“experiments” were acceptable and beyond which tampering with managerial prerogative was 

not. However, workers’ committees did not fall outside the “permissible” scope. While 

demarcating the boundaries, a few changes, could be accommodated; after all, the times had 

 
     

        2 Another remarkable similarity here is between these two arguments “not yet ripe” and “too early” and 

the arguments used in the 1960s and 1970s to persist in the barring of black voters from the common role in the 

1950s and sixties. 
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changed. And workers’ committees belonged to the acceptable changes, if defined properly. An 

example of such a definition gave Mr. Bosch, the afore cited President of ACCOZ, when he 

gave the following clarification of what he meant by “meaningful participation” 

 

 I have in mind not only the administration of an efficient workers’ committee but 

also such activities as involvement in the running of the canteen, the monthly 

staff newsletter, the setting of shift schedules and the running of the annual staff 

party. You may think I am going a little far if I include in the list induction 

training, but who is better to give you advice on improvement in this training 

than the worker himself (1981:1-3). 

 

For Mr. Lander, another leading industrialist, the introduction of the workers’ committees was 

an eye-opener: “...surprisingly, we can adopt and even take advantage of much that is new—

workers’ committees are an example—and live with them without too much pain” (in Maphosa 

1985:166). 

 

Once they were accepted the workers’ committee could as well be put to good use. Management 

was quick to pick up the idea of using the workers committees as “tools” in maintaining 

industrial peace, or rather, law and order. All this, of course, under the banner of fully endorsing 

the concept of “workers’ participation”. And when workers turned their backs on all too obvious 

cases of manipulation and showed their distrust and utter lack of confidence it was of course 

blamed on the workers’ committees. As one manager of a large mining and smelting subsidiary 

of a major transnational corporation is reported to have said 

 

 We are worried by the inability of the committee to control the workers and to 

transmit messages and resolutions from the works’ council. The committee is 

there to lead and control the workers and to act as a vehicle for communication 

and if it fails in these two respects, the whole cause for participation is defeated 

(in Maphosa 1984:164). 

 

For management the picture was crystal clear: workers’ participation meant the improvement of 

communication, and the institutionalisation of labour relations. Any connotation with process of 

change or transformation were vehemently banned from the early discussion. With the 

introduction of the Labour Relations Act 1985, there was no longer a need to fear such far-

reaching effects. There now was a legal backing to the managerial view to institutionalisation 
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labour-management relations. What remained to be done was to eradicate any possible 

confusion. Mr. Philip Chadzamira, President of EMCOZ, formulated it thus: 

 

 [workers’ participation] can turn workers into managers and distort the 

distinction between employers and employees, managers and trade unionists. We 

employers hope that workers’ participation will lead towards more identification 

with the enterprise and towards taking more responsibility for production 

(Emcoz 1986:20). 

 

To achieve this, he advocated “meaningful tripartite discussion and decision-making” which 

could result in a “worker participation package which is both Zimbabwean and practical” (ibid.). 

Study tours for tri-partite delegations were needed to other countries to learn from their 

experience. And indeed, at the 1986 ILO annual conference in Geneva, preparations were made 

by the Zimbabwean delegation to visit the Federal Republic of Germany with a tripartite mission 

to study the German system of co-determination. The desirability of a tri-partite approach to 

develop was later also stressed by the Deputy Chief Labour Relations who explained that any 

further development of workers’ participation had to be conducted in a tri-partite structure 

(Interview data February 1988). 

 

In effect this meant that henceforth workers’ participation was no longer conceived of as a 

transformative process. By embedding it firmly in a tripartite framework, employers were in a 

position to ensure that only those forms of workers’ participation would be open for discussion 

which would not fundamentally affect their prerogative (see Kester & Thomas 1981:66). 

Moreover, a tripartite approach would push the trade union to “remain primarily interested in 

collective bargaining” (Kester 1986a:137). And—as we will see in the section on collective 

bargaining—this is precisely what happened. 

 

The one form of workers’ participation employers favoured was financial participation. Around 

1986 the Zimbabwe Promotion Council started a series of activities to promote financial 

workers’ participation. It organised two seminars in Harare and Bulawayo for which it invited 

two well-known international experts in this field, one of which was subsequently 

commissioned to produce an advice3. The report, written by Robert Oakeshott (1987), indicates 

 
     3 One was Robert Oakeshott, then Director of “Job Ownership” in London, and author of a book on 

worker co-operatives (1978); the other was David Ellerman, then Chief Economist at the Industrial Co-operative 
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that employee ownership is based on traditions of the co-operative movement and that in 

themselves the values embodied therein are threatening neither government nor the private 

sector (1987:x). It observes that already twenty per cent of the companies quoted at the Harare 

Stock Exchange have schemes for employee ownership or profit sharing (Oakeshott 1987:49-

594). Moreover, within ministerial and union circles, but especially among the employers’ 

organisations Oakeshott encountered positive reactions to the concept of employee ownership 

(1987: xv-xvi). Of course, employers insisted that as a corollary to profit sharing loss sharing 

had to be introduced (Emcoz 1986:20). In 1989 the Employment Council for the commercial 

sectors ran two articles in its magazine Focus on positive effects of ESOPs5 on economic 

development in which three successful schemes in Zimbabwean companies were highlighted 

(Esop 1989). And Ariston Chambati, a prominent businessman and chairman of the large TA 

Holding Company wrote in the Financial Gazette an article in which he glorified the concept of 

employee participation in ownership as a vehicle for economic growth provided its introduction 

went hand in hand with an emphasis on private initiative (Financial Gazette 23-3-1989)6. 

However, by this time, union support for financial participation for workers had waned. ZCTU’s 

Secretary-General called ESOPs “a cunning trick” to reinforce the dominance of capital 

(Financial Gazette 27-1-1989). The legal advisers of the ZCTU were more explicit in their 

dismissal of the idea: 

 

 It has led to shareholding workers taking anti-worker and pro shareholder 

positions such as resisting huge wage increases and not demanding a safer 

environment (Musarurwa & Nzombe 1989:7). 

 

 
Association in Boston, and later author of two books on the subject of worker ownership and economic 

democracy (Ellerman 1990, 1992). 

 

     4 The absolute figures are: “at least ten of Zimbabwe’s 50 odd quoted companies outside the mining 

sector” (Oakeshott 1987:49). 

 

     5 ESOP = Employee Share Ownership Plan 

 

     6  For the related concept of trade union participation in ownership there is one intriguing reference: in 

his PhD thesis, David Saunders refers to informal discussions between ZCTU and Judith Todd in 1991, then 

representing her family’s equity share in Zimpapers, to assess the ZCTU’s willingness to participate in the 

ownership of Zimpapers. Saunders subsequent conclusion that in the future ZCTU might be willing to undertake 

investment in the private sector seems highly premature, given the ZCTU’s weak financial position (Saunders 

1991:100). 
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Since then, the ZCTU’s position on the concepts of financial participation other than direct 

profit sharing remained averse 

 

With the Government, the ZCTU and the business community not really favouring the 

introduction of far-reaching forms of workers’ participation, it is good to listen to the voice of 

the subjects of that participation: the workers themselves. First, in the following section of 

this chapter, we will examine some of the early experiences with the functioning of the 

workers’ committees. Then, in the next chapter we will examine, in three detailed case 

studies how the initiatives to introduce workers’ committees worked out at the shopfloor 

level. Also, we will examine in what ways the trade union was able and/or willing to support 

the workers’ committees and how this impacted, in turn, on the functioning of these 

committees. 
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5 Labour Policy after Independence: 

Workers’ Participation? 

Part IV: The Early Experience 

 

Building blocks for the brave new world sketched in the government policy pronouncements 

were already at hand at Independence: various groupings of workers at enterprise level existed. 

Apart from the liaison committees that were set up prior to Independence to facilitate top-down 

communication in a number of industrial enterprises1, workers’ committees were created as 

strikes committees during the wave of strikes of 1979/80. Unlike the former the latter enjoyed 

confidence of the workers. 

 

The remnants of these committees soon found themselves in the middle of the limelight. The 

government considered them as viable organisations of workers—especially at shopfloor level--, 

at least more viable than the mutual competing trade unions. In order to secure ‘continuous 

production’—a phrase repeatedly used by the first Minister of Labour—these strike committees 

or workers’ committees had to be addressed. ZANU(PF) activists saw in them ideal recruiting 

grounds for party members. This is illustrated by the cases studies of Cheater (1986:89) in a 

textile factory, and Ladley & Lan (1985) for a workers’ committee on a commercial far2. On the 

other hand, trade union officials—especially ZTUC cum ZANU(PF) militants—used these 

committees to build up new (splinter) unions in order to boost the number of affiliates in the 

event of a unity congress at which the number of affiliates would determine the number of 

delegates and per force the number of votes. For instance, Phineas Sithole complained late in 

 
1  Set up in the 1970s, the general function of these liaison committees is vividly exemplified by the 

following statement from a General Manager of a large brewery: 

 

About six years ago [i.e., 1975] it became company policy to have liaison committees in all 

our operating centres in the country. The policy evolved from the recognition of the fact that 

changes were then rapidly and inescapably taking place in the power structure of the factory 

and the wider society, and management had to be in a position to identify a conflict situation 

in time. These committees were however for consultation only and they had no bargaining 

power (in Mkushi 1981:1). 

  
\     2 The Riddell report also discusses the influence of local branches of political parties on workers’ 

committees (Riddell 1981:247-8). Wood (1987:68) warns, however, for over-generalisation of this aspect, pointing 

out to differences which existed between “many” committees and party cadres. 
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1980 about “the use of the workers’ committees by government to divide and control trade 

unions for political ends of the governing party” (in Shadur 1994:148). In this light the words of 

Elphegio Soko—who had duly switched his allegiance from the UTUZ to a trade union 

grouping with a brighter future, to become a member of the first executive of the newly formed 

ZCTU receive a special meaning when he argued at a Conference in Canada in April 1981 that 

the “mushrooming of trade unions might be the result of the Workers’ Committees insofar as 

they increase levels of job satisfaction and encourage increased participation in the organised 

labour movement” (in Boyd 1982:32). 

 

The recorded experience with the workers’ committees3 in Zimbabwe shows that they were not 

born under a lucky star. Several problems haunted their infancy. The origins of some of these 

are readily identifiable: unclear legislation and a limited scope, limited range of issues and 

limited organisational level of operation. All this taken together led to confusion, sometimes to 

confrontation and sometimes to apathy (see Bernstein 1976 for a general overview of the 

importance of the factors listed above). 

 

The first problem was that the guidelines for the workers’ committees were just that: guidelines 

without the force of law leaving quite some scope for different, and confusing, interpretations. 

Indeed, the Guidelines themselves show awareness of this position, pleading with: 

 

 ...all who are concerned with industrial relations to make every effort to establish 

such Committees / Councils where none exist at present, and, what is more 

important once they have been established to handle the work of such 

Committees / Councils with the tolerance, flexibility and tact required to ensure 

their success (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a: i). 

 

And to compound the legal problems, the system of workers’ committees and works councils 

was superimposed on the existing legislation. As Maphosa rightly concludes: “...the state 

restricted workers’ participation by failing to dismantle and replace the Companies Act 190 

which together with the country’s property laws denied access to control” (1985:21). Also, when 

the workers’ committees were introduced the Industrial Conciliation Act (1959), which did not 

recognise the principle of workers’ participation in whatever form, remained in full force.  

 

 
     3 See Cheater (1986); Makanya (1987); Maphosa (1985, 1992); Moahloli (1988); Mpofu (1982); Mutizwa-

Mangiza (1988, 1992); Nangati (1987, 1993); Riddell (1981); Shadur (1987, 1992, 1994). 
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Secondly, the functioning of the workers’ committee was curtailed, in certain cases, by the 

organisational level at which the workers’ committee came to operate: in the larger companies, 

with a number of subsidiaries or sites, the organisational level at which the workers’ committees, 

and the works’ council for that matter, operate—namely the plant level—is well below the level 

at which decisions are actually being taken. The result is that whatever the Works Council 

decides can only be sent up into the company’s hierarchy as a recommendation or suggestion 

(see Mutizwa-Mangiza 1988:48-51; 1992: passim, for illustrations). This means on the one hand 

that the workers input stays without any direct result. On the other, workers no longer perceive 

their involvement in the decision-making process at higher levels. 

 

A third problem area was created by a limitation in issues which could be brought up in a 

workers’ committee and works council. This can be shown from two perspectives. The first is to 

examine the official texts governing the functioning of the participatory bodies. The “model” 

constitution of the Works Council reveals that major issues are excluded from being discussed 

directly between worker representatives and management. Industrial agreements negotiated 

between a trade union and employers in Industrial Councils, or recommended by an Industrial 

Board, all take precedence over the deliberations of a Works Council. Issues dealing with wages, 

grading, financial management, production issues, appropriation and control, are out of bonds. 

Moreover, whereas for the workers’ committee emphasis is placed on good communication, the 

promotion of stability and fostering of harmonious relations, the “model” constitution for the 

Works Council goes further. The council is tasked with promoting health and safety. More 

importantly, productivity improvement and wastage reduction are prioritised as well as methods 

to improve worker motivation and their loyalty to the company. Grievance handling is addressed 

and disciplinary measures against deviating workers so the model constitution holds, are best be 

taken in the presence of worker representatives. And above all: “...the right of the company to 

manage its own business as it deems fit...” should be enshrined in the constitution of every 

Works Council (Republic of Zimbabwe 1981a:7-8). 

 

It would seem thus that the Guidelines for the workers’ committee and the “model” constitution 

for a Works Council are far more restrictive in scope and hardly allow for the implementation of 

any of the lofty policy pronouncements regarding the transformation to workers’ self-

management. 
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Another perspective to examine the impact of the limitations of the issues which the committees 

could deal with is to examine the recorded experiences of the workers’ committees. The 

ambiguity created by government served as good breeding ground for differing expectations 

from workers and managers. Workers at enterprise level indeed did show dissatisfaction with the 

functioning of the workers’ committees. The fact that wages could not be discussed was—

certainly in the first years—a major source of discontent. Moreover, workers soon blamed the 

limited scope and subsequent poor results of the committees on co-optation by committee 

officers into management. Sometimes the promotion of committee members confirmed these 

suspicions. In one instance a worker commented: 

 

 We have been complaining about our salaries for more than a year now and each 

time we were told that the company cannot pay us more because it has no money 

...only last month the committee chairman said the company was short of 

money...but now members of the committee have been promoted...this means 

more money for them...they have got what they always wanted ...their personal 

advancement. They are concerned only with their own interest and not those (sic) 

of the majority of us (in Maphosa 1984:155). 

 

In another company workers complained that the promotion of the workers’ committee 

members into the personnel department weakened their case (Mutizwa-Mangiza 1988:69). 

 

The presentation of worker grievances, of course, formed a major task of the workers’ 

committee. In handling the grievances, workers’ committees met a varying degree of success. In 

some companies, management indeed was quite willing to listen to grievances brought before 

them by the committees (e.g., the Dairy Marketing Board as reported by Shadur 1987 and 

Mutizwa-Mangiza 1988)4. In other instances, when committee members sought to present 

grievances, they were told that such did not belong to the tasks of the workers’ committee: 

aggrieved workers should present their cases directly to management (see Makanya 1987). 

Moreover, in relation to the Post and Telecommunication Service, it has been observed that 

workers’ committees were unpopular relative to the trade unions because the union had access to 

top management to present grievance cases while the workers’ committee had not (see Makawa 

 
     4 Mutizwa-Mangiza concludes that “...the workers’ committee has become a grievance settling organ rather 

than a channel through which workers can gradually increase their influence in the organisation (1988:66). 

Management in the Dairy Marketing Board indeed considered the committee effective in settling workers’ 

grievances, but at the same time felt that workers’ participation was bad for discipline (Mutizwa-Mangiza 

1988:81). 
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1985:40). Another study showed how the workers’ committee preferred dealing with the local 

Party branch rather than with the union (Moahloli 1988:35-45). 

 

There is another issue which is recurrent in all of the literature: maintenance of discipline was 

put high on the agenda. Indeed, more often than not, workers’ committees were primarily used 

as a body to install discipline in workers. Having their genesis in the wave of strikes in 1980/81 

this does not come as a surprise. 

 

One case study—of a clothing company—showed how the committee had been involved 

investigating 

 

 cases of indiscipline and has actually disciplined some insubordinate workers. 

The committee has also suggested ways of tightening security in the shops to 

minimize shop-lifting (Mpofu 1982:36). 

 

The impossible position this puts the workers’ committee members into is well illustrated by the 

study of Makanya. After noting that management in a security firm always insisted that a 

member of the workers’ committee be present whenever disciplinary measures are meted out 

against a worker, she quotes a committee member as saying 

 

 When a colleague is unfairly punished in my presence, I keep quiet. It shows as 

if I am on the side of those who are punishing him. But what can I do? (Makanya 

1987:68). 

 

Yet, in a large number of cases, the workers’ committee took this opportunity to be involved in 

disciplining with both hands. For them, it meant a departure from the past where an almighty 

boss did what he pleased. Now arbitrary punishment and even dismissal could be taken to task. 

Mark Shadur (1987:100-101) describes a workers’ committee which sat on disciplinary hearings 

with success. He reports of a case of petty theft where the workers’ committee intervened to 

prevent dismissal. 

 

Over the years especially the disciplining function gained importance. Numerous interviews 

with chairpersons of workers’ committees emphasised this: they were increasingly involved in 

disciplinary matters and they felt that they were doing a good job in preventing unfair treatment 

towards workers. They did not feel at all that they were usurping trade union functions. It was 

felt that the workers’ committees could render “first aid” when a union was active in the sector; 
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the union could then finish the job. This is corroborated in a study of Chibatwa which shows that 

on issues of “dismissals” and “demotion” shopfloor representatives (i.e., workers’ committees) 

are heavily involved: of the 24 unions surveyed 67% reported such involvement in dismissal and 

63 % in issues of demotion in their areas (1994:7). 

 

Conclusion 

In the absence of a strong union altogether workers’ committees felt they had to support the 

worker5. For management, the existence of the workers’ committee meant that the responsibility 

for a difficult task could be handed over to representatives of the workforce. The maintenance of 

discipline and indeed its sanctioning was legitimised as it were, and in the racially tense situation 

prevailing in industry in the first five years after Independence this was welcomed by them. The 

“model” constitution of the Works Council is quite explicit in this: the elected worker 

representative had to be present when workers were disciplined. 

 

The idea that the committees were incorporated into management gained further ground when 

committees were seen to take over other functions from management. Mutizwa-Mangiza reports 

that the chairman of the worker committee repeatedly exhorted workers to work hard, to 

improve productivity and to cut costs of production (1988:71). 

 

The term “communication channel” was soon broadened to include also notions of conflict 

mediation and conciliation. It was as if now the workers were given their committees they 

should be quiet and go back to work. On a May Day rally in 1982 Robert Mugabe exhorted the 

workers “...never to go on strike before exhausting all mediation channels like workers’ 

committees, works’ councils and trade unions” (in Mpofu 1982:21, emphasis added). 

 

The approach was apparently successful. The Chief Industrial Relations Officer concluded in 

1990: 

 

 The concept of worker participation through the workers’ committee and works 

council has done a lot to promote dialogue between the social partners in the 

production process. The workers’ committees have helped educate the workers 

and maintain discipline at the workplace. This concept of worker participation is 

 
     5 Interviews with numerous workers’ committees’ chairpersons and secretaries attending workers education 

seminars, 1987-1993.  
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not yet fully developed in Zimbabwe as compared to other countries, but we 

have benefited tremendously from its practice. It certainly has been the 

cornerstone of our industrial harmony and progress (L. Dhlakama in Report 

1990:19). 

 

Relations between trade unions and workers’ committees were initially strained. Trade unions in 

Zimbabwe mostly—with a notable exception in the mining industry—do not have a structural 

presence at enterprise level. They are geographically organised which means that their branches 

are located in towns and not specifically on the shopfloor. The very fact that a workers’ 

committee was organised at this level was perceived as a threat within the unions. Instead of 

now vigorously addressing workers at this level, union initially retreated even further. Peta et al. 

conclude that there was a “lack of adequate, even elementary communication” between the two 

(1989:28). 

 

The tension between workers’ committees and trade unions became even stiffer as a result of the 

fact that the former were charged with collective bargaining at company level in the absence of a 

trade union. Sometimes, however, such bargaining even took place when there was already a 

trade union, thus undermining whatever strength the union possessed. Moreover, such 

bargaining sometimes went even beyond enterprise level to industry and national level (see 

Shadur 1987:92, 102; Wood 1987:70) putting the national union and even the ZCTU in a very 

awkward position. The unions had put all their efforts towards gaining a place in the emerging 

collective bargaining structures. Competition from shopfloor organs was extremely unwelcome. 

As a result, the position of the ZCTU was to criticise relentlessly the workers’ committees and 

instead advocate strongly the introduction of “free collective bargaining”. In the previous 

chapter (4) we have seen how wise the unions were to put all their eggs in the collective 

bargaining basket. 

 

In the next chapter we will examine in detail – by presenting three case studies—how this 

formal position of the trade unions impacted on the position and functioning of workers’ 

committees. 
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6 Case Studies: Introduction 

 

One of the objectives of the case study research was to examine the functioning of worker 

representation in practice, at shopfloor level. More specifically, the case study research set out to 

study the functioning of workers’ committees and works councils vis-à-vis management, and 

their relationship with their respective trade union. We focused in our data-collection on the 

structural set-up of the workers’ committees and the works councils: what is their composition, 

is the election process “fair and free” or is managerial manipulation rampant, do workers’ 

committees have resources?, do they operate according to the legal regulations? Existing 

literature on workers’ committees in Zimbabwe provides little detail on these formal data. 

However, in more general terms the functioning of the workers’ committee is on the whole 

depicted as haphazard. And more often than not the conclusion is reached that the workers’ 

committees are in the pocket of management.  

 

One of the questions the case studies wanted to address was the notion of workers’ participation 

as a process of transformation. The literature on workers’ participation distinguishes two 

approaches; one argument holds that workers’ participation can only lead to a further integration 

of workers into the managerial environment; various labels have been attached to this form: 

integrative or manipulative participation and pseudo participation (Pateman 1970). The other 

approach holds that workers participation can transform labour-management relations to the 

benefit of workers (Bernstein 1976; Kester 1980; Kester & Thomas 1981; Stephens 1980). 

Bernstein views workers’ participation as a process which could allow the democratisation of 

the workplace if certain conditions are being met. These conditions deal (a.o.) with the degree, 

extent and level of participation, and the way in which information about the functioning of 

workers’ participation is fed back to the participants. Kester (1980; 1987) and Kester & Thomas 

(1981), elaborating upon Bernstein’s conditions, have added details regarding an enabling 

environment and support structures (mainly media, trade unions and academic research) which 

would allow this process to unfold (see also Kester & Pinaud 1992). Kester in particular 

emphasises the role of the trade union in the further development of workers’ participation. 

Moreover, these authors stress the process-like nature of the introduction of workers’ 

participation in decision-making. In addition, it is also argued that the learning experience which 

workers gain from partaking in forms of involvement, however minor, will lead to an increased 

awareness and will awake their taste for more, if enabling frameworks are present. Experience 
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will generate a demand for more far-reaching forms of workers’ participation, so the argument 

goes. 

 

These “learning-while-doing” and “awareness raising” were aspects earlier Zimbabwean studies 

on workers’ committees had not touched upon1. The case studies reported here set out to 

generate current Zimbabwean data on this aspect of worker experience and on the role of the 

trade union as a possible factor for strengthening the position of the workers’ committee. 

 

As alluded to earlier (see chapter five for a detailed overview) the trade unions in Zimbabwe 

were in two minds about workers’ committees and their potential. The introduction of the 

Labour Relations Amendment Act in 1992 provided this discussion with a fait accompli. Eleven 

years after the publication of the Guidelines, workers’ committees were given a firm legal 

footing in the Act. However, this did not include compulsory union membership for its 

members. Moreover, the Works Council, as the meeting of management and representatives of 

the workers’ committee, was legally recognised and even given powers surpassing in some 

instances those of the trade union. The questions these developments gave rise to were: did 

Works Councils indeed marginalise trade unions by usurping their roles, especially in collective 

bargaining and grievance handling? Moreover, to what extent were workers’ committee indeed 

representative of the workforce and to what extent, then, were workers’ committees working in 

opposition to, or in complementarity of, the trade union? 

 

Over the years the unionised workers’ committee members whom we had met in the ZCTU 

education seminars had argued that rather than opposing trade unions, they were looking 

towards the union for guidance and support, in the absence of which they struggled on as best as 

they could giving content to their role as they went on. An earlier survey (Makanya, Ngirandi & 

Schiphorst 1993) under 220 workers’ committee members and officials, too, had indicated that 

workers’ committees operated often in the absence of union support, even though the majority of 

their members were due-paying unionist2 and would have welcomed union intervention.  

 

 

 
   1  See Cheater (1986); Makanya (1987); Maphosa (1985, 1992); Moahloli (1988); Mpofu (1982); 

Mutizwa-Mangiza (1988, 1992); Nangati (1987, 1993); Riddell (1981); Shadur (1987, 1992, 1994). 
     2 The study found that in the organized sector, five out of seven workers’ committee members were also 

trade union member (Makanya, Ngirandi & Schiphorst 1993:2). 
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One field where such assistance was direly needed—according to the ZCTU legal adviser--  was 

the drafting of codes of conduct. Since the introduction of the Labour Relations Amendment Act 

late in 1992, works councils could establish codes of conduct which stipulated penalties for 

worker misbehaviour. The codes thus agreed upon at plant level even superseded any existing 

code earlier bargained over at national level in the National Employment Council between trade 

union and employers’ organisation. Noah Marechera, the then legal adviser of the ZCTU, had 

seen many examples of company codes which were more strict, or in which dismissal was more 

easily meted out than in national codes. He also admitted, however, that few NECs had actually 

managed to produce codes of conduct. Unions, but even more so, works councils were groping 

in the dark he concluded (interview data, September 1992). The involvement of (some members 

of) the workers’ committee in disciplinary procedures—some even leading to dismissal—had 

provoked quite some comment in the literature. The majority of the comments refer to the 

awkward position of workers having to discipline fellow workers (see chapter five). The case 

research sought to throw light on the functioning of the workers’ committee / works council as a 

grievance handling and disciplining body.  

 

Another development in Zimbabwe in the early 1990s was a change in managerial strategies 

towards production and labour involvement. The introduction of the Economic Structural 

Adjustment Programme (ESAP) exposed the rather protected Zimbabwean economy more 

firmly to the world market. Increased global competition on the one hand and the deregulation 

of financial and labour market rigidities on the other, led some sectors of Zimbabwean 

management to experiment with their approach to labour-management.  Fuelled by the rapid 

changes in this field elsewhere an hesitant start was made to introduce, on an experimental basis, 

elements of Japanese Management or Human Resource Management. It was not long before 

such buzzwords as ‘TQM’ and ‘JIT’3 (and indeed preferably pronounced in their abbreviated 

form) became the cornerstones of the new management-speak of many a consultant. 

 

It might be good at this point to provide some background regarding HRM. This could shed 

light on some of the managerial motives encountered in the cases, as well as on the curiosity 

which inspired the researcher. 
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When Japan emerged in the 1970s as a world manufacturing giant a search started as to the 

origins of the ‘Japanese miracle’. It was observed that Japanese work organization had 

characteristics which contrasted sharply with that found in a context of mass production under 

scientific management principles. Also, the Japanese approach to labour was seen to be 

different. Using these observations as starting points, and pressurised by increasing global 

competition, management the world over started to experiment with new approaches to both 

work and labour. And in the wake of the practitioners, academics and business studies experts 

followed suit: the stream of literature on contemporary labour-management practices swelled to 

impressive proportions. 

 

All these initiatives within the realm of new managerial strategies have been grouped together 

under the heading of “Human Resource Management” (HRM). HRM was presented as the 

panacea to all industrial ills. It would boost the production of higher quality goods at a lower 

price, thereby increasing the competitiveness of the enterprise. It would also make the enterprise 

more flexible allowing it to respond to changes in customer demand. At the same time HRM 

would involve workers in decision-making which would serve the dual purpose of tapping their 

resources better and make them feel less alienated, if not happier. And happy workers work 

harder.  

 

Confusion reigns about the exact meaning of the term “HRM”: it is used differently over time 

and place. Distinctions have been made between “soft” and “hard” variants, and between 

inclusionary and exclusionary approaches. In the USA connotations differ from those in the UK 

which, in turn are different form continental Europe. As Storey puts it, HRM is a (hopeless) 

“...amalgam of description, prescription and logical deduction” (Storey 1995:5). 

 

Whereas the hard variant seeks to introduce changes in the techno-organisational side of 

production, the soft variant focuses on socio-organisational side of production (see Piore 1991; 

Oliver & Wilkinson 1989; Truss et al. 1997).  

 

 

 

 
     3 TQM = Total Quality Management; JIT = Just-in-Time. 
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The ideal-typical argument4 from a managerial perspective is as follows: techno-organisational 

innovations should lead to what is referred to as ‘lean production’: the removal of all sorts of 

unnecessary ‘fat’ (or ‘waste’) in an enterprise. This ranges from reducing inventory levels 

(though the Just-In-Time delivery system), product throughput time, and to unnecessary labour. 

Even layers of supervisory personnel should come under fire as responsibility for the daily 

organisation of work is decentralised to (small) groups of workers. Not only is this cost 

effective, it is also argued that the removal of buffers brings defects (both in product and in 

process) quicker to light and necessitates their immediate solution. In turn this reinforces 

considerably the quality of production. An additional advantage is that lean production enhances 

the flexibility to respond the changes in customer demand. 

 

However, the techno-organisational changes cannot be implemented fully and with success 

without accompanying changes in the socio-organisational spheres (see Oliver & Wilkinson 

1989). With HRM the input of labour becomes more important: labour is no longer considered 

as a mere production factor, but as major asset of the firm to be fully tapped, and the 

management of these ‘human resources’ now becomes part of the enterprise’s long-term 

strategic management. The new approach to production requires a different kind of worker. Not 

only a worker who fully utilises his/her worktime productively5, but also a worker capable of 

working in teams: willing to constantly discuss ways to improve production, able to perform 

quality checks and perform so-called preventive maintenance and taking over the chores from 

absent colleagues. This new worker needs not only to fully understand conceptually the whole 

production process (see Piore 1991) but should also be skilled enough to perform a variety of 

demanding tasks in the shortest period of time. The new worker needs to be better trained to 

become multiskilled. With decentralised responsibilities on the shoulders of the employees it is 

imperative that they are committed and loyal to the firm. To this end communication schemes 

are introduced which provide information about the company and which also try to win the 

hearts and minds of workers, away from the trade union. So far for the managerial blueprint. 

 

 
     4 What is presented here is the ideal-typical blueprint. This is based on the overviews by O’Hehir & 

Mahony (1993); Beaumont (1995); Hyman & Mason (1995); Legge (1995); and Storey (1992) and (1995). For 

an overview of critical literature challenging a good number of the tenets below, from the perspective of 

workers and trade unions, see Ramaswamy & Schiphorst (2000) and Ramaswamy (2000). 
     5 Fucini and Fucini show for a Japanese car transplant in the USA that management wants nothing more 

than 57 seconds of peak performance out of every 60 seconds. Car manufacturing under mass production was 

contend with 45 productive seconds out of every 60 (Fucini & Fucini 1990). 
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It is obvious that HRM is a market driven approach to labour-management relations. It is also 

one that operates in a renewed unitarist perspective of industrial relations. Whereas the old 

unitarist approach attributed industrial strife and conflict to the work of agitators and 

troublemakers (read: trade unionists6), the new strand emphasises the role of management. The 

argument is that if workers choose to listen to the trade union, then management has failed to 

provide sufficient information to workers convincing them not to do so. At the same time 

management—in its personnel practice—reaches out to the individual worker instead of to the 

collectivity of workers especially for its core workforce. This is expressed in a renewed attention 

for recruitment and selection, as well as for appraisal systems and related individual career 

development schemes. Individualised systems of reward focusing on merit and acquired 

knowledge, rather than on mere seniority, are also part of this package. 

 

An important facet in this new managerial approach is the involvement of workers in decisions 

that directly affect them: mainly in the organisation of daily work practices and improvement 

and suggestion schemes. This involvement is not in an attempt to transform labour relations, as 

workers’ participation would have it, but in order to tap fully the human resources and make the 

most efficient use of them. Even the objectives cited by the ‘Human Relations School’ in 

industrial relations (increased job satisfaction through de-alienation) are only by-products of this 

employee involvement (see Hyman & Mason 1995). The case study research provides the 

opportunity to study the complex of involvement in decision making both from the perspective 

the workers’ participation literature, as well as from an HRM perspective. 

 

Anne Posthuma has done extensive research in the field of the introduction of new managerial 

techniques in Zimbabwe in the early 1990s (Posthuma 1993; 1995; Kaplinsky with Posthuma 

19947). In particular she focused on the introduction of the Kawasaki Production System, or 

KPS8. This is a combination of several Japanese management techniques aiming both at the 

technological as well as at social-organisational side of production. It includes phenomena of the 

 
     6 And in the hey-days of the cold war, of course, to communists. 
     7 For experiences in other African countries see e.g., Arthur et al. (1995); Duncan & Payne (1993); 

Horwitz & Townshend (1993); Kamoche (1992); Maller (1992, 1993, 1993b, 1994). 
     8 Posthuma (1994:162) describes how the system reached Zimbabwean soil by “coincidence”: an 

internationally operating multinational accounting firm (Price Waterhouse) had acquired from a Japanese 

company the organisational procedures for a new production system. The firm had translated manuals for non-

Japanese use and set up a training facility in Europe. A key member of the Zimbabwean office of the firm got 

interested, took part in the training in Europe and brought back with him the manuals and other material. 

Subsequently he marketed the programme in Zimbabwe (see Kaplinsky & Posthuma 1994:162ff). 
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lean production and quality control concepts as Just-in-Time, changes in work organization and 

flexible production, including job-rotation through multi-skilling. Emphasis is placed on the 

involvement of workers in quality performance and control using quality-at-source, operator-

verification-of-quality and quality circles. The aim of the KPS, as Posthuma explains, is to 

minimise waste, broadly defined as: 

 

 including the waste of time, unnecessary motion, poor space utilization, faulty 

inputs or the production of defective or unnecessary goods. To achieve this, the 

elimination of waste takes place in three areas, known as ‘the three M’s’: 

manpower, machinery, and materials (1995:105)9. 

 

In the light of the above, another objective of the case study research was to examine if and in 

what way management in Zimbabwe had taken initiatives to increase worker commitment, or 

even to foster worker loyalty by introducing employee involvement and / or participative 

management. Possibly, the existing workers’ committees (very often described as merely 

communication channels) were being used as building blocks in a managerial strategy to reach 

across to the individual worker. 

 

The case study research wanted to collect data on possible changes in work organization and the 

introduction of flexibility by Zimbabwean management. In particular, we wanted to find out to 

what extent numerical flexibility (through subcontracting and casualisation of work) had become 

common after the relaxation of legislation on hiring and firing of labour. The rigidity of the 

labour market was quoted in 1988 by employers as an important factor restraining them from 

expanding employment (Hawkins et al. 1988). With the introduction of the Labour Relations 

Act 1992 it had become easier for employers to fire workers. The case studies could collect data 

on whether or not management had used this opportunity to introduce numerical flexibility.  

 

One aspect of the lean production concept, subcontracting, had received earlier some attention 

from a leading management personality, the Chief Executive of the Confederation of 

Zimbabwean Industries, CZI, Mr. Boyd-Clark. At a CZI congress early in 1993, he described 

how Japan’s large manufacturers depend on small-scale manufacturers for most part of their 

components: 

 
     9 Two other “M’s” can be mentioned in this context: “Motion” reflecting the heritage of the time-motion 

studies in the era dominated by the Taylorist scientific management approach, and “Management” reflecting the 

delayering, or flattening, of organisational hierarchies. 
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 ...large business sub-contracted hundreds of small-scale entrepreneurs who in 

turn ‘manufactured Japan’s wealth’. The scenario in Zimbabwe is different. No 

manufacturer who planned to stay in business that is could risk depending on 

someone else. What if the sub-contractee could not get forex? It was for that 

reason that the big manufacturers got bigger and did more and more themselves. 

The large-scale manufacturers swallowed up their suppliers and expanded into 

distribution networks (Sunday Gazette, October 24, 1993). 

 

In itself this is a stunning remark, coming from such a well-informed industrialist. If 

subcontracting and outsourcing are ruled out, then one way open to achieve numerical flexibility 

is through casualisation of work. Here, non-permanent ones are replacing permanent contracts, 

and casual labour is hired on a daily or weekly basis to take over when the volume of work 

requires. Casual workers usually receive a lower wage than permanent workers and are not 

entitled to benefits and allowances. Moreover, they are not represented in the workers’ 

committee neither passive nor active. And, finally, they are usually not organised in a trade 

union. The case research presented an opportunity to examine to what extent these phenomena 

had struck root in Zimbabwe and in what form. 

 

Three cases are presented here. The selection of the cases was based on the following criteria. 

First, there had to be a workers’ committee. The second criterion was derived from the 

discussion on the relationship between trade unions and workers’ committees. Given that the 

incidence of a workers’ committee was a given, we could only differentiate with the incidence 

of the trade union. One factory was selected where there was no trade union; three factories were 

selected where there was one. However, within these three, further differentiation was achieved: 

one factory had a trade union which was not affiliated to the ZCTU; the trade union in the other 

two factories was a national union affiliated to the ZCTU, one was considered to be a strong and 

militant union, the other once held a strong position but had degenerated to a union in decline. It 

was hoped that by selecting the factories in this way we would be able to say something about 

the complementarity of the two organs of worker representation, and especially about the 

influence of a trade union on the functioning of the workers’ committee.  

 

The first case study—Apex—is the story of a large conglomerate of companies: 33 different 

plants, with some 3500 workers, active in a variety of sectors. The case shows a Janus-faced 

managerial strategy towards labour: Within APEX two plants were studies and these two sites 

provide two different faces, yet under one Chief HRM Manager in the Head Office. In general, 
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the approach was anti-union, and the group opted for direct links to workers, practised open-

book management, and controlled and manipulated the existence of worker representation at 

shopfloor through workers committees. Two sites will be discussed: one plant, the group’s 

“model farm” had a “happy” workforce, which was not organised, and the company wanted to 

keep it that way; in the other, a foundry, a very active union was doing what it could to get the 

collective bargaining agreements implemented in conjunction with an equally militant workers’ 

committee. In this the union was successful and it won the workers some financial gains. The 

case will, however, also highlight some limitations of this union response. 

 

The second case—Dunlop—saw a different approach from management towards labour. A 

department of Human Resource Development, headed by a Human Resource Director, together 

with a Training Department gave shape to the company’s human resource policies. Although 

these were fairly developed in blueprint, the actual implementation left a lot to be desired. 

Managerial commitment was not at all that strong, especially at middle levels (as could be 

expected from the general literature, see e.g., Bradley & Hill 1987; Brennan 1991; Connors & 

Romberg 1991; Marchington 1995). Worker representation had its own problems: the union had 

a good density but acted outside the national structures. Not affiliated to the ZCTU and 

bargaining already for decades in a National Council for this one company only10, the union was 

pretty much working on its own, as an in-house enterprise-based union. The workers’ committee 

was well organised and co-operated closely with the union but could not make a serious dent on 

management. To some extent this turned out to be due to a lack of resources. To another extent 

the weakness was a result of ethnic rivalry within the workforce which precluded the formation 

of a large collectivity which might have been able to challenge managerial prerogative more 

effectively. 

 

The third case—Natprint—is characterised by worker representation in decline: the union in 

shambles and not even a shadow any more of its erstwhile strength, the workers’ committee 

being obstructed by management and the workforce as a whole divided along skill lines. 

Workers are completely demotivated, production is very low (as is the order book!) and severe 

mistrust towards management permeates daily life. 

 
     10 The council was already established under the ICA 1959. I was able to trace it records back till the 

middle of the 1960s. 





 

  

 

 





 

 
  

6 Apex Case Study  

 

Introduction1 

The following is the case study of worker representation in two companies belonging to the 

Apex Corporation of Zimbabwe Ltd. This is a locally controlled corporation, which operates 

with three divisions and controls (at the time of research) 33 different companies located 

throughout Zimbabwe. The Apex group, in 1993, employed some 3,500 employees two-thirds 

of whom are blue-collar. A motto of the group is “Diversity is Versatility” and indeed the range 

of products is impressive: from radios and televisions to water pumps, from fiberglass 

fabrication to foundry work, from tarpaulins to office stationary, from brushes to kitchenware. 

As one of the group executives proudly told us: over 30 000 different items are sold by the 

group. Apex is quoted on the Harare stock exchange and showed over the period 1988 - 1992 

increasing levels of funds (205 million Z$ in 1992), increasing turnover (264 million Z$ in 

1992) and increasing dividend per share. In 1992, however, the growth in dividend stagnated, 

and earnings per share dropped slightly with 8 per cent. Also, from 1988 to 1992 employment 

levels rose from some 2 750 to 3 500 (see Apex 1988 & 1992). As a result of ESAP the group as 

a whole had to retrench labour in 1992, although the two companies studied where not affected 

by this trend. 

 

The Apex group has a well-developed personnel policy, referred to under the heading of 

“Human Resource Management”. Training is the main pillar of this policy as the words of the 

Group’s chair in the 1998 annual report testify: 

 

 The investment in both in-house and outside training of all our employees 

continues to expand, with the new training block recently completed in Harare 

that will complement the Bulawayo training school. I would like to highlight this 

investment to our shareholders, as whilst we can measure the costs of training, it 

is difficult to measure the benefits. I do believe that a substantial part of our 

growth can be attributed to the development of our skills both at factory and 

management levels. These skills and improved efficiency play a major role in 

our success and in my opinion deserve to be given greater recognition and 

emphasis within our community (Apex 1988:4). 

 

The brochure “A Group Profile” (Apex n.d.) outlines some of the topics of this training: 

business economics for members of workers’ committees; supervisory skills, negotiating skills, 
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time management, counter sales and customer relations, and defensive driving. Recently special 

training programmes have been designed in-house on Total Quality Management (TQM) and 

Customer Care. Training is not only targeted at the general workforce but also quite specifically 

geared towards upgrading management levels. Training is, however, always directly aimed to 

increase productivity (see Apex 1992:8).  

 

Moreover, the group has a broad policy of workers’ participation. In an address to members of 

the Employers Confederation of Zimbabwe, the Group Human Resources Director explained 

that for him participation is more than just communication and even more than joint 

consultation. He defines the purpose of participation as: 

 

 to advance the well being of all concerned, owners and managers and in addition 

to (sic) the employees. It should be a means of enabling the company to achieve 

its objectives, as long as it is understood that those objectives include acting in a 

socially responsible way to employees as well as the maximisation of profits. 

The objective of participation is not, therefore, simply to provide people with the 

means of identifying their own interests with those of the company in which they 

work, so that both can flourish. Participation should therefore provide employees 

with the opportunity to contribute to the success of the organisation by involving 

them in the decision-making process (Chingoka 1993: 2). 

 

Workers’ committees and Works Councils are constituted in all the group’s companies. 

Management meetings, held weekly on each site, are also attended by the chairperson of the 

workers’ committee. In addition, the group has a worker director in its Board, elected by the 

annual meeting of the chairpersons of the workers’ committees. In Zimbabwe this is a unique 

feature: workers’ participation at this level, at the policy making level is not commonly 

considered desirable by Zimbabwean industrialist. In the board, the worker director meets with 

six other directors twice a year. The term of office is one year2. 

 

 In 1983, the concept of an Employee to participate at Board Level was 

introduced. The elected chairpersons of all the Groups Workers Committees are 

invited to an election meeting and vote amongst themselves to elect the Worker 

Director. This employee (Worker Director) ... has the same rights, obligations 

and responsibilities as the shareholder representatives on the Board. He is also 

 
     1 For an overview of the sources for this case study, see the Annexes, table eight. 

     2 Chingoka (1993:6) states that the term of office is two years. This is incorrect (see also Apex n.d. 

b:12). The worker director is annually elected for one year. However, that one year does not coincide precisely 

with the financial year of Apex. Therefore, in every annual report of the Group its members are officially asked 

to confirm the appointment of the worker director “...for a period of office until the anniversary of his 

appointment” (Apex 1988:6; 1992:2).  
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there to represent the views of the workers. We have had great success with the 

employee representatives on the board. They have come from a long way in 

trying to understand and grasp what is expected of them at that level (Chingoka 

1993:6). 

 

The detailed cases below will throw more light on these expectations—from both the company’s 

and the workers' point of view. However, workers’ participation—also at Board level—has its 

limits. For the Group Human Resources Director, involvement in decision-making only means: 

 

 how to improve productivity. Workers could participate in decisions pertinent to 

production. Hiring and firing, for instance, should remain firmly a management 

prerogative (interview data). 

 

In the group’s in-house magazine, he had previously outlined the function of the Works Council: 

 

 Workers’ representatives must be content to limits its role to that of an 

intervening variable as well as communication channel of the workers. They 

should refrain from assuming managerial functions... (Chingoka 1991: 9). 

 

The case material will examine the actual functioning and impact of the forms of workers’ 

participation. 

 

Financial participation is offered through an “employee share participation scheme” through 

which workers who have been in the employ of the group for five years receive 100 shares free. 

Furthermore, there is a profit-sharing scheme through which 20 per cent of the increased profits 

(compared to the previous year) of an individual company are distributed among all the 

employees pro rata to salary.  

 

Apex attaches great value to the share participation scheme, and it is a serious element in its 

personnel policy. The underlying idea is that the shares will give the worker a sense of 

belonging and a common interest shared with the company as a whole. There is also the notion 

that the shares and the dividend they might reap will encourage workers to work harder. The 

Group Personnel Executive explained it thus: 

 

 Apex as a group, believes that everyone should share in the development of the 

Group, we believe that by giving employees shares, they will become part 

owners of Apex, along with other shareholders of the Group. We also believe 

that by making employees shareholders, the company rewards and recognises the 

services given by its employees (Chingoka 1993:4). 
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Approvingly, he quotes an unnamed worker who commented upon receipt of his first dividend:  

 

 This is a most useful bonus, it encourages us to work harder and increase our 

productivity. If we do, then the Group will become more profitable, dividends 

will increase and we will get more from our shares (in Chingoka 1993:5). 

 

In themselves, the dividends are not strong financial incentives3: for example, in 1987 dividends 

were 21 cents per share. Over 1992 these were 39 cents per share, while at the time of the 

research the last bi-annual payment worker-shareholders received for their 100 shares was Z$ 

11.90. When workers, however, try to capitalise4 on what is considered a bonus after five years 

of service by selling the shares they meet the other side of the coin: 

 

 There is however one very important point that is always conveyed to the 

shareholders (employee). If they sell their shares, the company recognises that 

they no longer wish to be associated with other shareholders and the company, 

and therefore they will be required to provide personal security for loans which 

are restricted to employee shareholders (Chingoka 1993:4). 

 

At company level, this general statement is given detailed content. The personnel manager at 

one of the sites insisted that a worker who sold his shares was considered to be: 

 

 no longer willing to belong to the family. He is someone who has broken the 

trust which the company has placed in him (interview data). 

 

The case studies will show how this group policy worked out differently at plant levels and how 

workers reacted to it. 

 

As for wage setting in the Apex group, several of the companies of the Apex group are active in 

sectors for which a National Employment Council is constituted. Trade unions concerned and 

employers’ organisations bargain over collective agreements which stipulate wage increases. 

The attitude of the group’s Human Resources Director towards collective bargaining that 

involves trade unions is ambivalent as he approvingly reports: 

 

 
    3  Bernstein (1976) has argued at a theoretical level that dividends in this kind will not be able to act as 

proper information feedback to workers regarding their input. The shares reflect the value of the whole group 

and not the results of the particular company a worker is employed by. 
    4 Over 1993 the price of the Apex share hovered around Z$ 4.50-5.00 at the Harare stock exchange: For 

most workers a 500 Zimdollar bonus would have been more welcome than the 100 shares. 
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 We are increasingly getting requests from both workers and managers that salary 

and wage increments be based on merit rather than a straightforward percentage 

increase (Chingoka 1993:10). 

 

This is set off against, what this Human Resource Director calls “dogmatic trade unionist”.  

 

 Trade union officials, if they are not dogmatic, we tend to find them ok. If not, it 

upsets management. In the Employment Councils, those trade union officials 

who come from outside Apex, they do not look if we are capable of paying. 

Some of these trade union officers are dogmatic: after an NEC agreement, they 

say: ‘the law says thou shall pay’, and they insist on that. For trade union 

officers, facts are the problem. Their members do not properly inform them and 

the trade union is on difficult grounds (interview data). 

 

Instead, he feels that collective bargaining should take place within the environment, at 

enterprise level. Here the trade union could advise the Works Council. Workers and union 

officials in this way would understand the industry’s parameters better.  

 

At the same time, he boasts that Apex pays about 25 per cent above the stipulated minimum 

wages in all their companies. He does not see a need for trade union bargaining, therefore. 

 

The case study focuses on two different companies of this holding. One is located on the heavy 

industrial site of Harare. William Smith & Gourock (WS&G) manufactures tents, tarpaulins and 

flags. In Gweru we studied Zimcast, a foundry producing traditional cast-iron three-legged pots, 

manhole covers, and bathroom sanitaryware (bathtubs and basins). Both cases illustrate vividly 

the group’s policy towards worker representation, workers’ participation and trade unions. They 

also show that despite a group’s policy there are quite stark differences in approach to these 

issues between the various companies under the Apex umbrella. 

 

William Smith & Gourock 

William Smith & Gourock (WS&G) is situated on the main industrial site of Harare, along 

formerly Beatrice Road. The factory shares its premises with a sister Apex company: 

Amalgamated Plating and Manufacturing, with whom it also shares its top management team: 

both companies have the same Chief Executive and Chief Personnel Executive. WS&G is 

housed in a large rectangular factory hall, with a small showroom for its products up front. Here 

some tents are on display, along with a number of backpacks, stretchers and sleeping bags. 
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Parasols, pillowcases and cushions for garden chairs and PVC tablecloths for the garden show 

another of the product-lines: the camping and outdoor products which WS&G manufactures. For 

industrial use WS&G produces tarpaulins, made of PVC or canvas, the latter also 

bitumencoated. In addition, WS&G produces all sorts of flags: national, commercial, club and 

ceremonial.  

 

The company was founded in 1949 as a manufacturer of tents, tarpaulins and other canvas 

products. Continued growth and expansion in the 1960s led to the manufacture of flags, 

bitumised tarpaulins, and a wide range of camping and outdoor equipment. With the nationalist 

struggle gaining momentum in the 1970s, the Rhodesian army became a large customer of 

tentage, backpacks and military webbing. 

 

Apex acquired the company in 1981. The expanding export demand led in 1985 to the 

construction of a new tarpaulin proofing plant for huge bitumised tarpaulins that are used a.o for 

grain storage, and to cover train-wagons and long-haulage lorries. In 1992, a PVC tarpaulin 

machine was commissioned which allows for the production of customised covers for (pick-up) 

trucks, machines and the like. William Smith & Gourock produces for both the domestic and the 

export market. 

 

WS&G employs a little over 180 people, of which 16 can be described as white collar, including 

the five female employees. All the latter work in secretarial / administrative functions. 

Immediately behind the offices of the personnel department is the narrow, oblong hall where the 

new PVC machine operates. Some 25 workers are assigned to this section which produces neat 

rolls of brightly coloured PVC some 2 meters in width. Behind this is the large factory hall 

which houses the other operations: the raw material canvas comes in bales to the store where 

they are unpacked and subsequently despatched to the main hall where the canvas is cut in 

different seizes. Big cutting tables are lined up in order. For the large tarpaulins which are to be 

bitumised later the canvas-cloths go to the heavy machine section where they are seamed and 

metal rings are sewn in in corners of the canvas: the ‘eyes’ of the tarpaulin. This is a busy and 

noisy part of the factory hall. On the other side of the cutting tables is the light machine section 

where hardly any activity is going one. Part of this section has been re-organised years ago 

already due to a drastic fall in demand. As a manager remarked:  “…it used to be very busy here 

during the liberation struggle making back-packs for the army but it is now lying idle most of 
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the time.” Next to this section are three machines to process the PVC: seams and eyes are melted 

into it. In the far end corner of the hall is a partitioned section, the caravan section, where small 

(consumer) products are made: umbrella’s, moneybags for the banks, canvas filters, and sleeping 

bags and the like. 

 

Almost everywhere in the hall one sees large posters and notice boards indicating the production 

results of the past week and months and these are set off against the targets set for that week and 

month. Some of these boards carry coloured bar charts, others just rows and rows of figures.  

 

At the back of the hall is a small canteen and across a yard from there the stench of hot bitumen 

points to the enormous shed where canvas tarpaulins are dipped into a bitumen bath. The large 

canvas sheets, measuring some twenty square meters are hung on electrical winches that pull 

them through a bath with slowly simmering tarry porridge. Once the canvas is bitumised, the 

sheets are left to dry in the wind hanging winched to the rooftop at the far end of the shed. The 

smell of tar is pinching, and the wind carries drips of hot tar. Workers, their heads and faces 

covered in rags to protect them from the drips and their noses from the stench of hot tar have to 

make sure the sheets are properly drenched in their bath. With sticks they push the canvas in the 

black mass and see to it that the pull movement of the winches is not obstructed. The machines 

have taken away most of the physically heavy work, but it is still demanding; the smell is 

everywhere, and the heat is difficult to sustain for a prolonged period. 

 

The manufacturing of flags takes place on the second floor, in a small hall on top of the PVC 

machine room its walls covered with colourful products. Smaller rooms are partitioned off for 

the designer. In a half-automated screen-printing process images are printed on mostly synthetic 

cloth. The section mainly operates on special customer orders. 

 

Hierarchies are not well pronounced: neither in skill levels—in which there is indeed little 

differentiation—nor in wage gaps. 

 

Workers in William Smith & Gourock are not organised in a trade union. They say that they 

would not know where to go to and that no union has ever come to visit them. The members of 

the workers’ committee, however, were quite interested to know more about the trade union. 

Where were the offices, did we have a telephone number, could they approach the ZCTU? They 
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were particularly interested in any support that could be given to them to enlighten them in the 

functioning of the law. In addition, they wanted to know what collective bargaining was all 

about. Several times in the past, the workers’ committee through the Works Council had 

attempted to get higher wages but their request always fell on deaf ears. Could the ZCTU help 

them? 

 

For management, the issue is simple: the canvas industry is not covered by a trade union and 

therefore there is no need for workers to be organised. Minimum wages are set not by a National 

Employment Council in which the union and employers’ association bargain, but by an 

Employment Board: the Zimbabwe Canvas and Allied Products Board. In this Board, ministerial 

appointees advise the Minister on wage increases. Since the group’s management is not 

particularly keen on collective bargaining at sectoral level, they see no reason to press for 

changes in this set-up. In addition, management has—fully in line with Apex philosophy—

instituted a multi-pronged system of participation that makes—in its view—a union obsolete. It 

is to this system and its functioning that we now turn. 

 

Workers’ Participation? 

All the elements of the general group’s policy towards workers’ participation are present at 

William Smith & Gourock. There is a workers’ committee, and a Works Council, workers have 

shares and the chair of the workers’ committee participates in the election for the group’s worker 

director. 

The workers’ committee has seven members; each elected for a two year term of office, after 

which they are re-eligible. The factory is divided in seven sections and each section elects a 

representative. Turnover is low: most of the members are retained, several of them having had 

three to four 2 years periods. The current secretary has been in office for the past eleven years. 

When two years ago the chair of the workers’ committee left the company, the current 

chairperson was elected. By then he had already served a two-year term as a member.  

 

The workers’ committee meets in the canteen: a small section of that canteen (small in itself) is 

partitioned with curtains. This is the workers’ committee domain: six tables and benches 

between the walls covered by charts indicating the company’s production targets. There is also a 

yellowed poster showing the organisational structure of the KPS system, outlining the Quality 

Task Forces, the names of the facilitators and group leaders. A blackboard in the corner still 
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carries the results of the elections held six weeks earlier. 

 

Meetings are during lunchtime although management claims that the workers can meet 

whenever they want. Members of the workers’ committee feel, however, that production would 

be jeopardised if they would meet during regular working hours. And that would endanger 

meeting the production targets that in turn would affect their and their colleagues’ bonuses. The 

meetings of the workers’ committee are all in preparation of the Works Council meeting. Here 

four worker representatives meet four managerial representatives: the Chief Executive, the 

Works manager, the Personnel Manager and either the Financial Manager or the Marketing 

Manager. There is no fixed rule which members of the workers’ committee attend: the 

chairperson and the secretary normally would go, but it is decided before every meeting who 

would accompany them. As the personnel manager proudly stated: “anyone from the workers’ 

committee can come—no barriers are set by management.”  

 

Meetings are held irregularly. Whereas the personnel manager tries to create the impression that 

there is one every month, the Works Manager frankly remarks that sometimes three or four 

months pass by before a meeting is convened. Workers confirm this: management mostly 

convenes meetings when they feel the need for one. Usually, a meeting lasts not more than an 

hour. 

 

The workers’ committee draws up a list of issues that the workers want to discuss, and these are 

submitted to management for circulation. There has never been any problem in getting these 

issues subsequently on the agenda of the Works Council. “Workers initiate the agenda, our 

issues come under any other business” explained the personnel manager. The Works Council is 

chaired alternately by the Chief Executive and the workers’ committee chairperson5. 

The minutes6 of the Works Council also confirm the words of the Works Manager: sometimes 

there is one every month for three months in a row, then for four months nothing. The issues 

workers bring to the meeting vary from the contribution of the company to funeral costs, the 

quality of the toilets, renewal of protective clothing, company transport, including the allocation 

of the company car to individuals, and long service awards7. In almost every meeting over the 

 
    5 This was decided in 1991. The minutes of that meeting state: “The chairman of the Works Council 

meeting for purposes of hearing disciplinary cases will rotate between management and workers” (27-11-1991). 
    6 The minutes since 22-2-1989 were available for examination. 
    7 Whereas in other companies the long service award is explicitly seen as an instrument to keep workers 
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past four years improvements (renovations and repair) to the canteen have been discussed, 

apparently with little success. Only a few months before the research was carried out, the 

canteen had received a face-lift. 

 

Managers initiated a discussion on cleanliness on the factory, productivity measurements 

including the bonus system, the lack of support given to management by the chairman of the 

workers’ committee, the introduction of Quality Circles, then of Just-in-Time, and finally of 

Total Quality Management. Leave arrangements are discussed - and at one time, the minutes 

report that the workers suggested not to have their annual leave in November because there was 

also a peak in customer demand. Disciplinary actions also figure in the minutes. The Financial 

Manager, or his alternate the Marketing Manager usually discuss the viability of the company, 

targets and order books. Salary and wage reviews are also on the agenda of the Works Council, 

once per year.  

 

At this local level too, workers’ participation knows its limits. The Works Manager drew a line: 

 

 Workers are not involved in target setting: that would require too broad a 

knowledge that they do not have. For instance, they do not have an overview of 

our stocks, how long they will last, what the contracts are with our suppliers; 

moreover, our thread is imported (interview data). 

 

Management does not have to wait for a Works Council meeting to impress upon workers the 

company’s state of affairs. The workers’ committee chairman is present in the weekly 

management meeting which is held every Friday and in which daily and weekly targets are 

discussed and possible problems which may arise or have arisen. Moreover, every month there 

is an accounts meeting with a divisional executive from the head office in which the workers’ 

committee chair is also present. The chairperson is expected to inform his fellow workers during 

lunchtime about these meetings. And of course, there are the ubiquitous production and target 

charts, regularly up dated to inform workers.  

 

 
from leaving, at WS&G this was hoped to be achieved through the employee share participation scheme. 

Management wants the long service award here to be something at the same time “useful and of sentimental 

value”: for 10 years a wheelbarrow is given, for 15 years a bicycle, for 20 years a sewing machine. Only after 35 

years a financial reward is given: Z$ 1200. The Group Human Resources Director did consider the award, 

however, as an incentive to stay with the company. 
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Indeed, workers are quite conscious of actual production figures and targets. One worker quoted 

out the top of his head the company’s profit figures for the past four years. If one reckons that a 

bonus is linked to increases in profit, this is not surprising. This bonus can be hefty but fluctuates 

also dramatically. As the chair of the workers’ committee explained: 

 

 This profit sharing is rather awkward. It began in 1988. We have to beat last year’s 

figures, but we only share in the extra. In 1988 we had a bonus of 18 weeks’ pay, then 

nothing in 1989 and 16 weeks in 1990, only 3 weeks in 1992, but over this year we 

expect 25 weeks, 28 weeks, maybe even more because there are still a few orders on the 

way (interview data). 

 

With the profit-sharing scheme just introduced workers were not yet fully attuned to the new 

way of thinking, as the minutes of a Works Council meeting attest: 

 

 Remarks contained in the 1988 Annual Report were considered by some workers 

to be inaccurate and misleading. How could a result be labelled ‘disappointing’ 

when planned targets for the year had been exceeded? Apex management policy 

is that individual companies must better yearly results and as this was not 

achieved is was ‘disappointing’ (22-2-1989)8. 

 

The personnel manager summarised the labour relations climate at WS&G by calling it 

‘participative management’, whose main achievement has been that: 

 

 Workers have ceased to demand - they now talk of production (interview data). 

 

Indeed, the Personnel Manager described labour relations at William Smith and Gourock in the 

1980s as “the unhappy events of the 1980s” and as marred by an “Independence euphoria”. 

Relations were characterised by strong feelings of “them versus us”. The worker director in 

those days (from late 1984 until the end of 1987) now working as assistant personnel manager, 

explained that there was absolutely no trust between the workers and management. Factual 

information coming from management was disbelieved, while when he subsequently broke the 

same news to the workers it was accepted as true. The Works Manager, himself an operator in 

the 1980s, as well as a onetime workers’ committee chairperson, compared the way in which 

managers and workers dealt with each other with “It was simply a war, just a war.” The current 

secretary of the workers’ committee remembered: 

 
    8 In her research on Zimbabwean firms Posthuma had found a similar scheme in operation. She 

concluded that it “demoralized and demotivated staff” (1995:114). This effect could not (yet?) be observed in 

WS&G. 
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 In those days, the relations were no good: so soon after the war workers had their 

minds on something new. But they were not aware of their rights. They thought 

that everything belonged to them, and that was not good. Workers in those days 

were particularly after higher wages: we got only $ 7.50 a week. 

 Now things have very much improved: we have a pension fund, dividends, and 

other benefits. We are satisfied with our work and happy. We have little 

problems. We have also a very good management: they keep us informed. They 

know their duties, we know our duties. The managers have good relations with 

their subordinates. 

 

And everybody, manager and worker alike contributed this change to “education”. Apex’s 

policy --as indicated above-- is indeed based on extensive provision of training. For this, they 

have two “colleges”, one in Harare, the other in Bulawayo. The introduction of Quality Circles 

in 1988 was accompanied by instruction courses. For the introduction of Total Quality 

Management Apex sent a trainer to Geneva for a specialised course with Proctor & Gamble. 

Upon return trainers were trained and subsequently a two-day course was given to everybody in 

the organisation, from top to bottom, from Chief Executive to sweeper. Refresher courses are on 

the drawing board. Similarly, short courses in “customer care” which used to be provided only 

to salespeople, are now offered to all workers. 

 

The result of this diverse and targeted exposure is that workers at William Smith & Gourock 

have certainly changed their approach in line with what was offered to them. The Works 

Manager—himself a one-time operator—proudly illustrated this with the way quality was now-

a-days assured: 

 

 Through education we receive better output and better quality. In the past, we 

used to have quality controllers. However, that could not work: workers always 

know how to hide, they even make a game out of it; see whether the controller 

detects this fault or not. And of course, the controller can never see everything. 

We would get many customer complaints. That has completely stopped now. 

 

 Productivity and commitment depend on communication. When I was on the 

shopfloor this did not exist: it was a constant war with management. This has 

changed: we now communicate properly. There has been reconciliation between 

the workers and management if you compare it with ten years ago. Now 

everyone is involved in the quality output and feels responsible for it. Every 

worker can stop the process if he sees a fault. 
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At William Smith & Gourock all this has led to the almost unquestionable acceptance by the 

workers of managerial logic and the profit bonus is the icing on this ideological cake: even if 

one worker would doubt what is presented his fellow workers bring him in line in order not to 

forego the bonus: not meeting a target will immediately be reflected in the annual bonus. And it 

is this bonus, more than anything else, which determines worker attitude. But there is no 

‘doubting Thomas’ at WS&G. There is no countervailing power, and there is also no other 

source of information available to workers: a trade union is absent, training provided to the 

workers’ committee is managerial in outlook, workers are constantly impressed upon to identify 

with the company and on top of that the managerial approach to workers is paternalistic: it is 

almost as if the workers are shielded off from the outside world and presented with an image of 

the company as the great benefactor who only has the best intentions for its workers. The worker 

director operates in this context. 

 

The Worker Director at Apex 

 

 We—the workers—expect from the Worker Director assistance in case of a 

breakdown in communication with management, for instance when the workers’ 

committee fails to control the workers. The worker director is elected as follows: 

we as chairmen of the workers’ committees, get a memo calling us to the Apex 

training Centre at the HQ and all chairmen come. There, a training man receives 

us and we all have to briefly introduce ourselves. Those who want to stand then 

have a few minutes to campaign: what they would do if they were elected. The 

current worker director campaigned well: he spoke very well and clever, and we 

all thought he is our man. But then he did nothing. He has never come here 

(interview with chair of the workers’ committee). 

 

As early as 1983, Apex instituted a worker director. In formal terms, the worker director, elected 

by the chairpersons of all the workers’ committees of the Apex group is equal to the directors 

appointed by the shareholders. He receives the same information package for each board 

meeting as the other directors. He receives company assistance to do his work. He even receives 

upon election a suit and a tie, so as not to fall out of line during a board meeting. But the 

difference still remains: the worker director at the time of our research explained that he felt that 

in a board meeting the other directors “spoke above his head”, and he was afraid to lose his job 

if he did speak out. He even wondered why workers would want to get involved at all at this 

level. 
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Apex itself sees the worker director as the final resort when communication between 

management and workers breaks down: 

 

 Harmony and understanding in the workplace is assured through effective 

workers’ committees and works councils, and by the election of a member of a 

workers’ committee to the main board of directors (Apex n.d.:2). 

 

The Group Human Resources Director explained how this was achieved. According to him, the 

worker director 

 

 should be reasonable, presentable, understanding and constructive. He should 

keep the good name of the company. Apex does not provide special training to 

the worker director, but he should nurture a culture of liaising with the workers’ 

committee chairpersons. He should know what is going on (interview data). 

 

From discussions with workers and members of workers’ committees this also comes to the 

fore: the worker director is appreciated if he comes and visits the various Apex companies, quite 

similar to the way in which a trade union is judged: by the number of visits paid. To enable the 

worker director to travel widely, the company provides him with assistance, tickets and time 

off—although he has to ask for this, it is not offered automatically. When I pointed out to the 

Group Human Resources Director that there might be a psychological barrier for a worker to ask 

for air tickets and fully arranged tours along the various Apex companies scattered throughout 

Zimbabwe, he simply thought that this then was a good reason not to re-elect him. He did not 

think it necessary to provide the services and travel arrangements automatically. There was 

another limitation: the worker director was expected to make these visits only when there are 

problems. It was not considered appropriate if a worker director would visit Apex factories 

merely to inform the workers about his functioning. Moreover, it is explicitly stated that it was 

not the intention that the worker director should inform his constituencies about specific board 

matters.  

 

 Of course, he has to report back what is pertinent, but most policy decisions in 

the board are not to be divulged. Moreover, the Managing Director publishes 

twice per year a report on the company affairs, and I do not see what a worker 

director could possibly add to this (interview with Group Human Resources 

Director). 
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This limited expectation came not only from the management side (“there is nothing to be 

gained if the worker director would tour the companies simply to hold meetings with the 

workers”) but also from workers (“We only expect from the worker director assistance in case of 

a breakdown in communication with management, for instance when the workers’ committee 

fails to control the workers”).  

 

The limitation can also be seen in the lack of feedback possibilities with the very people who 

elected him in office: the chairs of the workers’ committees. The Group Human Resources 

Director thinks it is enough that they meet once a year—at the election day. And workers do not 

see this as a problem of feedback, and neither the chairs of workers’ committees I spoke to. 

What counts for them are the few minutes in which one can campaign for one-self, the few 

minutes one has to prove one-self. Even then, this is a problem: 

 

 Our current worker director is no good. You know what happened: these people 

from Bulawayo came all by train and during that trip, they had a pre-meeting. No 

doubt, they agreed in the train to vote as one man for him. Then in the meeting 

we from Harare did not think properly. This guy spoke well and so we thought, 

yes this is our man. But he has never been here, he is no good. His achievement 

is nothing. 

 

The ‘campaign’ of these few precious minutes is almost like a beauty-contest, only here, it is not 

good looks that count but mastery of the English language: “Ah he spoke well”.  There are no 

issues put at stake, no programmes discussed. If at all there is an issue, it is the promise of 

regular visits - the one theme that is indeed recurrent. Worker representatives, be they trade 

unionists or elected ones, have to be seen frequently by those whom they purport to represent. 

The chairperson of the workers’ committee at WS&G had his speech for the next campaign 

already in his head—months before the actual date: 

 

 This year I think I will stand for election. This is how I will do it: I will greet 

them all, tell them that I am Jonathan Sibanda from William Smith and Gourock. 

I then will ask them all: did you have any problems last year, and they will say, 

yes, yes. Certainly, those from Harare. I will ask did the worker director come 

and visit you, and they will all say: no, no! Then I will say, if you elect me I will 

come and visit you often and whenever you need me I will come and solve your 

problems (interview data). 

 

What can a worker director do during these visits? He cannot report about the board meetings he 

attends: that is confidential information. He has to propagate the Apex philosophy promoting 
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communication and harmony. He becomes a pawn in the training and education policy of Apex. 

This is vividly illustrated by the words of Mason Muchenje, the second worker director in Apex’ 

history and who remained there for three consecutive terms between 1983 and 1986. 

 

 In the beginning, it was not very much of a pleasure: workers were suspicious 

and had too many expectations. But how can you get milk out of a bull? I used to 

go through all the companies of the group and take from them what their 

grievances were. I saw it as my task to promote good relations and break this 

spirit of us-them. In fact, Mr. Carter9 told me that I was duty bound to control the 

situation. I used to travel around Harare to address the workers in the other 

companies. My idea of being in such an organization as Apex was that we should 

not always have crises and crises. It should be give and take. The same Durawall 

fence surrounds the workers and management10. Everybody is a worker, 

manager, director or worker: everybody is a worker. My job was a worker 

education programme: I would visit the workers’ committees and explain. If they 

would not understand, I would repeat twice or thrice. A, B, C, D, I would inject 

in them the whole alphabet. Workers from companies or the workers’ 

committee’s chairmen would call me to say that they were aggrieved in such and 

such a matter. I travelled from company to company: the Personnel Executive of 

SW&G brought me to a company, and I stayed there as long as I wanted. Then 

the Personnel Executive from that company would bring me to another company, 

just where I wanted to go; they brought me from one place to the other; the 

company made sure I had no transport problems. I used to fly to Bulawayo 

whenever I wanted, and the company paid. All expenses of the WD were for the 

company pocket. I did not want to promote fights and hassles. Even when 

managers are wrong: I did not confront them. I would take grievances direct to 

Mr. Carter who then took them up with the local Chief Executive (interview 

data). 

 

Indeed, there is no two-way communication between the worker director and his fellow chairs of 

workers’ committees. At the most, the worker director serves as a direct link to the Chief 

Executive for worker issues. However, as the following quote from the chair of the workers’ 

committee shows, this is a one-way stream only, from top to bottom: 

 

 When I once had a problem over a leave arrangement and called the worker 

director in Bulawayo, I was called back by the Chief Executive of WS&G within 

20 minutes: the worker director had called Mr. Carter who had called Mr. 

Westland11 and now Westland was complaining to me that I should not have 

done this; this was creating a bad image, I should have kept it in WS&G, we 

could have solved the problem easily. Now I tell you, why has our worker 

director called Mr. Carter instead of coming back to me our even coming here? 

(interview data). 

 
    9 Mr. J.A.L. Carter was (and at the time of research, still is) the Group’s Chief Executive. 
    10 Durawall is a famous brand name for concrete fencing. 
    11 The Chief Executive of WS&G. 
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As to the desired demeanour of a worker director there was no difference of opinion between the 

current chairman of the workers’ committee at WS&G and the former worker director. Said the 

latter: 

 

 My own Chief Executive was happy with my years as worker director because 

humility and politeness are expected from the worker director, and I had those 

capacities. The workers were happy because any problem they might have had 

was resolved as soon as possible. When a new company is acquired, it is for 75% 

the responsibility of the Personnel Executive to break the Apex philosophy to the 

newcomers and for 25% the responsibility of the worker director. What I wanted 

to achieve when I was there, was to win the game and promote harmonious 

relations. And I won that game (interview data). 

 

Compare this to a remark of the chair of the workers’ committee at William Smith & Gourock: 

 

 The Worker Director should try to explain and be reasonable. We once had a 

worker director who shouted at Mr. Carter. That is not proper. It was here in the 

canteen, Mr. Carter was banging the table with his fist and the worker director 

did the same - it was about our wages. He should not have done that—that is not 

good, shouting and banging the table in front of Mr. Carter (interview data). 

 

The picture that emerges from this is that of a worker who is supposed to be present at the 

meeting of the board of directors—properly dressed up for the occasion—and leave it at that. If 

there are labour relations problems at a particular site, he might go there (if invited by the 

workers). After all, as the words of Mason Muchenje show: workers tend to believe the words of 

one of them, rather than managerial pronouncements. The Apex approach to the worker director 

is purely functional. Internally he can serve as a master fire fighter; externally he helps to let 

Apex pose as a good and considerate employer. However, the scheme seems to be intended as a 

deliberate window dressing scheme not to be improved upon in order to allow workers a voice 

in decision-making. Every suggestion I made to the Group Human Resources Director to 

improve it, e.g., by structuring the feedback between the worker director and the chairs of the 

workers’ committees, or by offering the worker director training or easier access to resources 

and support, were all turned down as undesirable. Small wonder, if one realises that the scheme 

serves its purpose as it is. The company can pose in the public opinion as an enlightened one, 

one who cares for its employees, who gives them shares, bonuses and even a seat on the board 

of directors. The latter is considered in the Zimbabwean context to be the nec plus ultra for 

workers to achieve, as numerous discussions with groups of trade unionists and workers’ 

committee representatives made clear to me over the years. For workers what seems to count as 
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real, meaningful workers’ participation is profit sharing and a worker director. The workers at 

William Smith & Gourock were indeed quite satisfied by what Apex offered them: working 

conditions were considered on the whole not too bad, wages were poor, but they were poor 

everywhere and they could be improved substantially by winning the profit bonus. In addition, 

there was a workers' committee which allowed them access to management. And to top it all, 

workers had a director in the board. There might have been some criticism over the manner in 

which a particular incumbent of the position of worker director functioned, some anger over the 

way in which the Bulawayo part outwitted the Harare reps during election times, but they felt 

that there was nothing wrong with the worker director scheme as such.  

 

Financial participation made less of an impact on WS&G workers, despite the emphasis that the 

group at general level placed on these arrangements. It is simply seen as a first long service 

award, issued after 5 years of service. The surrounding managerial ideology of shares as a sign 

of worker’s loyalty to the values of the Apex family do not seem to have made lasting impact. 

Workers never referred to it and they were only reminded of this when they offered their shares 

back for sale. Even then, it did not stop them from actually selling: cash needs were more 

pressing: 

 

 Ah, those shares? We just keep them; there is no clear purpose. Actually, more 

than half of us have sold everything already (interview data). 

 

Similarly, one has to wonder to what degree the other managerial pronouncements made an 

impact on changing worker attitudes. Despite the attempts through a series of training sessions 

to convey to workers the unitary idea of ‘family’ and ‘shared interest’, workers remained 

suspicious—even at William Smith & Gourock where managerial logic found little barriers. 

Traces of an ‘us-them’ divide still marked the communication between management and 

workers. Referring to the period in the middle of the 1980s the then worker director observed 

that  

 

 As a Worker Director, I was very well positioned to convince fellow workers, 

since workers tend to trust a fellow worker as opposed to a manager (interview 

data). 

 

The following episode too illustrates the extent to which workers at William Smith and Gourock 

placed trust in the words from their management. 
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 Workers insist on being told every detail: the other day we could not continue 

production because our supplier of a small metal ring, which is used to 

strengthen a tarpaulin’s eye, had a problem with one of his machines. I told the 

workers but they would not have it. We had to bring the chairperson of the 

workers’ committee to that supplier and show him the broken-down machine so 

he could see with his own eyes that indeed we had been telling the truth. After he 

explained it to his fellow workers, they would only then accept it (interview 

data). 

 

Rather than a concern for the wellbeing of the Apex family, this attitude reflects a concern for 

the annual bonus. Interruption of production—for whatever reason—jeopardises meeting the 

targets and this in turn is immediately reflected in the bonus. Small wonder then that workers 

detest the fact that they are not involved in target setting. But they try to stand their ground 

because of the financial implications. When targets are announced they query management as to 

their feasibility: 

 

 When a target is being announced we always question management whether they 

have enough raw materials. We will blame them if the target cannot be met 

because of lack of raw material. We say: we are ready for it, you provide us with 

the raw material (interview data). 

 

These illustrations are indicative for the change in worker attitude indeed: “workers now talk 

production” as the Personnel Executive remarked. But it is evident that this change was 

occasioned more by the introduction of hefty production bonuses than by a persuasive 

introduction of managerial culture backed up by extensive training programmes and which 

found ready acceptance in the absence of countervailing power. We now turn to another 

company of the Apex family where a different opinion regarding Apex culture among workers 

prevailed. 

 

Zimcast 

When we first suggested to the Group Human Resources Director of Apex to visit and study 

Zimcast in Gweru he did not think this was a good idea: “I am in the process of instituting a new 

workers’ committee and I don’t think it is wise to let you go there”. Via the workers’ committee 

in Gweru and the trade union, we had already been informed about problems at Zimcast. With 

some persuasion and perseverance, we obtained permission to visit the foundry, but we were not 

allowed to interview the workers’ committee on the premises of the factory. Consequently, 
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during our visits we had interviews with two managers and discussions and conversations with 

workers on the shopfloor. While in Gweru, however, we were in a position to have extensive 

interviews with members of the workers’ committee who attended a workers’ education seminar 

organised by the ZCTU and were therefore not at their place of work. 

 

The Zimcast foundry is situated at Gweru’s industrial site, some five kilometres away from city 

centre. This side too is a mixed bag of companies: Bata produces shoes here and Whitehead 

socks. There is a timber company and a large bakery. Zimcast holds a plot at the edge of the 

industrial site. The premises are fenced with wire netting and in front of the gate—more so than 

with neighbouring firms—unemployed people bide their time hoping to be lucky. 

 

Immediately after the gate is a small parking lot and bicycle shed. Then comes a small brick 

stone office block: a reception gives way to four office rooms that house the top management 

layer. In a separate building, the personnel manager shares the space with the company nurse 

who operates the clinic. Across a narrow yard, the main foundry hall is situated. Open on one 

side this hall is some 30 meters wide and 60 meters long. Outside this hall, adjacent to the 

offices and on one of the long sides is the sand section: in between heaps of sand there is a 

grinding mill producing very fine black sand, and the outside loop and the engines of the 

conveyor belt system which transports the black sand through the foundry. Moving towards the 

open-ended hall on the one side are stacks of finished manhole covers while a small design 

workshop stands a little off the pathways, just opposite the open end of the hall. Inside the hall, 

everything is black: the ground is covered with a decimetres thick layer of black sand, the 

workers are black, wearing black cloths covering their faces for protection against the black dust 

that hangs like a thick fog in the hall. It is barely lit here, and the main light comes from the 

sparks that fly out of the furnaces and from the buckets of red-hot iron which two workers carry 

between them, bungling on a stick, glimmering in the fog. 

 

The iron is melted in three furnaces located at a long side of this hall. Once the iron is ready the 

furnace gate is opened with a long pole and the iron pours into the bucket with a lot of splashes 

and sparks. There are no protective shields or walls to shelter the furnace opener from this. The 

two men who carry the bucket in which the iron is poured too do not have any protection other 

than gloves and rags round their faces. The iron is carried over a distance of some 25 meters to 

the moulds that have already been filled with fine sand. The moulds are placed on little trolleys 
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on iron rails and left to cool down. The sand is transported into the hall over a conveyor belt 

running close to the ceiling above the heads of the people working below. When the moulds 

have to be filled with sand, a worker pulls a cord and a bucket of sand falls over from the belt, 

emptying its contents in the mould spilling quite a lot in the process. Moreover, in falling from 

the belt to the mould the fine sand blows away adding to the fog in the hall. Once the iron in the 

mould has set and cooled off a little bit, the moulds are opened, and its content—still far too hot 

to handle without proper protective gear—is left on the floor which is covered by a thick layer of 

black dusty sand from previous moulds. If the cast-iron is cooled completely the product is taken 

away to the stores, and the sand is left on the ground to cushion new casts. 

 

As a visitor, one is glad to be able to escape from the place and leave the hall at the other end: in 

the next factory hall, iron pipes are cast without the use of sand. A machine (originating in the 

1950s) once filled with liquid red-hot iron (again being brought here by two men carrying an 

open bucket with the red-hot liquid) swirls round fast and using centrifugal forces casts the hot 

iron in its desired shape; the process is called flow moulding and produces some 200 pipes a 

day. The atmosphere here is clearer and noise and dust levels are bearable. In a far end corner of 

this hall workers sitting around them manually sort heaps of iron balls used for milling in mines 

to size. Adjacent to this hall are the stores were the three-legged pots for which Zimcast is 

famous are piled up. Leaving this hall, and across a little alleyway is another hall where iron 

bath-tubes and washbasins receive their finishing enamel touches. No sand and no dusty fog 

here. One only feels the heat of the ovens in which the bath-tubes and basins are pushed in a 

semi-automated way. The hall is large, high and spacious so the temperature here is a relief 

compared to the neighbouring hall. The machinery here certainly looks newer than in the 

previous departments. The stores of the tubes and basins are connected to this hall. 

 

Zimcast employs some 280 workers, 50 of which are salaried staff, i.e., monthly paid. Only six 

women work at Zimcast12, in services, reception, accounts, and in the clinic. Workers make nine 

hours a day for five days a week. Zimcast operates in a three-shift system—mainly because of 

the need to keep the furnaces burning. The people waiting outside the gate already indicated it: 

Zimcast is a heavy user of casual, unskilled labour. On average it employs an additional 100 odd 

casual labourers per day (or rather night as we shall see), but this can go up to 200 according to 

 
    12 Said the Personnel Manager when asked how many women Zimcast employed: “Ah, no. For that you 

have to go to Bata, our neighbour”. 
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demand. Zimcast did not have to retrench workers because of ESAP: “We can cushion ourselves 

with contract workers”, explained the personnel manager. Workers, however, complain that in 

the main foundry hall, complete night shifts are manned by casual labour: three permanent 

workers as supervisors and over 100 casuals produce the milling balls at night. 

 

Apex acquired the company in 1985 and especially the cast iron cooking pot is a best seller, also 

because there is a large export demand for it. The pots are made for selling houses abroad who 

sell them under various names in Botswana (Kabo), South Africa (Tovo) and Mozambique. As 

we were explained: these pots are particularly suited for displaced families of which there are 

still plenty in the region. Little investment was made since then: the latest addition was a new 

sand mill commissioned in 1993, which grinds foundry sand to a very fine state to obtain a 

smoother finish to the castings once they are broken out of their moulds. Even the company’s 

clinic is furnished with old material. Workers are unhappy with its state, but more so with the 

fact that they are charged one dollar for each visit they pay to it: “Ah, that one is very production 

oriented” they lament, meaning that they feel that the clinic’s main objective is to get them back 

to work with the shortest delay.  

 

The trade union for workers at Zimcast is the National Engineering Workers Union (NEWU). 

The NEWU finds its origins in a merger of the Salisbury Engineering Workers’ Union and the 

Matabeleland Engineering Workers’ Union that had split in 1965 over the nationalist issue. The 

merger—supported by the employers who wanted a united front to deal with (interview with 

General Secretary NEWU, Sept. 1995) created the General Engineering and Metal Workers 

Union in 1978. Since 1920 there existed the Amalgamated Engineering Union, a craft like union 

for white workers. Under the Industrial Conciliation Act 1959, the white union opened up for 

black workers in the late 1960s, but separate organisations remained. After Independence, the 

white union—a mere trace of its erstwhile strength after the massive migration of white 

artisans—joined the black union and in August 1984, the National Engineering Workers Union 

was registered. The first year saw an intensive battle over its leadership, but after a few years: 

“this has died a natural death,” as the current General Secretary explained13. Membership of the 

union increased steadily from 8 500 in 1988, to 15 000 in 1995. Since the ZCTU Extraordinary 

Congress in 1988 NEWU’s president, Isaac Matongo, holds a position in the ZCTU’ Executive. 

 
    13 The then General-Secretary was accused by a group, headed by the then President of the union of not 

only contravening the union’s constitution and embezzling union’s funds, but also of not leading the union in 
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In addition to the Head Office in Harare, the union has regional offices in Bulawayo, Kwe Kwe 

and Mutare. It employs fourteen people, of whom ten are organisers cum educators. 

 

Membership of the union at Zimcast has increased sharply in recent times and now stands at 

some 140 up from 65: a density of 60 per cent14. The union activists on the site claim this to be 

the result of the union’s role in securing the compliance (see below) of Zimcast (read Apex) to 

the collective agreement reached in the National Employment Council for the sector: the NEC 

for the Engineering and Iron and Steel Industry. As alluded to before Apex prefers decentralised 

bargaining at plant level: negotiations between management and worker representatives in the 

Works Council without union involvement. And although Apex is represented in the NEC, it 

refused to heed the agreement because of the claim that they cannot afford to do so in their 

engineering establishments. Consequently, since 1991 Zimcast actually underpaid its workers; 

i.e. it did not raise their pay with the stipulated percentages. Therefore, there is a protracted 

conflict with management and workers, expressed through the workers’ committee. The conflict 

reached a height during the in-house negotiations between April and July 1993. 

 

According to the Personnel Manager at Zimcast, labour-management relations have soured since 

the government introduced free collective bargaining in the early 1990s. 

 

 Workers here used to be happy with the wage determination from the Ministry of 

Labour. Workers are used to the government giving them their increases. In the 

1980s, the government was seen by the workers as fair. The determinations came 

from outside and it was perceived by the workers as better. Now they are ill 

equipped: they do not know how to bargain (interview data). 

 

This manager is not referring to a lack of negotiating skills or experience with the conduct of a 

meeting on the part of workers. He deplores what he calls the negative attitude among workers 

which started when the introduction of collective bargaining coincided with the introduction of 

the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) in the country. 

 

 Our labour relations are directly linked to what is going on in the country. Now 

we have ESAP and employers are given back the powers to fire. Workers hear 

about streamlining and retrenchments. And although we have none of this at 

Zimcast, there is a general mistrust. Before 1990, trust was being built and things 

 
the struggle against retrenchment in the industry (see Mitchell 1987:119). 
    14 The density is taken as a percentage of the weekly paid permanent workers, i.e., excluding the monthly 

salaried staff and the casual workers. 
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were in place. Now the trend is that workers feel that things are not said the way 

they are. They accuse us of not calling a spade a spade (interview data). 

 

For this manager the blame is squarely to be put on the plate of the leaders of the workers. These 

men do not consider the interests of the company. They have not been willing to explain to 

workers the difficult times the company is going through. The market is deteriorating as a result 

of ESAP: the construction industry is down and the order book for waterpipes is thin. One of 

their main customers for pipes is letting them down. Arguing from a strong unitarist perspective, 

he remarks: 

 

 The situation seems to cater the vocals among the workers: those with a history 

of militancy are instilling a lot of mistrust. They play ignorance about the 

economic problems in Zimbabwe. Now workers are sceptical: if we present a 

document, they are always looking for negative things. The chairman of the 

workers’ committee says what his guys want to hear. They want to avoid the bad 

news (interview data). 

 

 This year when negotiations started in April, there was a money squeeze and 

interest rates were disturbing. So, we were very reluctant. When the negotiations 

were completed, rates were going down. It was a coincidence, but workers see 

this as manipulation by management (interview data). 

 

The leading members of the workers’ committee are indeed outspoken and opinionated. The 

committee has 13 members, representing the permanent workers in the various departments15. 

Ten out of the thirteen current members are unionised. The term of office is two years and 

turnover is limited: there is a core of some seven members who are usually retained. Also, there 

is limited turnover amongst the leaders of the workers’ committee: the current chair had just 

been elected to office, although he was a workers’ committee member in the previous term. The 

previous chairperson held that position for three consecutive terms until he was promoted to a 

supervisory level and was forced to resign from his post. 

 

The workers’ committee meets during tea and lunch breaks. Its Chair and Secretary and two 

others who rotate represent the workers in the Works Council. The General Manager, 

Production Manager, and Personnel Manager represent management. The Production Manager 

chairs the Works Council, since the General Manager usually excuses himself from attending. 

 
    15 These are: administration, maintenance, pattern shop, finishing, enamel, sand, brass, pipes, bath, floor 

moulding, German & British, pots, stores. 
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Issues discussed in the past include16: funeral donations, long service awards or merits awards, 

over time pay, the working calendar, introduction of team briefing, the construction of a toilet 

for workers, quality of the food served in the canteen, sugar and milk for tea. The Works 

Council is usually held at the same time as the monthly management meeting, although this one 

is not attended regularly by a someone from Apex’ headquarters as was the case in William 

Smith & Gourock. In this part of the meeting information is shared regarding orders, production 

and finance. Workers welcomed the information they receive here: 

 

 We are happy with the monthly accounts package. We are subjected to some of 

the company secrets, and we get what everyone gets (interview data). 

 

However, their satisfaction stops at that. There is a long standing and deep mistrust about the 

way in which recruitment is taking place and promotions are made. It is widely rumoured that it 

helps to buy the production manager beer and that he even frequents the beerhalls popular with 

workers for this purpose. There is also resentment on the small number of company houses 

available and there is criticism that they are all taken by people in managerial rank. There is 

suspicion that a similar fate has befallen the granting of company loans for school fees. It is 

argued, repeatedly, that the worker issues are not addressed in the Works Council and that they 

are eternally kept on the agenda. But what has incited and infuriated the workers’ committee 

most was their discovery that Zimcast was refusing to the pay rates agreed upon in the National 

Employment Council.  

 

Since the bargaining round 1991/92 Zimcast claims that it cannot pay the increments agreed 

upon between trade union and the employers’ organisation in the NEC. Actually, it is Apex that 

makes this claim, and it does so for all its subsidiaries that fall under the jurisdiction of the 

Engineering Council. However, agreements reached here are binding for all employers in the 

sector, even though, as the union’s General Secretary remarks: “Apex is not interested in 

participating in the employers’ association, because Mr. Carter thinks it is too small a thing.” 

The workers’ committee confronted the local management team with the NEC figures in their 

first rounds of negotiations in 1993. To no avail. Managers hide behind “directives” from Apex 

Headquarters in Harare and argued that they were not in a position to make any move. 

Moreover, it was argued that for them the NEC agreement had no value since exceptions were 

allowed and Zimcast just was such an exception. At the end of several rounds of discussions and 

 
    16 Minutes of one year only were available. 
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bargaining with an unmoving management the workers’ committee decided for an 

unprecedented step: all members resigned from the committee because they felt not being taken 

seriously. In a letter addressed to the Apex Group Personnel Executive, their reasons were 

detailed. This letter was copied to the NEC, the Ministry of Labour, and the trade union. It is 

worthwhile copying that letter here verbatim because it illustrates graphically not only the 

grievances but also the workers’ perception of what is right and wrong: 

 

 This serves to inform you that this committee, hereby called the Zimcast 

worker’s Committee has dissolved itself with immediate effect. 

 

 This decision has been arrived at on the basis that no improvement can be 

achieved to enhance the status of the Zimcast worker. The atmosphere at this 

company does not tolerate the plight of the worker, therefore it is a mockery to 

believe that there is a committee that presents the inspirations of the worker, 

when in reality management through intransigence and lack of consideration has 

continually imposed its whims on the workers. Our existence as workers 

representatives therefore serves no meaningful purpose if we cannot discuss 

issues that directly affect workers. It was our belief that in any dialogue there has 

to be some flexibility from both management and workers’ side, but this 

characteristic is yet to be seen from the Zimcast management. 

 

 Collective bargaining has never had any meaning to Zimcast since it was 

introduced by government. Every year the Zimcast worker has always seen 

management come up with unrealistic wage and salary increment proposals on 

which it has stood firm and uncompromising. We as workers have lost all the 

dignity that we are supposed to have. We are near destitute because of lack of 

feeling and consideration by management who are themselves living 

comfortably and yet at our expense. Our own welfare is nothing and 

unimportant. There is not even a single benefit given to the Zimcast worker and 

the situation is frustrating. Meantime they and they alone live in company paid 

for houses, and drive in company cars, which are also company fuel filled, their 

children’s fees are paid for by the company [and] they receive entertainment 

allowances. Surely, there has to be equity of some sort. 

 

 Realising and knowing our vulnerability, management has shut out the 

involvement and acceptance of National Employment Council (NEC) bargained 

increments, even to the extent of threatening to withdraw benefits from workers 

if they insist with the NEC issue. 

 

 The system used to promote and engage people is another area of 

discontentment. Nobody knows [how] (workers) engagements are done and 

whether vacancies do exit. All we see are new faces and that’s it. It cannot be 

coincidence though that nephews and other privileged people got the jobs and so 

are promotions. 

 

 Issues that would have called for direct address of workers by management have 
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been ignored. Management has never found time to at least put the workers in 

the picture about the general situation surrounding the company. Or is it [not] 

important? All in all, the Zimcast worker is taken for granted. The Zimcast 

worker has no feeling, does not think, is not affected by economic changes, has 

to work like a machine and perhaps only deserves his wage/salary. 

 

 For reasons summed up here, we find as a committee, that we have no role to 

play as we have never access to influence activities at Zimcast. We are mere 

tokens or should it be called a farce. The realization demands in us to leave office 

and therefore this resignation. 

 

 Signed: The Secretary 

  The Chairman 

 

This triggered a rather heavy-handed reaction from the Group Human Resource Director. He 

drove down from Harare to Gweru and actually tried to hold elections to install a new workers’ 

committee. The Production Manager and Personnel Manager tried to address the workforce but 

the whole issue had widely been discussed among the workers and the step of the workers’ 

committee found ready acceptance among the workforce: few came to the public meeting. 

Moreover, the workers’ committee had mobilised successfully workers not to speak to managers 

on an individual basis. In the words of the workers’ committee chair: 

 

 We had been working like mad. But they couldn’t come to any individual, we 

wouldn’t even talk. A tug of war ensued in which no worker would talk to 

management (interview data). 

 

The General Secretary of the union also came17. He talked to the local management who claimed 

that their hands were tied by the Harare directives. He had several group meetings with the 

workers and separate ones with the workers’ committee. When the Group Human Resource 

Director arrived, he took over from the local management and bargaining started. Initially, he 

tried to present the Apex in-house package as far better than anything the NEC agreement could 

offer: Apex offered in addition to a small wage rise, profit sharing and annual bonuses, shares, 

and other long service awards. Surely, that was better than a mere wage increase? When that did 

not work, he left Gweru again only to write a letter to the workers’ committee in which he 

threatened—as the local management team had done earlier—to stop with immediate effect all 

Apex bonuses and awards: 

 

 
    17 He recalled: “the Group Human Resource Director offered me a lift in his car, we could drive together. 
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 21st July, 1993 

 The Chairman Zimcast Workers Committee 

 

 Dear Sir 

 

 RE: COLLECTIVE BARGAINING NEC RATES 

 

 We understand that it was the unanimous decision by your committee to be 

bound by the NEC rates of pay and contracts of services. If this is so the 

following benefits will now be withdrawn from the employees as they do not 

form part of the NEC agreement. All that we are required by NEC is to pay not 

less than the stipulated minimum rates from time to time. We undertake to pay 

NEC rates once they have been gazetted and the following benefits will then be 

withdrawn: 

 a) Profit share bonus 

 b) Production bonus 

 c) 100% subsidy of meals 

 d) All loans 

 e) Apex shares after 5 years service 

 f) Long service awards 

 

 It must be made clear that your decision will be binding on all those employees 

covered by the NEC agreements and that it is a decision that will not be changed 

in the future. 

 

 Would you please get all the members of the workers committee to sign copy of 

this letter signifying receipt and acceptance of the contents, and let us have the 

signed copy back by no later than Friday 23rd July, 1993. 

 

 Yours faithfully 

 

 P.C. Chingoka 

 Group Personnel Executive 

 

If nothing else, this letter and its tone illustrate neatly the weight Apex in practice attaches to its 

shareholding participation scheme as a way of bringing workers into the Apex family18. In times 

of disturbances the people who rock the boat are to be expelled from the family soonest. 

Bringing in the union is rocking the boat and so is demanding that your employer adheres to the 

law of the country. However, the workers at Zimcast were not impressed by the intimidation; 

they concluded: “all this is very little, why stick to it?” 

 
Of course, I couldn’t do that, I refused and took the train.” 
    18 It turned out that withdrawal, or the threat thereof, was a regular feature in negotiations in Apex’s 

Works Councils. In the company of the worker director at the time of research (in Bulawayo), the handing out of 

shares had been withdrawn, no company loans were issued any more, and long service awards had been 

postponed. 
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On the same day the Group Human Resource Director wrote his letter, the General-Secretary of 

the union wrote to the Zimcast management specifying the accumulated arrears since 1991: 2.5 

per cent over 1991, 0.5 per cent over 1992, and 5 per cent for the first four months of 1993 and 

he concluded: 

 

 The above shortfalls have made the workers refuse the in-house increments. On 

behalf of the workers, can management then revert to the N.E.C. agreements to 

rectify the anomalies being experienced by the workforce? The earlier the better. 

Your co-operation in this matter is required at this hour (Letter from O. Kabasa, 

General-Secretary NEWU to the Manager, Zimcast, dd 21-7-1993). 

 

Within a week, the Group Human Resource Director was back in Gweru, and he tried to 

reconcile the workers’ committee. No longer were any Apex benefits to be withdrawn. Worker 

grievances, other than wage related ones, were discussed and it was agreed that these could be 

communicated to all workers. On several notice boards—which usually were quite empty—the 

following announcement appeared: 
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  ZIMCAST NOTICE 

 

 Points Discussed with Mr. P.C. Chingoka over Workers’ Committee Grievances 

 

 1. COMMUNICATION 

(a) It was agreed that from now onwards all works council minutes 

should be posted directly to Apex by Secretary Workers’ Committee. 

(b) No Issue on Works Council Agenda will stay for two months without 

being finalised 

(c) Mr. Chiwanza [Zimcast Executive Manager] to attend meetings as 

and when required. 

 

 2. PROMOTIONS AND ENGAGEMENTS 

(a)  List of all promotions done to be sent to Mr. Chiwanza. 

(b) Any future engagements to be done by Personnel Manager and to 

follow list of registered people for employment. 

 

 3. SCHOOL LOANS 

(a) Any employee who wants to advance himself will have to bring proof 

so that assistance will be provided. 

(b) This term (2nd) there are no loans being issued by Head Office due to 

Cashflow problems. 

 

 4. HOUSING 

Those with Arrears in rent should bring proof to personnel Office and the 

list will be sent to Head Office. 

 

 5. WORKS COUNCIL 

Meetings should cover all the issues like Sales, Outstanding Orders, 

Bonus issues and done on a monthly basis. 

 

 6. COLLECTIVE BARGAINING 

Zimcast was the only unit which had not finalised its collective 

bargaining for May-August phase. There is need for us to finalise it as 

most of our requests to Apex Management Services depends on it. 

 

It was a major event for the workers’ committee that their grievances were now finally 

recognised and publicised to all. For once fellow workers were informed about the way in which 

their representatives dealt with commonly felt grievances. It gave a boost to the morale of the 

workers’ committee. 

 

With the union the Group Human Resource Director also reopened negotiations and a wage 

agreement was signed which did not withdraw the Apex services, bonuses or awards. The 

shortfall since 1991 was corrected, a ten per cent increase awarded from the 1st of July 1993, and 

another 8 per cent with effect of the 1st of January 1994. Apex thus finally accepted the 
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increments agreed upon at NEC level but it had taken drastic action both from the local workers’ 

committee and the trade union to achieve this. 

 

The workers’ reaction was one of relief in which feelings of “some justice finally being done” 

outweighed sentiments that are by far more victorious. At the same time, the whole episode 

increased the standing of the trade union among the workforce: membership more than doubled 

to 140. Said the (new) chairperson of the workers’ committee, himself a trade union activist: 

 

 From that time everybody was willing to join, now we are popular, now they 

respect my face. We have shown to be adamantly non-co-operative with 

management. We keep on pushing and re-assuring other workers, to convince 

them to join the union. If they do not, we are not cross, also not with the non-

union members who are elected in the workers’ committee. After all, we are a 

team, and we go by the team (interview data).  

 

The saga had certainly not improved the status of local management. It was now felt, even more 

strongly than before, that the Personnel Manager had no authority, and actually was a “non-

entity”, and it was deplored that the procedures were such that workers had first to see him 

before going to a higher managerial level. Similar sentiments were held over the production 

manager who—it was widely admitted—“knew iron”, having climbed the ranks from grade 

three upwards, but whose manner of implementing directives from above “worried people”. The 

local Chief Executive is thoroughly disliked for the distance he has created between himself and 

the shopfloor, as well as for alleged favouritism and nepotism. This, it was argued by some, in 

stark contrast to the previous incumbent of that post who “did his own research - he did not rely 

on statements only”. 

 

But more important: there remained general discontent about the level of wages; it was claimed 

that Zimcast continued to be the lowest paying Apex company. Permanent workers even 

complained about the low wages of the casuals observing that these were even under the 

national minimum, and that Zimcast refused to pay nightshift allowance, or any other benefit to 

them. Workers had observed that management did not want them to join the union that 

strengthened their preference for negotiations in the NEC, over any in-house bargaining without 

the union. 
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On one occasion, Apex organised group-wide consultation with all the chairpersons of its 

workers’ committees. They were all invited to come to the Monomatapa in Harare, a luxurious 

five-star hotel in the city’s centre. Here a new Code of Conduct was to be discussed. The various 

workers’ committees had received the draft in advance and were now expected to come with 

their comments and finally, of course, their endorsement. The code of conduct consists of a long 

list of the various ‘offences’ and the disciplinary measures which an offender receives at 1st, 2nd, 

3rd and fourth offence. Some (actually, only two) of these offences can be committed indeed 

three times and reap verbal warning, written warning and final written warning, respectively 

before, at the fourth breach, dismissal follows. These minor offences are “absenteeism without 

permission or reasonable excuse for any day” and “poor time keeping without reasonable 

excuse”. In contrast, the code lists sixteen offences that are good for immediate dismissal. These 

range from “misuse of company property”, “arriving to work overtime intoxicated”, 

“fighting/assault”, to “inciting and/or taking part in unconstitutional industrial action” (Apex n.d. 

c:6-10). The code lays responsibility for dismissal at the doorstep of the Works Council, 

whereas for the implementation of offences carrying a less severe punishment management only 

is responsible. 

 

A comparison of the Apex code of conduct and the one signed by the employers’ organization 

and the trade union in the NEC on the 2nd of December 1992, indeed does reveal a number of 

differences: on three counts the Apex code proceeds quicker to reach dismissal and Apex has 

included a number of offences which the NEC code omits. These relate to workers’ refusal to 

work overtime and non-attendance at agreed overtime19. Furthermore, ‘new’ offences are 

“inciting or taking part in unconstitutional industrial action” and “breach of confidence 

involving company secrets”, both leading immediately to dismissal. Surprisingly, there is one 

offence where the Apex code is more lenient than the NEC code: sexual harassment. Indeed, in a 

macho-management style, it would seem that sexual harassment is considered less of a problem 

than worker non-attendance at overtime or participation in industrial action. 

 

The reaction of the workers’ committee chairperson to the code was straightforward. On the 

consultation process, he remarked that no one of the workers could endorse this code—it was 

too strict. At the same time, he welcomed the involvement of workers in the implementation of 

 
    19 Compulsory overtime is indeed a marked feature of new managerial strategies allowing for numerical 

flexibility. In the two Apex sites studied this had not (yet?) occurred on such a scale as to lead to labour protests. 
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the code, as some sort of countervailing power. 

 

 We do not advocate theft or lateness. Business production is in our common 

interest, and he who violates the production system should be disciplined. But 

here, supervisors try to catch you for petty issues; if your lunch break is too long, 

or a visit to the toilet. Even one beer can cause you problems. We know the 

relationships: it is only some three supervisors who have this tendency. The new 

code does not give the possibility for an enquiry; there is immediately a 

disciplinary hearing. When I am summoned, I do not prepare and all my answers 

will be opposite. We reflect the potential to protect the workers. We are happy to 

be involved, and some rules have to be enforced, but the workers rely on us. We 

know that most breakdowns are caused by mismanagement, and we challenge 

management. A boss is always a boss, but at a time, they will follow our advice 

(interview data). 

 

Discipline is good for the whole of the Zimcast community—so the union leader argued—but a 

certain leeway in its enforcement should be respected, also by stubborn supervisors. Too strict a 

code will only play in their hands and an equally stubborn reaction from the workers’ side is 

therefore called for.  

 

It took the Group Human Resource Director not long after the forced signing of the wage 

agreement, however, to retaliate. Already during his meetings with the union’s General 

Secretary, he had pointed out that there were only two troublemakers at Zimcast: the chairperson 

of the workers’ committee and the union’s main activist on the site. The General Secretary was 

informed that if only “these two chaps would go, the company would be better”. Later the 

chairperson of the workers’ committee was put on nightshift during the time of the new, regular 

elections that were to be held a little while after this episode20. This made communications 

between him and his fellow workers very difficult. During night shifts only a handful of 

permanent workers are on duty: the work is done by casuals since at night only milling balls are 

produced and since quality standards hardly apply here, this does not require expertise or 

experience. For the chairperson of the workers’ committee, it meant that campaigning for his re-

election was effectively obstructed: during his working hours he could not talk to the permanent 

workers who had to right to vote. When management found out that this did not affect his 

standing among the workers it reverted to a tested means to oust popular workers leaders: he 

 
For examples where this had been the case see Humphrey (1994); Graham (1995); Fucini & Fucini (1990).  
    20 He was put on nightshift for three months, even the NEC agreement would only allow a one month 

period. He and his union, however, decided not to report the matter to NEC: they felt it would show him the 

weaker party. 
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was promoted to junior supervisor a position which barred him from participating in the 

elections21. 

 

Zimcast had its own design workshop in which patterns for new moulds were made. The two 

artisans working here were both longstanding members of the workers’ committee (and of the 

trade union). All of a sudden, Zimcast decided to subcontract its design and pattern making work 

to a company in Bulawayo, close down the workshop and retrench the two. Since the quality of 

their work had never been put in question, and since there were no complaints about the 

workmanship of the two carpenters involved, and since subcontracting to Bulawayo was more 

expensive than the in-house arrangements, workers had great difficulty to accept that Zimcast 

operated in good faith. Rather, they were convinced that Zimcast wanted to get rid of two vocal 

workers22.  

 

Moreover, from July onwards the financial statements presented in the Works Council showed 

that Zimcast was making a loss. Whereas the first six months of the year saw a monthly increase 

in the results, thereafter it seemed as if a disaster had set in—although production remained 

unchanged. Moreover, in the middle of the year a change was introduced in the manner in which 

the production bonus was to be calculated: no longer over weight, as a tonnage target, but related 

to the quality of the output. Moreover, henceforth this was to be determined on a sectional basis, 

rather than applicable to the workforce as a whole. Nevertheless, even as late as October 

Zimcast still told the workers that they could expect an eight week’s bonus at the end of the 

year. Just before Christmas, however, Zimcast announced a bonus of one per cent only and the 

workers reacted furiously: during a four-hour work stoppage, they expressed their anger and 

disagreement. Some 300 workers—permanent and casual—sat outside the management block 

and demanded that someone would come and explain to them. Management refused to talk and 

instead accused the workers’ committee of inciting the workers. Zimcast reacted by suspending 

another ten members (in addition to the two already suspended) of the workers’ committee and 

filing an application with the Ministry of Labour for their dismissal (see also Chronicle 23 & 

 
    21 And indeed, within five months he was demoted again to stores clerk for “gross inefficiency in the 

performance” and for “not showing the attitude expected from a supervisor” (letter d.d. 10.3.94, in NEWU’s 

office). 
    22 The two men were quite willing to leave provided Zimcast would give them a package of a year’s 

salary which the union negotiated for them. As craftsmen their position in the labour market was obviously 

stronger than that of the general workers. But even after one year Zimcast failed to pay the terminal benefits 

(interview with NEWU General-Secretary 11.11.1994). 
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29/12/1993). 

 

Again, it was the union who took up their cause and filed complaints with the Ministry of 

Labour, the NEC and with the High Court in Harare. Shortly thereafter in the beginning of 1994, 

the Ministry of Labour instructed Zimcast to re-instate the ten workers with full benefits. Later 

that year the NEC convicted Zimcast / Apex for failing to comply with NEC collective 

bargaining agreements, that the suspension of the two craftsmen had been a clear case of 

victimisation and unfair labour practice, and the High Court ruled that Apex had no case to 

answer. 

 

And where, one can ask, was the worker director in all this? The instrument created by Apex to 

facilitate communication between management and labour in all the subsidiaries, especially in 

time of crisis? After all, here at Zimcast there was a crisis of major proportions! The answer is 

nowhere. The worker director was not involved at any stage, neither by local management nor 

by Apex, or by the workers’ committee. From the workers’ point of view, this becomes 

understandable if one hears the following observation of a workers’ committee member: 

 

 During our problems, we never suggested to bring in the worker director. We 

though it better to try and solve it ourselves together with the union. We know 

our worker director. He can do nothing to help us. If we had a person with some 

potential than we would have called on him. But even at his own place of work, 

Apex has withdrawn the shares, no loans are being given any more and there is a 

postponement of the long service awards. What could he do for us? (interview 

data). 

 

In more general terms, the workers’ committee chairperson sees potential in a position of worker 

director, as an extended arm of the workers’ committee, extended into a higher decision-making 

level for winning shopfloor issues which could not have been settled in workers’ favour at lower 

level: 

 

 The worker director should be able to read financial statements; we once had one 

who worked at the accounts department: he knew the figures. The worker 

director should do something about accommodation in the city, that is really 

becoming a problem. The worker director should negotiate with directors to start 

constructing houses for us. Also, the worker director should get loans for us, on 

our own resources we cannot achieve that (interview data). 
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However, the limitations of the Apex scheme are clearly seen. The lack of proper preparation 

and the absence of any regular feedback procedures make this a token form of representation: 

 

 But then, at the elections no qualifications are considered. Those from Harare 

used to outnumber us. They organise themselves for this competition. This year 

we did the same and voted amongst ourselves in the train from Bulawayo to 

Harare. We came prepared and had one man. But he is an old man and 

immaterial. 

 

 The worker director sits there [the Board] with the big guys. Apex buys him a 

suit and gives little cash to make him more presentable. He should assist us in 

promoting the interest of all workers. But there is very little I could tell you about 

his achievements. I have not seen him coming here and he has not confided to 

workers what is going on there (interview data). 

 

In conclusion: despite lofty and high-minded schemes about the involvement of workers in their 

affairs, little is left of this in the case of Zimcast. Partly this can be explained by Apex’s attitude 

towards the National Employment Council and, therefore, towards the intervention by a trade 

union. With its strong preference for company-level—if not plant-level—bargaining, Apex 

considers outsiders as troublemakers, and the NEC as a straitjacket curbing managerial 

prerogative.  

 

Partly it can be explained by pointing to the facade-like, cosmetic nature of these ‘participatory’ 

schemes. Rather than trying to tap workers’ resources more fully, the objective of the schemes is 

to incorporate the workers into the company’s ideology and to silence any opposition from 

outside. And although there was initially strong resistance from the workers, in the end this had 

petered out. The two activists from pattern making had opted for a lump sum, and as the union’s 

General-Secretary informed me a year later, members of the old workers’ committee had 

become so frustrated that one after the other vacated his position. A new workers’ committee 

had duly been elected but as he commented: “...management had organised interested parties to 

become candidates” (interview data). Where previously, at the height of the wage conflict this 

strategy had failed, Apex now succeeded. However, because of the suspension of the previous 

members from their job workers were now weary to stand as candidate for the workers’ 

committee. The General-Secretary of NEWU reported that in the new workers’ committee all 

members were unionised, and that some even joined the union after being elected, out of fear of 

victimisation and hoping that the union would provide shelter.  
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Some last remarks regarding the role of the trade union. It is clear that the union and the 

workers’ committee worked hand in glove to solve the wage crisis at Zimcast in the best way for 

workers. There was a good working relationship between the two bodies and indeed overlap of 

membership. The General-Secretary of the union travelled several times in person from Harare 

to Gweru to assist the workers’ committee and finally to take over the negotiations regarding the 

implementation of the collective agreement. And the workers at Zimcast showed their 

appreciation for this: general membership more than doubled. Also, the protection against 

victimisation which the union could (and did) render was recognised as shown in the 

unionisation of the workers’ committee itself. On the other hand, workers did not address the 

union regarding the unresolved issues raised by the workers in the works council. Workers did 

not go to the union to seek support for their workers’ committee, e.g., by asking for extra 

training, legal advice, or simply moral support. Not even when the code of conduct was to be 

discussed for the whole Apex group was there any consultation between the workers and the 

trade union—despite the fact that they were union members. Moreover, the workers (cum union 

members) were not aware that the union had already agreed upon such a code for the 

Engineering sector in the NEC. This points to a severe problem of communication.  

 

However, the case also reveals weaknesses on the part of the union. For instance, one should ask 

the question why it took until 1993 before it was noticed that the employer was contravening the 

1991/92 NEC agreement, which was gazetted late in 1991? Had there been proper 

communication channels between the union’s Harare office and Zimcast this could have been 

detected a year earlier. Another observation regards the assistance actually rendered. What the 

union did, both regarding the wage issue as with the unfair labour practices (suspensions) was to 

strictly operate in terms of the NEC structures. In other words, the extent of its actions was 

circumscribed by the scope of the collective agreement and did not move beyond this. For 

instance, the union did not offer the workers’ committee any special training which would have 

helped them to function better. Neither did the union assist in settling the unresolved worker 

issues, issues of which the workers complained that they had been on the agenda for far too 

long. The union’s action was confined to collective bargaining issues only and not directly 

aimed at shopfloor worker empowerment. 

 

In the following section, we will examine the case of Dunlop Zimbabwe Ltd. 
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6 Dunlop Case Study  

 

Introduction1 

Dunlop Zimbabwe Ltd. has its main manufacturing site in Donnington, a large industrial site on 

the southern outskirts of Bulawayo. From Bulawayo, Donnington is reached by going down a 

road which is lined for kilometres in a row with industries: a wide variety of wholesalers, 

clothing and textile factories, pharmaceutical companies, bakeries, panel beaters, heavy vehicle 

assemblers, engineering companies, manufacturers of electronic articles, foundries, chemical 

industries, fibreglass manufacturers, coal depots, long haul truck depots, a timber factory and a 

tea factory, just too many and too diverse to mention, and all this as far as the eye reaches. 

 

The industrial sites are remarkably clean: the whole industrial area has a very neat and tidy look 

about it. Very organised as well, intersected by a large two and four lane roads with traffic lights 

at every intersection and boards with large signposts indicating the location of each company. 

Dunlop is situated at about 5 kilometres along this road, just opposite a residential suburb and 

next to a favourite club. 

 

Dunlop is housed on a large, spacious compound with has the same tidy looks as its neighbours. 

The whole compound is fenced with one gate for lorries and cars. A small gatehouse with two 

narrow pathways is the entrance for the employees. These two entrance corridors are separated 

by the office of the security guards. The timeclock is at the rear-side of this small office where 

the security block opens up to the road again.  On one side of this road and immediately behind 

the gate the two storied office block which houses senior management can be seen. On the other 

side of the road a flag-pole marks the memorial stone commemorating that Prime Minister 

Welensky was here to open the factory in 1959. Next to this are the smaller offices of the 

personnel department, apparently housed in the now defunct weighbridge quarters. A bit further 

down the road, around the corner of the personnel department are the first aid and the training 

department. In between is a small services centre with piles of tyres in front of it and parked 

under a shed --when he is in-- the car of the Managing Director. 

 

 
     1 For an overview of the sources for this case study, see the Annexes, table nine. 
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Of course, the nature of the business means that the roads on the compound, and even the floors 

of all the offices seem to be covered with a fine black lining. Even the staircases in the office 

blocks have not escaped this Dunlop finish! 

 

After these initial office blocks are the two huge factory halls, on the right-hand side of the road 

the Dunlop Rubber Products hall, some 100 meters in length and 25 meters in width. This used 

to be called the Industrial Consumer Product Division, but the name was changed in the course 

of 1994. On the left side of the road the even bigger hall of the Tyre Division: some 200 meters 

long and 50 meters wide. On the far side of this hall is a new extension for the production of 

radial tyres, opened in 1991 by President Mugabe. Machines of the latest technology are lined 

up here. In between these two enormous halls is the boiler house which supplies both the halls 

with steam for moulding purposes. 

 

Dunlop started its operation in 1959 and was quoted on the stock exchange in 1980. It produces 

all sorts and sizes of tyres in its Tyre Division, which is the main contributor to the group’s 

earnings; it is estimated that some 80% of earnings comes from the Tyre Division, with the 

remaining 20% from the Rubber Products Division. Dunlop’s financial review over 1993 

attributed the good performance of the Tyre Division to the continuing demand from the 

transport sector which indeed seemed to have picked up remarkably well since the introduction 

of ESAP. Moreover, tyre exports doubled, and the introduction of steel radial tyres proved to be 

very successful. 

 

The Dunlop Rubber Products division, produces an astonishingly wide variety of rubber 

products for household and industrial use, ranging from vinylex floor tiles to garden hoses, from 

rubber mouldings to vacuum brake hoses, from industrial, mining and agricultural hoses to 

textile & printing rollers, from adhesives to riot police batons, from household furniture to 

innerspring mattresses, divans & bed bases, from army boots’ soles to pump diaphragms, from 

car mats to fluid seals, from kitchen units to  garden sheds, from cable drums to roof trusses. 

 

This division is doing less well. The introduction of ESAP’s tight monetary policies unleashed 

inflation rates to unprecedented heights in Zimbabwe and this has negatively impacted the 

average buying power on the domestic market. The high inflation rates were matched by high 

interest rates grounding many industrial and building projects to a halt thus also affecting this 
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division of the company negatively. Moreover, the domestic market was hit by the worst 

drought of the century in 1991/92. As a result, the company reverted to shortening of the 

working hours for some time in 1992. Business picked up again, and prospects for 1994 seem 

favourable: inflation and interest rates have taken a downward trend, investment is rapidly 

picking up in the first months of 1994, consequently the economy as a whole is showing growth 

figures again (of some 3%), while the negative effects of the 1992 drought have been overcome. 

A number of the products of this division are for the export market, especially the floor tiles and 

some specialised hoses. 

 

Dunlop employs 692 workers in Bulawayo who are weekly paid “operatives”, --sometimes in 

managerial jargon referred to as “ops” -- and some 225 employees who receive a monthly 

salary2. To the latter group belong the only women who work at the Dunlop Bulawayo site: 60 

odd who work in clerical and administrative positions with one woman working in the factory 

laboratory, and another one as electrician. Dunlop hardly uses casual or contract labour. 

Sometimes outside technicians are called in to do specialised engineering work. However, when 

need arises, contract labour is hired for periods ranging from 6 days to 6 weeks for production 

and engineering. Especially in some sections (e.g., the boiler house and the raw material section, 

two sections that as far as working conditions were concerned were rather notorious among the 

workers), contract labour seemed to be a permanent, yet marginal phenomenon. At first, 

subcontracting only took place to societal organisations that cater for the disabled (e.g., Jairos 

Jiri). Jobs thus farmed out would be basic activities like valving tubes and trimming. Dunlop 

sees this primarily as a supportive gesture offered to the community. Recently, however, jobs 

like office cleaning have also been offered to an outside company. Workers saw this as an 

“indirect retrenchment effort”. 

 

Wages and working conditions are bargained over in a National Employment Council (NEC): 

the Rubber Employment Council, established only in 1992, operative from 1993. Prior to that, 

bargaining took place at an in-house forum, the so-called Sectoral Committee, where four 

worker representatives --from the in-house trade union-- met with four managerial 

representatives once a year. Now the Sectoral Committee is still the forum for the collective 

bargaining at Dunlop, but the agreements reached here have to be sent for approval to the NEC. 

General conditions in the industry, and minimum wages are negotiated at the Employment 
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Council while increases on actual wages / salaries and on grades are annually bargained over at 

company level. It shows that in this particular case, Dunlop is really the dominant player in the 

NEC. Indeed, before the establishment of the NEC, Dunlop registered its own collective 

agreement with the Ministry, which were subsequently gazetted3. 

 

Dunlop claims to offer pay levels which compare well in industry. Weekly minimum wages 

range from Zim$ 142 for the lowest grade, the “general labourer (permanent)”4, to Zim$ 239 for 

an “engineering Assistant (class 2)”. The grades classification system shows nine different steps, 

from B to F.2 (see Statutory Instrument 108 of 1993). In addition, Dunlop offers a package of 

benefits and advantages to its workers: pension scheme; provident fund; educational 

programmes, including in-house general adult education courses and literacy classes, 

possibilities for study leave; contribution towards examination fees, and a scholarship scheme; 

savings and loan fund; medical facilities at the premises; company buses; and long service 

awards. Early retirement packages are on the drawing boards. 

 

Dunlop adopts according to a senior manager a long-term view, both towards its presence in 

Zimbabwe as towards its employees: the company made it a point to avoid retrenchments, even 

in the difficult years surrounding the introduction of ESAP (compounded by the drought), as the 

Works Director proudly pointed out. During the November 1994 visit, however, workers were 

referring to “indirect retrenchments”, mentioning --in addition to the subcontracting efforts 

referred to earlier-- dismissal for minor offences where previously only reprimands would have 

been given. Moreover, of course, the early retirement drive which is about to start will also 

allow Dunlop to decrease the number of (permanent) jobs. 

 

Dunlop has restructured its approach to personnel matters introducing in 1991 what management 

calls an “open door policy”. The Department of Human Resources was created. As the Works 

Director explained: 

 

 

 

 
     2 Dunlop Zimbabwe employs a total of 1 562 employees nationwide.  
     3 See e.g., Statutory Instrument 223 of 1983; S.I. 108 of 1993. 
     4 For a casual general labourer at Dunlop the minimum weekly wage is Zim$ 94.74. In comparison: the 

lowest weekly minimum in Natprint was Zim$ 106; at Zimcast this was Zim$ 101; at William Smith & Gourock 

this figure was Zim$ 120, while casual labour at Zimcast received Zim$ 82.--. 
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 we want to put across as much information as possible to the workers; our 

industrial relations have been very good over the years because we talk to each 

other (interview data). 

 

Possibly as a consequence, labour turnover is low at Dunlop. Moreover, some workers 

expressed that working for Dunlop is a family affair, preferably passed over from one generation 

to the other: fathers, sons and grandsons want to work for the company. However, this 

preference to keep employment within the family could also be a reflection of the tight labour 

market in the area where workers find it increasingly difficult to change jobs in the absence of 

employment opportunities elsewhere.   

 

Worker representation 

The in-house trade union --the Zimbabwe Rubber Workers Union-- was founded in 1971 and 

was until recently a company union, organising only workers at Dunlop. According to its 

General Secretary it was affiliated to one of the (black) national centres before Independence5; 

an affiliation which stopped soon thereafter. The current union was officially registered in 1982. 

Of late, this union managed to get members from other establishments in the rubber (or related) 

industries in Bulawayo and elsewhere, and it has applied for affiliation to the national trade 

union centre, the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU). The main reason for so doing 

was that with the advent of the National Employment Council (in 1993) it was felt by the union 

executive that they should match the employers’ efforts and also become better organised. At the 

time of the research the affiliation had not yet been realised. The main obstacle for a smooth 

process was the ZCTU’s policy of one union in one industry, fearing a mushrooming of smaller 

unions6. Under this policy, the Dunlop union would be asked to merge with the Chemicals, 

Plastics and Allied Workers’ Union rather than being affiliated as an ‘independent’ rubber 

union. And although the ZCTU is quite willing to accept the Dunlop union in its midst --as 

illustrated by the visit of the ZCTU’s Secretary-General to Dunlop and his address to the 

workers in March 1994-- not much progress is made regarding the affiliation request7. 

 

 
     5 He could not remember which one. 
     6 Communication from Trust Ngirandi, ZCTU Head of Education, March 1994. 
     7 Between the ZCTU National Congress Meetings of 1990 and 1995 the number of affiliates to the 

ZCTU actually increased, and some of the new affiliates are actually quite small. This does not seem to tally 

with the explanation forwarded by the ZCTU for not accepting the Dunlop union right away. Another 

explanation for this delay could be that the Dunlop union officials are not in a position to lobby with influential 

people within the ZCTU hierarchy, being permanent workers based in Bulawayo. 
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Membership of the trade union is drawn from both weekly and monthly paid employees and 

stood at the end of 1994 at 340 for Dunlop while in January 1994 it was still at 256. Below is an 

overview of the changes in membership between the beginning and the end of 1994. 

 

     January 1994  November 1994 

 Dunlop    256    340 

 Piggot & Maskew  198    200 

 Rubber & Allied  200    190 

 Field Technical Sales    18      18 

 

 TOTAL   672    748 

 

From the above it is obvious that the union is mainly a Bulawayo affair: the first three 

companies are all housed there, while the Harare based Field Technical Sales has not recorded 

any changes in the low membership figure recently. Likewise, both in January and in November 

1994 the union was referring to efforts to recruit members from other companies in Harare and 

Mutare, efforts which remained without results. And although some improvements were made 

during 1994, the union is still a small one with few resources (compared to unions operating at 

national level). A subscription of Zim$ 2.-- per month is asked from the members. 

 

Younger workers at Dunlop are less inclined to join the union, we were told. The reasons for this 

were manifold. On the one hand it was argued that in Dunlop the young workers were leading 

their own life, prepared to “ruin their lives for a few bucks” (i.e., work hard to reap a high 

bonus); as a result, they were not willing to part with the Zim$ 2 subscription. On the other 

hand, it was said (not only in relation to trade union membership but also to the work of the 

workers’ committee) that 

 

 the young ones still expect the old flock to teach them. The old ones will clear 

the dust in the way for the young ones for them to take over. But at the moment, 

the old flock is pointing out the mistakes; they are the most influential ones in the 

workforce. The younger ones are more moved by emotion: a seasoned and 

matured manager can easily put such a worker off track. At the same time, the 

older worker does not require job action to drive home a point to a manager 

(interview data). 

 

Leadership of the union consisted of the older workers, and generally, the older workers showed 

more participation in union matters than the younger ones. As one of the older leaders said: 
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 The younger workers tell me: you go on with your union matters, we will join 

you later. We will wait for you, the old ones, to improve the situation. The young 

ones don’t want to join in representative activities, they lead their own life and 

are busy getting some bread (interview data). 

 

In the workers’ committee, however, the younger workers were present -- even in leadership 

positions (see below). 

 

Dunlop has a long history of systems of worker representation: as far back as 1961 a “Joint 

Works Council” was established, with separate committees representing the weekly paid 

workers and the monthly salaried ones. Following the introduction of the Workers’ Committee 

Guidelines in 1981, a new workers’ committee was established in 1983. Nowadays, the 

workers’ committee meets management once a month in the meeting of the Joint Works 

Council. In addition, the trade union has been (and still is) involved in the Sectoral Committee 

meetings dealing with wages and working conditions together with the “senior reps” of the 

workers’ committee. “Senior reps” is the Dunlop jargon for the chairperson and the secretary of 

the workers’ committee. In addition, there is a staff association catering for the interests of the 

monthly salaried staff. 

 

Workers’ participation 

Financial participation became available in 1980 when the company went public: the mother 

company created a shares trust from which each employee was given forty shares per year of 

service. In 1989 this system was replaced by one in which all employees, with a service period 

of more than one year, could buy shares at a fixed price of Zim$ 1.80 --the 1980 price--, while 

the quotation at the stock exchange in early 1994 was hovering around Zim$ 12.00. Employees 

can buy 40 shares per year. Out of the 900 000 shares set aside in the trust in 1980, 400 000 have 

been acquired by around half of the weekly paid workers. 

 

Stocks are held in a person’s name by the trust and are given to its owner upon retirement or 

departure otherwise from the employ of Dunlop. The idea behind the scheme was to provide 

employees with an extra retirement benefit, in addition to the lump sum payments from pension 

and other schemes.  
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This is a different attitude all together from other companies also in Zimbabwe where the share 

scheme is aggressively used to sell the idea of the company as a family, and the shares then are 

the entry ticket into the warm embrace of the family (as is the case with Apex). Management at 

Dunlop finds it a pity that “ops” do not respond in larger numbers to the share scheme although 

they reckon that a good number of workers have shares, but not as many as they could. 

According to management, workers do not understand the scheme, despite repeated attempts by 

the salary department at explanation. However, there was some agreement to the view that such 

a long-term saving scheme did not tally well with the level of the wages of the workers: forty 

shares even at the 1980 nominal price still cost Zim$ 72 which represent 45% of the minimum 

weekly wage of Zim$ 160.00 (March 1994 level). Moreover, even if payment can be spread out 

over sixty days, it still amounts to a considerable drain on meagre resources for which a return 

will only come in the distant future. It is clear that the shares saving scheme bears no relations to 

“participation in ownership”: shares are held by a trust and do not carry voting rights on the 

annual shareholders meeting. Workers, moreover, are not aware of any connotations to the 

scheme other than “pension savings”. 

 

Both the workers’ committee and the Joint Works Council meet once a month. In managerial 

circles the workers’ committee is referred to as “their preliminary meeting”, that is, the 

preliminary meeting of the workers in preparation to the Joint Works Councils meeting, i.e. the 

meeting of the worker reps and the managerial representatives. 
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Workers’ Committee 

Initially, the workers committee was composed of 15 members who represented twelve sections 

in the company. The sectional representation in the workers’ committee was as follows:  

 

         number of  number of 

   section   representatives   workers 

 

  1 Head office   2   72 

  2 Mill and Fabric  1   84 

  3 Case-making   1             131 

  4 Textile Steel   1   30 

  5 Moulding and Finishing 1   52 

  6 Cycle covers and Tubes 1   21 

  7 Technical and Scrap  1   44 

  8 Engineers   2   92 

  9 Consumer & Industrial 

     Products   2   83 

  10 Base stores   1   21 

  11 Depot    1   29 

  12 Canteen & Site   1   33 

  TOTAL              15                692 

 

Within each section only the weekly paid workers are represented by the workers’ committee8. 

There is a wide variation in the number of workers per representative: i.e., this ranges from 12 to 

131. Yet no-one took this as problematic: neither management, nor the worker representative 

from Case-making (the section with 131 workers), nor workers in Case Making. 

 

The term of office for each elected member is two years and seven posts come up for election in 

alternating years. The workers’ committee constitution allows re-election. However, there is a 

remarkable stable tenure in office, with little turnover in membership and leadership in the 

workers’ committee. For example, the previous chairperson served as a worker representative in 

the Joint Works Council (old style) from 1975 to 1982, was elected to the workers’ committee in 

1985 and has been in the chair since 1989 till his recent promotion to “junior foreman”, which 

according to management disqualifies him from representing the weekly paid workers in the 

workers’ committee. The previous chairman is disputing this --arguing that he is not in a 

position to hire and fire and, therefore, the managerial definition from the Labour Relations Act 

does not apply to him. The matter is currently before the National Employment Council for the 

 
     8 An exception to this rule seems to have been made for the factory clerks who are monthly paid but who 

could nevertheless have a representation in the workers’ committee. However, we were informed that so far 

“they have not taken this up”.  
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Rubber Industry to resolve. It is remarkable that fellow workers’ committee members do not 

seem to consider his promotion as an act to sabotage the functioning of the committee as so 

often is the case in similar circumstances. The promotion was well deserved, the workers felt, 

but this should not have been a reason to exclude him from the workers’ committee activities. 

That is why the complaint to the NEC to assess the status of the former chairperson is fully 

supported by the new incumbent. The current chairperson can be classified as belonging to the 

“younger workers”. In his late thirties, he is an energetic and well-articulated person, more 

robust and militant than his older predecessor. He never, however, challenged the leadership 

position but waited till job promotion paved his way “up”. Even though he disagreed a number 

of times with the strategies and tactics of the old regime, he thought it was not done to raise his 

voice publicly against him -- let alone to challenge “this old man” in an election. Seniority still 

commands respect. 

 

Generally speaking, the same workers hold office in the Workers Committee term after term. 

This might reflect a poor involvement or a sign of apathy of the workers in the matters of the 

workers’ committee. Several partial explanations could be given for this apparent reluctance on 

the part of the workforce to participate in these structures. One is already earlier alluded to: the 

deference for established authority and seniority. Open opposition e.g., by nominating one-self 

against an older candidate is uncalled for.  

 

Equally important, however, was the deference to the company’s hierarchical structures, which 

were indeed quite stifling. Many workers feared immediate managerial reprisals if one would 

stand up to become the spokesman for one’s section. It was considered better to have only one 

outspoken person known to all parties rather than to create another possible focus within the 

workforce for managerial victimisation. Commented the chairperson of the workers’ committee: 

 

 It sometimes so happens that workers have faith in one man. On the other hand, 

we all know too well that in this way we will invite no trouble for ourselves 

(interview data). 

 

The workers’ committee meeting is held shortly before the monthly Joint Works Council 

meeting. Before the meeting each sectional representative request his constituency (or section) 

to come up with their grievances which he then brings to the workers’ committee to discuss. If 

the workers’ committee can resolve the issue, so much the better; if not, it is listed as an agenda 
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point for the next Joint Works Councils meeting. However, these individual grievances are not 

collected in a structured manner. It is simply made known that a meeting is forthcoming, and 

workers can approach their rep if they so feel. Reps also try and make the rounds to see if 

anything is to be taken up in the workers’ committee. However, it is obvious that this system of 

representation leaves a lot to be desired. For one: some sections are quite large making some 

workers’ committee members to represent as much as 131 workers. To make matters worse, 

Dunlop runs a three-shift operation which makes it even more problematic for the representative 

to hear all the members of his constituency (or section) and vice versa. In the absence of regular 

preparatory meetings it is indeed difficult to take this kind of representation serious: the flow 

from workers to their rep is cumbersome, while the flow of information from rep to workers is 

dependent on the agility of the rep to defy the strict production culture and address his 

constituency. Furthermore, it is rather difficult --especially in the Tyre Division hall-- to 

communicate to one’s colleagues given the overwhelming noise in that large hall. 

 

On the other hand, the current chairperson of the workers’ committee commented that for him 

addressing a section was quite well possible: small speeches of some ten minutes could be 

delivered to gatherings of some 20 to 30 workers to brief them about progress made on their 

issues. But the reps also noted that this did impinge on production time and thus on the 

possibility to meet targets and therefore, on the possibility to reap the bonuses. This “bonus 

eagerness” is widespread among the workers. More than anything else, this is a reflection of the 

growing economic problems workers face: their wages buy them less and less (in monetary 

terms) and need to be supplemented by all means. 

 

Management considers this communication problem to be fully for the elected rep to solve. “If 

the guys elect him just because he is nice, then they have a problem,” said the Works Director. 

In other words, it is left to the initiative of the individual rep to ensure that a vital part of 

communication (i.e., the feedback to workers and the proper representation of their voice) is 

actually assured. Management did seem to consider it as an inappropriate act of meddling in the 

workers affairs to make certain suggestions in this area, claiming that workers “are suspicious of 

managerial support”9. However, regarding the feedback question, the current chairperson was 

strategically positioned in this respect. He was a fork-lift trucker based in the Rubber Products 

 
     9 This could also have been a convenient excuse for not improving any of the conditions for effective 

worker representation. 
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Hall. From there he had to make frequent trips through the Tyre Hall since it was in a far-end 

corner of this hall that the general stores were located. Here he had to collect the raw materials 

for production in the Rubber Hall. On his way he used to stop and chat with workers or make 

small detours to look for some of “his members”. In this way he kept himself rather well 

informed about what was going on among the workers and he could attend to some of their 

grievances. In fact, he even encourages workers to come directly to him when they feel that their 

own departmental representative in the workers’ committee does not report back properly. 

Dunlop had allowed him to use the last half hour of his shift for “communicating” and he was 

paid one hour per day extra as overtime for his representational work. There was, however, a 

generally --both on the side of the workers’ committee, the trade union and (personnel) 

management-- felt dissatisfaction with feedback opportunities and results: “workers do not really 

know what has been discussed in the Works Council” remarked one manager. 

 

The shift system interfered in yet another way with the proper functioning of representation. 

Worker reps could be on night shifts while a meeting was held during the day, either for the 

workers’ committee or the Joint Works Council. To assist in overcoming this problem Dunlop 

had agreed to treat the meeting time for those who are supposed to be off work as overtime and 

to pay it accordingly. However, over the last year some managers had turned this against the 

reps by insisting that they should not attend meetings during their work shift. In other words, 

worker reps were forced to swap their shift with a colleague in their section if it so happened that 

an official meeting was scheduled during working hours. In this way, no production time was 

lost. And indeed, one worker rep was officially reprimanded for refusing to swap shifts. For 

these managers production hours were more important than having to pay overtime. Yet worker 

reps resented this as an uncalled-for managerial interference in their affairs. They argued that for 

years the system had operated to everybody’s satisfaction and now some manager wanted to 

inconvenience the reps. The worker reps were adamant that this was not at all in the interest of 

production or the interest of the company but simply a matter of showing off and exercising 

managerial powers for the sake of it. 

 

The original agreement establishing the first Joint Works Council in 1961 stated that workers’ 

committee meetings could be held during working hours. At present, however, there is a 

tendency towards holding the meetings outside working hours because workers do not want to 

disrupt production -- due to the desire to earn the production incentive bonus. Management, of 
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course, has no objections to this. On the other hand, worker representatives themselves are 

sometimes quite willing to forego such financial extra’s in order to play their representative 

roles. When we checked with the former workers’ committee chairperson whether is was true 

that he had been put on a merit system (this is a bonus system which is not directly related to 

production targets and intended for those workers who are not in the front-line of direct 

production) he strongly denied that. He was still on the production bonus system and as a result 

he had lost a lot of money through his involvement in the workers’ committee. He felt this loss 

was unfair, but he admitted also that he enjoyed his leadership position. It should only not have 

come at such a financial mishap to him and his family. 

 

For their effective functioning the workers’ committee has access to a seminar room for their 

meetings at any time - that is when the room is available and not in use for any other activities10. 

 

The Department of Training and Development organised several short, one-day, in-house 

courses for the members of the workers’ committee. Moreover, so far three courses were 

provided by external labour consultants and the Institute of Personnel Management of 

Zimbabwe. Issues covered were, for example: grievance handling, the amendments to the 

Labour Relations Act, the rules pertaining to maternity leave. The department has in addition 

provided courses dealing with the conduct of a meeting (role of the chair, minutes etc.) while the 

workers’ committee members were also exposed to a course on business principles “in order for 

them to appreciate the business environment”. Towards the end of each year, the department 

organised a two-day evaluation workshop for the workers’ committee. 

 

Regarding information sharing: the factory notes (see below) are posted on the various notice 

boards and so are the minutes of the Joint Works Council. These boards are, however, not very 

accessible: anyone reading the messages on the main notice board near the gate will block the 

entrance of fellow workers and --more importantly-- their access to the time clock. The notice 

boards in the factory do not have Works Council news in a prominent place. On the contrary: 

more often than not Works Council information is buried under other messages of a varying 

nature.  

 
     10 By the way, this seminar room, now designated as training room, used to be the canteen for the 

supervisory staff; one of the then five canteens on the premises. Only four are now left: the directors’ canteen 

which is a small room separated by a curtain from the senior managers canteen, the canteen for the monthly paid 

employees and finally the canteen for the operatives. 
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Company information is also shared with the two senior worker reps in the management 

meetings which are held monthly both for the Tyre and the Rubber Products division. This 

meeting is attended by top management from the factory and district managers and sales 

representatives from the field organization. This is not the place where worker grievances are on 

the agenda. Sales reports are discussed, status reports on machines, customer complaints, trends 

in marketing including the export markets, plans for new investments and new projects and the 

like. There is no provision, however, for the senior reps to disseminate this information among 

their constituencies (full workers’ committee, general workforce), neither do they actively look 

for any opportunity to do so. Small wonder then that some members of the workers’ committee 

(not the senior reps) have the feeling that confidential information is usually not readily 

available to them. 

 

The minutes of the workers’ committee are typed through the company’s typing pool. The 

minutes are to be submitted to the personnel department and passed on to the typing pool. 

 

Workers’ committee records are not kept in any systematic way by the worker reps. The 

members were said to have files kept in a cardboard box which was locked up in their personal 

lockers. The committee has no office to keep the records. However, during the fieldwork, 

members of the workers’ committee had difficulty in locating their records and had to resort to 

asking for the management files to verify some of their own records. 

 

Joint Works Council 

After the workers’ committee meeting the points which the workers want to discuss in the next 

Joint Works Council are passed on to the personnel department and put on the agenda. The 

personnel manager, therefore, told us that the workers unilaterally prepared the agenda. This is, 

however, only partially true: it applies to the second half of the meeting called “Matters Arising” 

of which the same manager exclaimed: “Ah, when it comes to that, they really like that, that is 

their hobby horse!” 

 

In the beginning of 1994, the Joint Works Council consisted of all the fifteen workers’ 

committee members and ten managerial representatives. The management-side included the 

Technical Manager, the Personnel Manager, the Production Manager, the Consumer and 

Industrial Products Manager, the Chief Engineer, the Supplies Manager, the Industrial Engineer, 
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the Quality Control Manager, and the Group Human Resources Manager. The meeting is 

chaired by the latter with the secretary of the workers’ committee as the Council’s Secretary. 

The workers’ committee usually designates their two senior members as spokesperson for the 

whole group. 

 

Among management there was a strong desire to bring the number of the Council members 

down: not only would the management side be cut but there were also plans to reduce the 

workers’ side to seven. And indeed, by November 1994, the composition of the Joint Works 

Council had changed drastically: the monthly meetings were now attended by seven managerial 

representatives and only seven representatives of the workers’ committee. The chair is still 

occupied by the Group Human Resources Manager, thus being the eight manager on this 

meeting. Once in every three months a General Joint Works Council meeting will be held with 

ten managers and the full workers’ committee. The reason given for the change was that the 

Labour Relations Amendment Act stipulates that the Works Council consists of an even number 

of representatives from workers and management. Rather than bringing the number of managers 

up to fourteen, it was decided to lower both sides to seven. 

 

Interestingly, it was left to the workers themselves to downsize their own numbers in the 

Council: usually the two senior reps and their standing replacements will go, while the chair of 

the workers’ committee explained that the remaining three would be “strategically selected” by 

himself. “Strategically” here implies that he would make sure to get some supporters along. And 

with supporters he referred to workers of the same ethnic background as himself. Employees 

from Dunlop Bulawayo are drawn from the two major Zimbabwean ethnic groups: the Ndebele 

and the Shona. In addition, migrants from Malawi (often second generation) are employed. 

Interaction between the two major groups within the company has not escaped the tension which 

sometimes characterises the interaction between the groups in Zimbabwean society at large. 

Accusations of stirring up discontent and putting up one group against the other come from both 

sides. The workers’ committee chairman --himself an Ndebele-- felt strongly that some Shona 

managers were campaigning among Shona workers to try and topple him from the chair. By 

selecting “supporters” or fellow Ndebele and/or neutral Malawi immigrants he tried to contain 

this danger. Likewise, the secretary of the workers’ committee came from Malawi. He quite 

explicitly pointed out to his ethnic background as the reason for his election. 
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 Workers in my section –which is Moulding and Finishing— know that I do not 

take part in these tribal games. I come from Malawi, I can talk to all sides and 

people recognise this. That is how I keep my position here in the committee 

(interview data). 

 

But “strategically selected” also referred to the chair’s desire to present a common worker front 

in the Joint Works Council. It had happened, he said, that we have lost a point because we 

quarrelled in the meeting, especially when the discussion takes a turn for which the workers had 

not prepared. 

 

The first part of the Council meeting always consists of a presentation and discussion of the 

factory notes. These notes follow a fixed pattern and sequence: 

   Production 

   Sales 

   Exports 

   Consumer and Industrial Products 

   Raw materials 

   Factory efficiency 

   Engineering report 

   Quality audit 

   Waste and Degrade 

   Safety and housekeeping 

   Personnel and Welfare 

   Suggestions Scheme 

   Sports and Social 

   Training 

 

The notes are prepared by the manager responsible for each area and circulated in advance. The 

agenda gives each manager the opportunity to brief the workers (and his own managerial 

colleagues) on the progress and operations of his section. Management sees this exercise as 

being of prime importance: this is where the information regarding the operation of the company 

is shared with the workers. However, there is a good amount of managerial dissatisfaction with 

the way in which this information-sharing is done --to which we will turn shortly-- but there is 

managerial unity of opinion regarding the importance of the objective of information sharing 

and support for it. The notes sometimes give rise to questions from the workers’ side. 

Sometimes questions for clarification, but sometimes queries which seem to challenge 

managerial wisdom altogether. 
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Workers and managers hold different views regarding their monthly meeting in the Joint Works 

Council. For management –not all, see below– it is a forum through which information can be 

disseminated to the workers. For them, therefore, the first part of the meeting is important. The 

objective for workers, however, is to bring their grievances to the attention of management. For 

the workers, therefore, the most important part of the meeting is the last one in which they can 

bring forward their own points. These different approaches have led to frustration with the 

functioning of the Joint Works Council on both sides – to which we will turn shortly. 

 

Following are some of the issues which workers brought to the Joint Works Council as reflected 

in its minutes of the past five years. 

 

  working conditions: 

  * water coolers (for several years on the agenda) 

  * improvement in canteen services 

  * company busses also on Sundays 

  * company busses arriving late at work causing workers to clock-in late 

inadvertently 

  * improvement of clock-in system to avoid queues at the gate 

  money related issues: 

  * overtime payment 

  *  anniversary award of $ 75.-- 

  * long service awards also at 20 years of service11 

  * buying of shares 

  *  saving loan scheme 

  * merit bonus 

  * provident fund 

  miscellaneous: 

  * abolish the separate representation of weekly and monthly paid staff 

  * buying of tyres at discount 

  * free X-rays 

  * free company calendars for all workers12 

  * company assistance with funerals (e.g. free coffins) 

 
     11 The long service awards are as follows: 

    1990  1992 (and still in use) 

     $   $ 

  10 years  120  140 

  15 years  240  280 

  25 years  360  475 

  30 years  500  720 

 For comparison the lowest weekly wage in 1994 was ZIM$ 160.-- per week. 
     12 Although initially there was resistance to distribute these calendars freely (too expensive) a senior 

manager now referred to the workers’ desire to receive them as a very positive development: it was argued that 

it showed the commitment and loyalty of the workers to the company that they wanted even to decorated their 

houses with symbols of the company, the Dunlop calendar: it was now seen as a sign that “the majority of the 

workers pride themselves to work for Dunlop”. 
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Workers felt very dissatisfied by the format of the agenda which relegated their issues to fall 

under “matters arising”. This meant that management would always have a month’s delay 

before they would have to respond to these issues under “matters arising” in the discussion of 

the past minutes in next month’s meeting. Moreover, the workers issues are discussed only after 

the factory notes have been dealt with, and these can take a long time after which not everybody 

was seriously interested any more. The Joint Works Council meetings can last up to four hours 

and few people can maintain their concentration for such a long period. 

 

Also, some managers felt dissatisfied with the Joint Works Council. One expressed that he 

rather was informed in writing of the progress-reports of his colleagues: more efficient and less 

time consuming since this would allow him to only read those notes which really mattered to 

him. In this way he could also be excused from the boring and time-consuming deliberations 

about water coolers or bicycles awards –concerns brought to the meeting by the workers which 

were not at all relevant to him anyway. This manager favoured private discussions with the 

senior worker rep since they were more informative to him than those plenary gatherings. 

 

Another senior manager had actually withdrawn from the meetings all together and seconded his 

deputy. His reason for so doing was that the meeting could force him to take a decision on the 

spot and he might end up losing his face. With this new arrangement his deputy could always 

tell the meeting that he could not take a decision and thus the issue would be referred to the 

senior manager who could then take his time in responding. 

 

A content analysis of the minutes of the Joint Works Council since 1987 showed that there was 

a high incidence of referral of issues to be dealt with either in one of the many separate 

committees or in individual meetings between the senior worker rep and a specific manager. 

Here is an example: 

 The senior worker rep said that some confusion had arisen regarding the day-to-

day running of affairs on the shopfloor, The Chairman asked if this matter has 

(sic) been discussed outside the meeting with the Production manager and he 

further went on to say that he was not prepared to discuss this subject in the 

meeting until such time as it has (sic) been discussed with the production 

Manager (minutes JWC, 06/03/1991). 

 

In the opinion of the workers this practice was only meant to stall decisions. They were 

generally apprehensive about the long time it took to attend to workers issues while at the same 
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time the workers felt that –quite in contrast– managerial reprimands of workers could be 

implemented without delay.  

 

According to one senior manager the workers in the Joint Works Council behaved too much in a 

confrontational manner. Especially the younger workers –i.e. those recruited after 

independence– did not make constructive contributions. The older ones understood, however, 

the “concept of working together”. He also had observed that the workers –despite their 

preliminary meeting – could hardly ever maintain steadfastly a united stand: 

 

 when the facts are put forward, cracks appear in their front. It shows that when 

they were knitting on their own, they were not unanimous (interview data. 

 

This manager was of the opinion that the role of the workers in the Joint Works Council was 

primarily as a passive, listening one, and he considered worker interventions more often than not 

as inappropriate. 

 

Trade Union and the Workers’ Committee 

The workers on the committee and the trade union co-operate in a business-like fashion. In the 

beginning of 1994 only four members of the committee were also member of the trade union. In 

November after the election which brought two new faces and after some recruitment effort, 

union membership among the workers’ committee members had gone up to ten. The union 

members on the workers’ committee actively try and have fellow workers sign up for the 

union13. Union-membership of (prospective) members of the workers’ committee is not really an 

issue on the shopfloor. Workers see the two bodies are clearly separated and so does 

management. There are no attempts by management to confuse the two forums of worker 

representation. The issues for the Joint Works Council were separated from collective 

bargaining issues (read wages). Moreover, when in the Works Council issues for collective 

bargaining cropped up, they were duly referred to the union and the sectoral committee. 

 

It seems, however, that the area of co-operation between the workers’ committee and the trade 

union is still rather unexplored. Co-operation seems to be understood as the opposite of 

antagonism. In other words, once every member in the workers’ committee is won over to the 

 
     13 This was one of the main reasons for the increase in union membership from 256 to 340. With this 

latest influx also slightly younger workers joined. 
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union, the work is done, and the two bodies will “co-operate”. Both within the leadership of the 

union as within the leadership of the workers’ committee, there is little vision as to the activities 

that could be performed under this co-operation. Both hold the view that indeed it would be a 

bad thing if the two would fight each other, certainly publicly. Moreover, there is some sort of 

division of labour: the union is there for collective bargaining, everything else goes to the 

workers’ committee. At the same time union leaders were rather upset about instances of –in 

their opinion– clear favouritism, if not discrimination in promotion. They had not acted on it but 

it had also not occurred to them to take this up with the workers’ committee. 

 

The limited horizon on the part of the workers’ committee is almost innate: its members are 

constantly busy with in-house problems and worker grievances to the extent that there is little 

scope for wider concerns. This lack of vision on the union side can also be attributed to the 

nature of the union: being a small company union with a long in-house history, its leaders and 

members used to Dunlop’s traditions, it can indeed offer little beyond collective solidarity. To 

avoid rifts within the workforce under this circumstance seems already quite an achievement. 

Not that both bodies succeeded in turning the weekly paid workforce into a homogeneous group 

–but this was well beyond their influence. The ethnic question could not be solved by this small 

union.  

 

Within the union, the bi-annual elections of the workers’ committee were regarded with mixed 

feelings. Ethnic rivalries could spring up, and actually, union leaders thought that the elections 

were a mere clash of personalities. In the union, so they argued, this did not happen. The main 

reason for this, was however, that leadership elections are not as regular as in the workers’ 

committee: people had difficulty remembering when the last one was actually held. On the other 

hand, union officials pointed out several times that the union stood for all the workers at Dunlop, 

weekly and monthly paid, whereas the workers’ committee was only for the weekly paid ones. 

However, the number of monthly paid workers who were trade union members was small, and 

consisted mainly of monthly paid office clerks, or of workers who had once been promoted from 

weekly paid worker to monthly paid (junior) supervisor. They retained their union card more for 

sentimental reasons than for anything else. 
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Quite remarkably, the ethnic divide has overcome the worker-management dichotomy: the 

common element in the allegations is that managers try to set up the workers from their ethnic 

group against the workers from the other group. Similarly, there were firm rumours that Ndebele 

managers were stirring discontent among Ndebele workers setting them up against the Shona 

workers and managers. 

 

To some extent these activities had their impact on the workforce and the interactions between 

the workers14. Workers had become suspicious of their fellow workers. They tried to anticipate 

possible moves or actions from “the other side” and this sharpened and deepened the divide. 

Against this background it is difficult to see how worker solidarity can be achieved. 

 

Grievance handling was one area in which the senior reps were involved and which in the past 

had been a (small) bone of contention between union and the workers’ committees leadership. In 

the Joint Works Council a code of conduct had been agreed upon and sent to the NEC for 

registration. The union leadership thought it was unfair that they had not been involved in the 

drafting of it. Moreover, at the time of research there was a difference of opinion between the 

two representative bodies about the best strategy to be followed in a particular case where a 

worker had been suspended and both the union and the chair of the workers’ committee wanted 

to fight this action. A quarrel had arisen whether this case be best referred to the NEC or to the 

Ministry of Labour. 

 

On the whole, however, there was no objection against the involvement of workers in grievance 

handling. On the contrary, it was welcomed by union leaders and the senior reps. It was felt that 

through involvement they would be in a better position to safeguard the rights of the good 

workers by weeding out the bad ones. Moreover, through involvement they could protect 

workers from managerial whims, as the words of the senior worker rep illustrate: 

 

 The intention of the code is to get a disciplined workforce – there is nothing 

wrong with that. But the code is misused by some managers. Departmental heads 

now think they have the power to dismiss, while they have not. Workers are 

afraid that if they complain they might be fired; some receive warnings which 

they did not deserve. It is our duty to fight this (interview data). 

 

 
     14 In this it does not matter whether the allegations were factually correct or only (or partially) based on 

rumour mongering. The rumours were there, and these constituted the social facts upon which the workers 

acted. 
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The senior rep felt therefore that more effort should be made to educate workers and managers 

as to the content of the code and that everyone should get a copy of the code for personal perusal 

rather than the code to be displayed on posters only.  

 

Participative Management? 

In general, modern managerial strategies actively solicit the workers’ view on quality 

improvement after quality control measures imposed from above proved to be less successful. 

At Dunlop a concern for quality production was revived in a bid to achieve the ISO 9000 

standard which would make exports easier. A mixture of old and new approaches was in 

operation.  

 

Dunlop has a surprisingly large number of committees. In addition to those mentioned above 

(workers’ committee; Joint Works Council and the Sectoral Committee) there are the following 

ones: 

 

- suggestions committee (six managerial reps and the senior worker reps - to review 

suggestions made by workers) 

- production improvement scheme (P.I.S.) meetings (weekly - the senior worker rep, plus 

7 to 15 managerial staff: engineers, middle managers, junior foremen) 

- P.I.S. steering committee meetings (monthly - chaired by the Works Director, and 

attended by senior management plus the two senior worker reps) 

- Tyre Division Management meetings (monthly; the senior worker rep plus senior 

managerial staff, chaired by the MD) 

- Rubber Products Management meetings (previously: Consumer & Industrial Products) 

(monthly; the senior worker rep plus senior managerial staff, chaired by the Director of 

the Rubber Products Group) 

- job evaluation committee (on demand - senior worker rep - five to six managerial staff 

- grievance and disciplinary committee (on need: three managerial reps; two worker reps) 

- committee on waste and degrade (daily) 

- safety committee (weekly - management only) 

- evaluation committee for training and education 

 

The oldest scheme is the Production Incentive Bonus which has been in operation since 1962 

and it is directly aimed at stimulating productivity. If the production target is reached a basic 

merit bonus is given; if the target is exceeded, 33% of the value of the excess is turned into a 

bonus. For those not in the front-line of production, a Merit Bonus has been introduced. This 

merit bonus is also given to those workers who for reasons beyond their control cannot produce. 

When a machine brakes down or is unable to run because of lack of material or orders, the time 
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thus lost is deducted from the worker’s time/production ratio, saving him from any bonus point 

losses which are not of his own making. 

 

Another attempt to provide incentives was the suggestion scheme which was revived some nine 

years ago. A suggestions committee consisting of the two senior worker reps and four 

managerial representatives meets when the need arises. The basis of an award is the savings to 

be had. For every suggestion accepted a reward is offered. This ranges between Zim$ 20 and 

Zim$ 400, linked to the amount of the possible savings. The details of this, and the height of the 

awards were a well-kept secret. In the factory halls a few orange placards are displayed at 

unwieldy heights, stating that a Zim$ 20 award was awaiting every successful suggestion. One 

placard could be deciphered as offering an award between Zim$ 20 to Zim$ 10015. Both workers 

and managers alike thought that such a reward provided no incentive whatsoever, but few 

workers were aware that higher awards could be given. Moreover, during intensive factory 

tours, only one suggestion box was discovered, buried under a pile of papers. Consequently, few 

suggestions have been collected, but the few that had come were considered to be of good 

quality. 

 

Dunlop also experimented with newer approaches to participative management: it too embraced 

the Kawasaki Production System. One of the noteworthy changes that the KPS introduces is a 

new structure of work organization “in order to endogenise new work practices” (Posthuma 

1995:105). The aim is to achieve a greater involvement of all people in the company at all 

levels. To this end a structure is introduced consisting of three layers: at the base the “Quality 

Task Forces” made up of workers and supervisors; in the middle the “KPS Task Force”, made 

up of supervisors and shopfloor managers, and at the top the “Steering Committee” composed of 

the shopfloor managers and top management. As can be seen each subordinate layer has a 

representation in the superordinate level.  

 

In 1992 the Production Improvement Scheme was introduced as part of the KPS experiment. 

Under this scheme productivity is measured in terms of kilogram produced per hour per person. 

For each of the four sections a six months’ base target is set and every percent increase in the 

kg/hr/person ratio is rewarded with a percent increase in salary. An increase is awarded to the 

whole section instead of to an individual worker, which one manager thought was “unfortunate”. 
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After the award the six months base target is subsequently adjusted upwards accordingly. In 

other words, beating targets requires continuous improvement as it becomes harder and harder. 

The expectation was that the weekly meetings of the PIS committee would generate the 

suggestions for this continuous improvement. Once a week, the sectional PIS committee will 

discuss for about 30 minutes to an hour possible improvements. The workers of the section are 

represented by the senior worker rep, who was indeed supposed to attend all the sectional 

meetings, as the ubiquitous worker. The other 7 to 14 members are managers: foremen, 

engineers and (middle) managers. Issues with involve the co-operation of two (or more) sections 

are relegated to the steering committee which meets once a month. This committee as the Works 

Director who chairs it, says “involves guys at each level”: senior managers from a cross section 

of disciplines: engineering, rubber technology and production, while the workers are again being 

represented through the two “senior worker reps”, the chair and secretary of the workers’ 

committee. The steering committee also sets the six-months-base production target and 

discusses the productivity index results (kg/person/hour) of the previous month. 

 

This managerial dominance in the committee’s composition defeated its purpose. It could hardly 

be labelled as an attempt to involve shopfloor workers in improvements drives. Soon the 

managers were in search for new ideas again and the momentum was lost. In Rubber Products 

no PIS meetings had been convened for long. Only the four Tyre division committees indeed 

meet weekly. However, during our factory visit in November 1994 the base target had been 

cancelled for all sections and was under review. 

 

It was interesting to note that only during the second visit in November 1994, explicit mention 

was made –and then only by the workers– of the existence of the Kawasaki Production System 

or KPS. The reference to the KPS system in Dunlop was to the meetings of the P.I.S. 

Committees, both the weekly and the monthly steering level ones. If indeed the introduction of 

the Production Improvement Scheme and the accompanying committees was inspired by the 

KPS example, then one important level was left out: the “Quality Task Forces” in which 

production workers participate. At Dunlop workers were not asked to come forward for the 

weekly meetings. Their representation was indirect, through their two “senior reps”. For one this 

is quite informative of the managerial regard of the workers: an illustration of a general 

disregard of the workers’ potential. Moreover, the sustainability of these innovations was 

 
     15 Later we were told that the bonus range now starts at Zim$ 50.00. 
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problematic: PIS meetings are only regularly held in the Tyre Division while in Rubber Products 

the date of the last meeting is beyond recall, thereby corroborating Posthuma’s finding about the 

lack of managerial support for the changes (1993, 199516). This was also illustrated vividly by 

the gasp of an engineer when asked about the potential to have shopfloor workers discuss issues 

from their immediate work environment: “You mean, actually go to the ops and ask them what 

they think of it? Impossible! That would not bring us anywhere!”  

 

Quite in contrast were the remarks of the chair of the workers’ committee who had heard about 

managerial meetings were KPS was discussed. He was never invited to these meetings, but 

according to him KPS meant looking at a problem from all sides, with the participation of all 

involved – “storm brain the problem” as he called it– and come up with suggestions for 

improvement. He thought that this was  

 

 a very good thing, if only we could have it. Already now, when I realise that 

there is a problem, I point it out. The same with breakdowns: when we have a 

breakdown, let’s say it, rather than pretending you haven’t seen one, pretending 

that nothing is wrong. This is only protecting your own interest, both workers 

and managers. But we are here for business, not to make love (interview data). 

 

According to him, the workers’ committee had a definite role to play to improve business. If 

workers and supervisors continued pretending and producing the wrong reports 

 

 you create an atmosphere that things are going well, yet they are not. How then 

will you get any help? The workers’ committee members are there to help you. 

We can then invite the foreman; the leading hand and the operatives involved to 

sit together and solve the problem (interview data). 

 

He was indeed quite disappointed that the workers’ committee was not assigned a greater role in 

this KPS system. 

 

Another attempt to improve quality was the Total Quality Assurance System being introduced 

by the Training and Development Department. Ultimately the aim is to expose all the operatives 

to the objectives of quality improvement by creating general awareness. Little beyond this 

consciousness raising is foreseen, and certainly not a greater involvement of workers in 

shopfloor decisions. And even so, there are complaints about lack of managerial commitment to 

 
     16 In her sample too there was a company which had not set up the forum consisting of shopfloor 



Chapter Six 

 

302 

its introduction. Few managers showed up at a preparatory meeting which the training 

department had organised. Even six months after its introduction, these complaints had not 

withered away. Commitment to the objectives of the system was still considered by the training 

officer to be rather lukewarm. In part he explained this by pointing to Dunlop’s virtual 

monopoly position regarding its main production line: it is by far the dominant tyre 

manufacturing company in Zimbabwe. And, up till the liberalisation of trade starting in 1991/2, 

this gave her a virtual monopoly market. 

 

Conclusion 

In general, one can say that labour and management at Dunlop are on speaking terms with each 

other and that their relations are “business-like” if not friendly. The workers’ committee receives 

almost all the facilities it wants or needs and is not obstructed in any official way. The provision 

of paid time for the chair of the workers’ committee for his representational work is to be noted 

here. Regarding the functioning, however, of workers’ participation the following observations 

can be made: management is divided in its appreciation of the various activities: it seems that 

top management recognises and supports the need for a two-way communication, and even tend 

towards giving workers a say in shopfloor decisions. Some middle managers and line managers 

are not at all convinced: for them communication is a one-way, top-down affair which should be 

done within the shortest possible time. The same managerial indifference was also deplored 

when it comes to training for quality improvement. The moment it was apparent that there 

would be no divisions here between on the one hand managers and supervisors and on the other 

hand workers, (middle) managers lost any interest. Workers indeed remarked that the company 

is supporting them, but that the problems arise with shopfloor management. 

 

Moreover, managerial perceptions of the potential of workers are not helpful. This is evidenced 

by the relegation of the workers’ issues to the margins of the meeting. First things first, it 

appears. Under these conditions it is small wonder that the Joint Works Council is a rather re-

active body only. Management presents its notes and the worker reps are supposed to digest 

these while awaiting their turn. When this comes, the management side is hoping that their 

colleagues from the Human Resource Department will take the floor and play the management’s 

fiddle. 

 

 
production workers (Posthuma 1995:107). 
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In addition, some managers treat the Joint Works Council with utter disdain. The low 

expectations are also obvious in the composition of the productivity improvement committees 

where worker representation is merely token. There is a clear fear for decentralising decisions, 

while a culture of status conscious hierarchies throw up further obstacles. When I discussed this 

with one manager he remarked: 

 

 Some shopfloor managers seem to enjoy kicking down. Foremen have to endure 

for years such a management style; when they finally are promoted to the level 

of shopfloor manager, they behave exactly in the way that their predecessors 

behaved towards them: bullying downwards. 

 

A superficial sign of these hierarchies and their strict boundaries are the four canteens on the site 

for different categories of employees. Less superficial is the fact that workers feel the need to 

ask for permission to speak to an outsider from their immediate supervisor. In one instance a 

worker wanted to talk to me, but he asked his immediate supervisor, a ‘leading hand’ for 

permission; this man felt unsure whether he could give it and he sought support from higher 

authorities: his supervisor, who in turn relegated the question to the sectoral manager! Three 

levels for “permission to speak, sir?”! 

 

One clear result of the existence –if not nurturing– of such strict hierarchies was a generally felt 

fear for victimisation which made workers withdraw from the public sphere in the factory. 

Sections would continue to earmark one and the same person as their representative and to act as 

punchball or flak-catcher for management’s wrath.  A similar anxiety was discernible in the 

reluctance of workers to express grievances. 

 

The workers input in the joint Works Council has hardly transcended the level of a presentation 

of grievances and workers’ wishes. And indeed, the Joint Workers’ Council as a whole has not 

really gone beyond the information outlet and grievance handling stage. This forum of workers’ 

participation functions only as a communication facilitator. Management present factory notes, 

workers present grievances. Both sides consume the information presented and then go their 

way. In some cases, the workers’ remarks are acted upon, in other cases a solution is deferred, 

sometimes indefinitely. 
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This is not really an interactive communication mode through which attempts could be made to 

share decision-making. The way the Joint Works Council functions does not make it a forum in 

which company issues –whether emanating from the management side or from the workers 

side– are discussed in a solution-oriented way. Neither has the Joint Works Council become the 

forum on which future developments in the company can be anticipated in a pro-active way. 

Sharing of information by management –as part of the new open-door policy alluded to earlier– 

is in itself not enough to create such a pro-active body. 

 

The representation of workers on the various bodies and committees is very indirect: the two 

senior worker reps are charged with a myriad of chores which render their representational 

services awfully thin indeed. Moreover, in the absence of a structural feedback mechanism 

between these two senior reps and the workers’ committee there is the danger that the two will 

exceed their ‘mandate’ in the opinion of the other elected representatives. In other words, more 

members might wish to have been consulted before decisions are reached in e.g., management 

committees in the presence of the senior reps implying workers’ acquiescence17. Such a situation 

has not yet arisen, but it is not merely imaginary given the (ethnic) tensions in the workforce. 

Furthermore, recourse to outside support for the workers is minimal with a trade union that is 

not affiliated to any established federation operating at national levels from where worker-

oriented education could be secured for the worker representatives. The divide between weekly 

paid and monthly paid workers is also not helpful in acquiring meaningful representation. The 

Joint Works Council --by its definition-- only deals with the weekly paid workers. The “senior 

worker reps” too represent only those who are weekly paid, since the workers’ committee itself 

is the body elected by the weekly paid from among themselves. The only representative body 

cutting across the dividing line is the trade union. However, the union has been confined (or 

rather, has confined itself) to collective bargaining which only takes place once a year on a 

limited number of issues (salaries/wages and grades), which only apply to the weekly paid 

workers. In other words, the main activity of the union does not have any relevance for the 

monthly paid workers who consequently have not flocked to the union for shelter. Membership 

of the staff association still holds preference for them. In addition, this bargaining takes place on 

a forum which –although national in name– is confined to Dunlop. This implies that the Dunlop 

in-house union is not exposed to other experiences not even during the collective bargaining 

exercise. 
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Moreover, the union’s density of just over 25% makes meaningful representation across the 

board problematic. All this taken together means that there is no forum on worker 

representatives can reach across to management, neither is there one where management can 

reach all employees; neither in-house nor out-house, in e.g., a truly national council.  

 

With the election of a younger leadership of the workers’ committee a more militant stand has 

come to it. And on certain issues stronger positions than before were now taken. In this sense 

one can conclude that the existence of the workers’ committee here has contributed to a process 

of conscientisation of workers. However, it is far too early to conclude that the workers’ 

committee, or the Joint Works Council, are elements in a process of transformation of labour 

relations, let alone of the transformation of power relations at Dunlop. 

 

In the next section the case study of Natprint is presented. 

 

 

 

 

 
     17 A similar development is reported by Ladley & Lan (1985:90). 
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6 Natprint Case Study  

 

Introduction1 

This section contains the case study of NATPRINT, National Printing and Packaging, a 

division of Zimbabwe Newspapers (1980) Ltd. in which the Government of Zimbabwe holds a 

controlling share. Natprint belongs to the Commercial Printing division together with 

‘BoldAds’, located on premises next to Natprint and ‘Typocrafters’, producing stationary with 

branches in Harare and Bulawayo. The second division of the group is the Newspaper Division 

which include the newspapers ‘The Herald’, ‘The Chronicle’, ‘The Sunday Mail’, ‘The Manica 

Post’, and the Shona language paper ‘Kwayedza’. 

 

The group as a whole posted “record results” for 1994 (Herald 23-3-1995), indeed improving its 

performance by a factor of almost 4 (Financial Gazette 23-3-1995). With a turnover of just short 

of Z$ 290 million, the profit before tax over 1994 was listed as Z$ 30 735 000. However, the 

major contributor to this performance was the newspaper division. Increased circulation of the 

“company’s biggest titles, the Herald and the Sunday Mail accounted for much of the improved 

figures” (Herald 23-3-1995). As the group’s chairman remarked in his statement to shareholders, 

the commercial printing division was “hamstrung by outdated equipment, shortages of qualified 

personnel and inferior quality inputs and faced increased competition both from within 

Zimbabwe and outside.” He added that: “Although special product lines, such as cheques, 

continuous stationery, directories and stamps, did well, general printing and jobbing performed 

poorly” (see Zimbabwe Newspapers (1980) Notice to Shareholders, Financial Gazette 23-3-

1995). Indeed, as the workers were arguing, NATPRINT was making a continuous loss since 

July 1994, with losses reported to the workers (via their Works Council) over January and 

February 1995 at Z$ 1 029 000 and Z$ 690 000 respectively. 

 

Identifying key strategies for the future, the chairman of the group focused to improve on the 

“sub-optimal work ethic”. He announced that “Major efforts will also be addressed at raising the 

productivity of the employees, through skills development, incentives and rewards for high 

performance, cultivation of teamwork and enhanced welfare” (Financial Gazette 23-3-1995). 

The case study will shed some light how these initiatives would work out at the shopfloor level. 

 
      1 For an overview of the sources for this case study, see the Annexes, table ten.  
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Natprint consists of two sites: Factory I is along the Simon Mazorodze street, Factory number II 

is a few miles further down the heavy industrial area, along Douglas Road. On the premises of 

Factory I are also the offices of Natprint. 

 

Mazorodze street, formerly Beatrice Road is Harare’s major exit way heading south: to the high-

density suburbs and ultimately, to Bulawayo. On one side of the road is Harare oldest “African 

location”: Mbare. On the other side is Harare’s large heavy industrial site. The road itself is wide 

and busy in all four lanes, on all hours of the day with lorries and vans, commuter minibuses and 

buses and motor vehicles heading south or, alternatively, north, in town. Early in the morning—

before eight o’clock—and after 4.30 in the afternoon when the factories close, throngs of people 

walk in thick rows along both sides of the street. 

 

On the Mbare side of the road and coming from Harare is first the Mbare cemetery, then the 

compound with the small colonial building of the Mbare police station with its barracks and 

houses. At the major interjection the radio studios of the ZBC are located covering radio 2 and 

radio 4, the vernacular station. On the left a glimpse can be seen of the well-known Rufaro 

stadium, Harare’s popular football stadium and venue for many a May Day Parade. Then 

follows a stretch of the road where the houses of Mbare meet the road only to give way a bit 

further down to the compound of the Beatrice Infectious Disease Hospital. 

 

On the other side of the road, the industrial site unfolds itself as far as the eye can see. The first 

few kilometres along the Mazorodze street are occupied by the sheds and barns—some as big as 

airport hangars—of tobacco processing companies. Some of their buildings are actually quite 

new; however old colonial structures also line the busy road. Wholesalers of all sorts are housed 

here, as well as a wood processing firm. The large bakeries of Lobels’ diffuse the smell of bread 

all over the place. The Dairy Marketing Board’s Lyon’s Maid factory ferries every morning its 

ice cream street vendors in their white and red dresses together with their red and white trolleys 

on large lorries into town. 

 

Natprint is situated along this cluttered and crowded main road, some 6 kilometres out of town, 

next to Lyon’s Maid and flanked by sister company Boldadds and on the other side the canvas 

factory of William Smith & Gourock. 
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The compound is surrounded by a high wall which opens only to an equally high and forbidding 

iron gate, painted blue. A security guard housed in a small guard house immediately behind the 

gate, is the gatekeeper, charged to write down the name of every visitor and the registration 

number of the car. Few people come to visit this place without their own means of transport it 

seems. The workers enter the compound almost through the back door: for them there is an 

opening in the fence near the Boldadds building. 

 

Right after the gate is a small car park for office staff and visitors. The factory and office are 

housed in a L-shaped building with the entrance in the “knee”. On one’s right is the large hall 

which accommodates in a separate section the new Italian built sheet-fed, printing press: the 

Nebeolo machine as he is called with respect. It is the pride of this location: manned by a team 

of some fifteen, young and well-trained journeymen, A-3 sized luxury magazines can be 

produced here in four-colour print. In the main factory hall most of the older, more traditional 

activities are accommodated: from antiquated machines producing lead letters for typesetting, 

their small pots with boiling lead slowly simmering, to slightly younger machines for folding, 

stitching and un-sewn binding. On the other side of the hall, behind partitioning is the 

originating department. This was once the throbbing heart of the company which gave Natprint 

its fame as the house of fine print. But those days are gone. As one worker argued: “Originating 

is no longer worthy its name. We do not originate any more, it is film assembly.” The top 

position Natprint once held, is lost to the small desktop publishing firms mushrooming in town.  

 

The disadvantage of the early starter is felt here: two, twenty-year-old computers handled by two 

of the three women in the originating department stand idle most of the time, due to lack of 

business. The machines are not bad, they argue, but companies in town have far better 

equipment. And although for the real connoisseur, desktop publishing cannot produce the same 

quality of print, the originators have little work to do. This is another glaring feature of the 

factory: unlike most industrial premises, the atmosphere is relatively quiet and serene in this hall 

of Factory I! There is little activity going on: most of the machines are either standing idle or 

series of red lights indicate problems. At the far end of the hall are the workshops of the 

mechanical and electrical engineers and mechanics. Quite some activity is going on here since 

the support of the mechanics is constantly required to keep machines running. 
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Exiting the hall on the side of the repair workshops, one can cross a small yard towards the large 

canteen for the weekly paid workers. There is another, small canteen for office staff and 

managers located near the offices. The offices are divided in two parts: in the immediate vicinity 

of the shopfloor and indeed with a direct passage are the rooms of the Personnel Managers, the 

Despatch Clerks and the Factory Manager. His office is also the one adjacent to the entrance 

hall. Finances are on the other side. These offices are rather rudimentary: partitioned by thin 

walls, crammed with old desks and cupboards. Several office staff usually share one room. 

Crossing these offices, one enters to executive wing: soft wall to wall carpet immediately marks 

the difference: mahogany panelling and doors make the visitor feel the importance of the 

inhabitants. Similarly, the spacious offices are lavishly furnished: mahogany desks and chairs, 

nice tables and couches. This is the realm of the Managing Director and his Deputy. 

 

Located behind this executive block is a smaller rectangular hall with some ten old Heidelberg 

printing machines used for the smaller printing jobs: stationary, business and family cards. This 

is the litho press department where some 60 people work. 

 

Natprint employs at the two locations 402 weekly paid workers, some 250 in Factory I and 150 

in Factory II on Douglas Road. Casual labour is only occasionally hired: sometimes towards 

years end or when a particular job has to be completed, especially during “directory days”, i.e., 

the period in which the telephone directory has to be produced. In these hectic period some 20 

“able bodied men” or general labourers are hired through the Harare employment exchange. 

When a machine breakdown necessitates an immediate contingent of relief workers 3 or 4 men 

are selected from the small group waiting outside the gate. The ESAP period did not bring any 

forced retrenchments at Natprint. An early retirement scheme, however, was put in place 

allowing workers to retire at the age of 57 instead of 62. 

 

Factory II is situated in Workington, a few miles away from Factory I in same heavy industrial 

area. Walking through the second factory you get a more modern impression than in Factory I. 

The machines look newer, bigger and above all: most of the machines are buzzing with activity, 

although some are bogged down with spare parts problems. In this site box-making is the main 

operation. Pallets of carton sheets in all colours and sizes are all over the place: carton boxes in 

various stages of their production. Carton boxes for several brands of washing powder, boxes for 
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the many chicken take-aways in town, and plenty of different cigarette boxes. For the latter, 

Natprint has a special contract with British American Tobacco: BAT provides the carton which 

is of a quality not available in Zimbabwe. BAT gives 30 per cent more carton than required and 

this is Natprint’s payment for the job, as it is paid at a piece rate. It means that if carton is 

spoiled—for whatever reason—it eats directly into Natprint earnings, costs and profits alike.  

 

In a small section of this hall, behind locked and permanently guarded doors stand the machines 

where stamps are produced: printing press, punch machine for perforation and the shredder for 

the misprints. Natprint is the only stamp producer in the country, and it also collects export 

orders: at the time of the research new stamps for Botswana were being prepared.  

 

On the other side of the entrance is the originating and film assembly section. In the half-dark 

rooms under the glow of orange and red lights, the well-known designs for the carton boxes are 

prepared and engraved in iron plates. Film assembly boasts a fairly sophisticated computer-

directed machine, although the young journeymen in this section do not consider the equipment 

the frontline of technology. On the first floor a few offices, hardly used, and the board room of 

factory II. Littered with misprints, old calendars and piles of papers, this room does not give the 

impression of frequent use. 

 

Natprint operates a flexible shift system. There are two “normal” shifts: the first from 6 o’clock 

in the morning till 2 pm; the second from 8 o’clock in the morning till 4.30 pm. In addition, 

there is an “extra” shift which is only put in operation when pressure of work so requires. The 

extra shifts keep production running through the night: the first starts at 2 in the afternoon till 10 

in the evening; the second takes on from there till 6 the following morning. For these extra shifts 

a 15 per cent allowance is given and transport is provided for those who knock off at ten. 

 

Workers on the shopfloor were divided in different categories. Years ago, already, Natprint had 

abolished the use of the term “unskilled”: the lowest category is now labelled: semi-skilled; 

likewise, the then lowest grade, number 4 was scrapped, the lowest grade now being grade 3. 

Next in line in the company’s hierarchy are the apprentices, or the junior and senior operatives. 

Above these rank the journey persons2: out of 60 odd such persons at Natprint three are female. 

 
     2 The grading systems in the Printing, Packaging and Newspaper Industry has 14 subdivisions in total: 

journeyman a, b, keyboard operator a, b1, b2, b3, b4, trainee proof-reader, storekeeping operative, senior 
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In addition to these three, Natprint employs another eight women: cashiers in the finance 

department, canteen workers and the receptionist. All these categories are weekly paid. 

 

From the Departmental Heads upwards everybody is monthly paid. This includes the managers 

(and their assistants) of Marketing and Sales, Factory, Personnel and Finance. Natprint falls 

under the responsibility of a General Manager and his Assistant. All in all, this monthly paid 

managerial group consists of 30 men. 

 

At Independence Natprint employed some 30 to 40 white journeymen, of which one is now left 

in the electrical department. The few whites that remain are of age: the last white General 

Manager retired in 1994, and the white Factory Manager has done so in 1995. Even the Scottish 

engineer brought in as a consultant, in 1993, to oversee the production of the BAT cigarette 

boxes is near retirement age. In the past, colour played a role barring blacks from the higher 

jobs. Now colour is an issue again: black workers are lamenting the disappearance of whites in 

senior positions. I will elaborate on this theme later on. 

 

Wage differentials, even on the shopfloor itself, are stark: at the time of the research the lowest 

paid grade 3 worker received 106 Zim$ a week compared to the highest paid journeyman (in 

originating) Zim$ 1521 a week. 

 

Hierarchies in general are well pronounced in Natprint and reflected in several ways3. As in 

most Zimbabwean industries, workers and managers (that is weekly and monthly paid staff) 

have separate canteens; there is even a separate one for top-management. But the workers 

themselves are further differentiated. Not only by the grade system of remuneration, but the 

various categories of workers also have to wear differently coloured overalls. The workers know 

exactly the differences: from the bottom upwards: semi-skilled workers in grades three and two 

have grey overalls; those in grade one green overalls. The operatives wear white overalls, while 

a keyboard operator is entitled to a dustcoat. Journey-persons have a navy blue dust-coat while 

supervisors (Assistant Department Heads) had to wear a white dust-coat. Departmental Heads 

dress in an ‘ordinary’ suit but has a spare dustcoat in their offices just in case they want to visit 

 
operative, junior operative, semi-skilled 1, 2, 3. 
    3 Compare this to what Mark Shadur writes, “... in Zimbabwe hierarchy in the private and public sectors 

was very much the order of the day” (Shadur 1994: 185). 
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the shopfloor, the workers remarked. It was well remembered how one day the General Manager 

walked in the factory searching for the supervisor of the litho section. Having arrived at the 

section he spoke to the very first person he saw wearing a white dustcoat. Unfortunately, this 

was not the supervisor who at that moment was not wearing a dustcoat but an overall. Later the 

two men were summoned to the office where an embarrassed GM told them to be disciplined 

and stick to the company rules. It is telling that the GM was only embarrassed for having broken 

the hierarchical demarcations; he was not embarrassed for not knowing his people and not 

knowing who the supervisor was in the litho section and having to rely only on the colour of the 

dustcoat to be able to determine who was who. 

 

The workers thought in general that this difference in colours was quite good. It helped 

everybody to immediately recognise a person’s rank which would—in their view—encourage 

promotion. Workers with a lower classed uniform would try to seek a higher classed one. For 

them it reflected “the outstanding position of a worker and the strict procedures to be followed in 

order to be promoted”. On the other hand, for the workers the colours of the uniform prevented 

managerial favouritism in upgrading workers. It was immediately obvious in which grade a 

person was working, and sudden changes which could not be warranted in the views of the 

workers could not be effectuated because everybody would see it.  

 

By the way, the same colour hierarchy was also prevalent in the long service awards. The 

personnel department at Natprint was adamant that these awards served a real purpose: it 

reduced turn-over of the lower skilled ranks. According to the two managers here, the service 

award kept workers from leaving Natprint believing that an award valued at a two-weeks’ pay 

cheque was enough for a worker to endure another two years. In addition, ‘personnel’ believed 

that the long service awards were a very good instrument to boost morale. The following gives a 

break-down of the awards: 

 after   awards 

  15 years  Z$  300 plus a certificate 

  20 years  Z$  400 plus a certificate and a brown tie or a brooch 

  25 years  Z$  500 plus a certificate and a grey tie or a brooch 

  30 years  Z$  700 plus a certificate and a maroon tie or a brooch 

  35 years  Z$  800 plus a certificate (only) 

  40 years  Z$ 1000 plus a certificate and a green tie or a brooch 

  45 years  Z$ 1500 plus a certificate (only) 
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Green obviously stood in high regard with the group’s management: a worker had to be 

employed for forty years to qualify for a tie in that colour. Workers at Natprint felt that being 

presented with a tie was a real honour bestowed on them. There was no way this could be taken 

lightly4. 

 

Worker Representation at Natprint: The Trade Union 

The trade union covering the printing industry is the Zimbabwe Graphical Workers Union. Its 

head office is situated in Bulawayo where its long serving General Secretary, Agrippa Ngwenya, 

resides. In Harare, the union has a small office with two national organisers as permanent staff.  

At the time of the research the graphical union is a trade union in decline. Its membership 

figures have been dwindling since 1992 when it was still able to record an increase over it 1988 

figures. Out of an estimated potential of 6,000 workers in the industry, the Graphical Workers 

Union listed 3812 members in 1992, 200 more than four years earlier. However, in 1995 only 

some 1500 odd will have been left. 

 

The union’s financial resources have been severely damaged as a result of a scandal in the 

union’s trust fund. Consequently, the union had to vacate four of its five rooms it occupied in the 

office block close to Samora Machel Avenue in Harare’s centre. The Harare office is now 

cramped into a tight narrow room, with two desks next to each other filling almost all the space. 

Disorderly arranged stacks of paper behind the two desks reach to the ceiling. A two-feet wide 

strip is left between the desks and the wall. Visitors have to shuffle to reach for a chair squeezed 

against the wall.  

 

Not that the office receives many visitors lately: the national organiser and his assistant, who 

man the Harare office, have both been out of office for a protracted sick leave period. As one of 

the Harare based union executives remarked in a sad voice: “On Saturdays I still visit the office 

once in a while to see what mail has been pushed under the door”.  

 
    4 There is an interesting observation. A tie in Zimbabwean society is (for men) a sign of good manners, 

of being well dressed. Influenced thoroughly by an antiquated English style, the tie has become a widely 

accepted (imposed?) symbol of distinctiveness. A man without a tie cannot be taken seriously. The result is that 

on all occasion pretentious men wear a tie. It is the utmost qualifying symbol of importance. Of course, workers 

in a factory do not wear a tie: they wear an overall. But after a long service they are rewarded. With a tie. For 

office workers, a tie is a sine qua non in their work. In APEX a similar approach to this symbol corroborates 

this: here the Group Worker Director was upon his election also presented with a tie (as well as a suit, in order 

for him not to fall too much out of tune in the two Board meetings he would attend).  
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The union was founded in 1926 by a white artisan in Bulawayo, James Taylor, who became the 

first Secretary-General of the Typographical Union of Bulawayo. Actually, this union was 

established as a branch of the South African Typographical Union. After the Second World War 

merger discussions started with the union’s namesake in Harare but these did not lead to a 

merger or federation. Still, however, the unions remained the Rhodesian branch of the South 

African mother body. The introduction of the Industrial Conciliation Act (1959) in Rhodesia 

made this link unworkable. Opening up the field for multi-racial unions made the labour 

legislation in the two countries incompatible necessitating a break-away of the (South) 

Rhodesian section. In 1961 two “new” unions were registered, the Rhodesian Typographical 

Society for Mashonaland, and the Typographical Union covering Matabeleland (see Republic of 

Rhodesia 1962:14). In 1968, the two finally amalgamated into the Typographical Union of 

Rhodesia. In the early 1980s the name was transformed into the current one: Zimbabwe 

Graphical Workers Union. 

 

The Typographical Association was the union for general workers and journeymen alike in the 

industry. However, certainly till 1959, the union was organising white workers. After the 

introduction of the Industrial Conciliation Act (1959) the union slowly opened up for black 

members coming from the lower ranks. As one of them recalled: 

 

  In those days you did not benefit as such from your membership, only from the 

collective bargaining results. We could be present at the meetings—just for the 

presence. The whites had the votes (interview data). 

 

Black apprentices were unheard of till the middle of the 1970s. And even then, they would not 

become journeymen after formal education5 but through a system called “improvership”. 

Departmental Heads could recommend experienced black workers with potential to be tested. 

After three such tests, spread out over a number of years a black person could be promoted to 

the ranks of journeymen. No doubt the system was introduced to fill the vacancies created by 

call out of the white reserves for war effort and the emigration of whites in the 1970s, both to 

Zambia and South Africa. Immediately after Independence, the migration to South Africa in 

particular increased. The journeymen all passed the London & City Guilds Exam and thus held 

 
    5 Formal education for a journeyman consists of one year at the Polytechnic College, and three more 

years apprenticeship. 
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an internationally recognized diploma which eased their movement into the Southern African 

labour market. 

 

The current Secretary-General, Agrippa Ngwenya, became the union’s first African National 

Organiser in 1965. He got the post of Secretary-General in 1978 after the last white Secretary-

General, Ken Lee, retired. Since then, he has been holding office in Bulawayo. Although 

affiliated to the ZCTU from its founding congress onwards the union never played a prominent 

role within the ZCTU circles. 

 

Intertwined with the union is the Caxton Benefit Trust Fund. In the typographical industry the 

benefit fund was well-known, but it was centralised in South Africa, the Rhodesian union being 

a branch of the South African mother body. The Caxton Trust Fund, however, was the successor 

of the Bulawayo’s Printers’ Benefit Society formed in 1955 when it was felt that the activities of 

the fund had taken on a truly national character. The Caxton Trust, established by Notarial Deed 

in 1975, aimed at “increasing the purchasing power through interest free loans for the purchase 

of durable and semi-durable goods” (Caxton 1975:1). Moreover, the Fund was also to make 

provisions for sick pay, while life insurance and accident insurance premiums were offered at a 

discount rate. Later the objective was also to offer mortgages to members at an interest rate one-

third under the going market rate. This latter function of the fund served in particular the 

journeymen: till 1977 --when the first black journeyman graduated—a position reserved to 

whites. And although the Caxton Benefit Trust was open to workers in the commercial, 

industrial and professional economic sectors, it drew its members almost exclusively from the 

printing industry and within that industry from the trade union members. Or in the words of its 

1975 constitution: “all members employed in the Printing, Packaging and Newspaper industry 

who are members of the Typographical Union of Rhodesia” (Caxton 1975:14). The Fund was to 

be administered by an Executive Council who would appoint a General Manager for the day-to-

day affairs. The typographical workers’ union would appoint at least three members into this 

Executive. The administration of the Fund has always been closely connected with the 

administration of the union. The General Secretary of the union was in the 1960s and 1970s also 

the General Manager of the Caxton Fund. From 1975 onwards the ties were slightly severed, 

and two functions could no longer be vested in one and the same person. In fact, however, most 

workers considered Caxton still to be the union’s savings fund.  
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However, Caxton not only had its origins in the graphical workers union, it also administered the 

union. Union dues were forwarded to the account of Caxton and the Caxton administrator 

handled the union’s membership records. In 1992 the then General Manager of Caxton, Dennis 

Ndlovu, was suspended from his position at the Fund after being found guilty of embezzlements 

of funds: he had given loans to firms without sufficient collateral; loans which subsequently 

could not be recovered and had to be written off. It was found out he also had provided loans to 

the business enterprise of his wife. Similarly, the President of the union was implicated, and he 

too was found guilty and subsequently fired from his position at Natprint (see also Sunday News 

17-1-1993). 

 

The result was disastrous for the union: with the Caxton administration in complete shambles 

and its coffers empty the union also had no more leg to stand on. Since the two accounts were 

the same the union was almost dragged into receivership and only a last-minute operation 

enabled the union to open its own, separate account. An account, however, which was empty. 

Offices had to be vacated and only with utmost energy could the salaries of its three full time 

staff members be paid. 

 

At shopfloor level at Natprint, the workers lost whatever confidence they had in the union. That 

confidence already was at a low level. The workers remarked bitterly time and again that the last 

time their trade union had visited Natprint was three years ago6. And when late in 1994 the 

workers staged a demonstrative march followed by a three-day strike (details of which follow 

below) the union was nowhere to be seen. This poor record of support was compounded by a 

picture of misappropriation of funds. And the Caxton Fund itself, which in the past served as a 

strong recruitment argument (access to loans! low interest rates! sick pay! life insurance!) was 

no longer working: since the scandal erupted, no more interest was paid on savings accrued in 

the past; worse, payments could not be retrieved. After the news of the scandal in 1992, many 

workers, also at Natprint, withdrew from the fund, that is, having lost their moneys, they now 

stopped contributing to it. They also deregistered as trade union members. And with the 

disappointment came indignation couched in racial terms. As one worker observed: 

 

  Caxton is no longer safe for your money. The people who run it have their own 

interests; they are not acting according to the constitution. I am sorry to say this 

 
    6 Reference was made to a visit of the union’s Secretary-General and its National Organizer. 
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to you, but it needs whites to run it. There was a white lady who ran it 

previously, under her there was no problem (interview data). 

 

Displaying the same sentiment, a white, ex-journeyman told me how he had benefited in the past 

from the fund: he was able to buy his house with a mortgage from the Caxton Fund and later still 

used the fund for his savings. When he heard that the white General Manager would retire and 

be succeeded by a black, he immediately withdrew his money. To the news of the scandal, he 

reacted in a “I-told-you-so” manner. Though it was impossible for me to obtain views on this 

from the people concerned, it does not seem to be a wild guess that already in 1975, when the 

ties between the function of Caxton General Manager and union leader were severed, the whites 

concerned held ideas that possibly in the future blacks would hold the helm in the union, but 

they could not be trusted to handle their finances and that these ideas were the driving force 

behind the move to sever the ties. 

 

At Natprint less than 200 union members remained. For the largest and oldest printing 

establishment in the country, once the union’s pillar in Harare, this density of 50% is 

disappointing. It is telling of the situation that no-one, not the union’s National Organiser, and 

not even the last remaining union leader working at the site, member of the union’s executive 

board, was able to provide precise membership figures. These had disappeared, I was told, with 

the disappearance of the Caxton administration. Since 1992 the union also has not been able to 

pay its affiliation fee to the ZCTU, and consequently, it was one of the unions who could only 

attend the 1995 ZCTU National Congress as observer. The collapse cannot be better depicted 

than by the fact that the Zimbabwe Graphical Workers Union could not even afford to send a 

representative to the National ZCTU Congress. 

 

In addition to the Caxton crises, this very low profile of the union at Natprint can also be 

explained by the peculiarities of the functioning of the union in collective bargaining. The 

Graphical Workers Union—like many other Zimbabwean unions—sees its role in the National 

Employment Council (NEC) as the cornerstone of its existence. It is here that the annual wage 

increases are negotiated with the employers’ association. However, as the printing industry is 

rapidly expanding with the small print shops and desktop publishing houses mushrooming, the 

employer side in the NEC has successfully argued for strong moderation when it comes to wage 

increases. In the words of the union leader at Natprint: 
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  All the new companies join the NEC, we cannot stop them. But we have to take 

their ability to pay into account when we settle for a wage increase. We cannot 

say, money, money, money. We have to take the smaller ones on board and see 

what they can afford (interview data). 

 

Generally, then, the collective bargaining agreements reached in the National Employment 

Council reflect this wage restraint “in the interest of the industry as a whole” as one manager put 

it. 

 

The result is, however, that larger companies, like Natprint can easily decide on their own 

increases which are higher than the one nationally agreed upon. The General Manager used to 

announce the percentages. In the Personnel Department I was told: 

 

  Here we simply decide on how much we pay above the stipulated percentages. 

Workers do ask for a discussion on their increments but there is no need to invite 

a discussion on it (interview data). 

 

The result of this is that the union has nothing to offer to its members or workers. Wage 

increases are seen to come from management’s benevolence, not from union’s bargaining skills 

or militancy and force. As the union leader describes: 

 

  We have to have something. The GM announces the increases and he would 

have won his war. In this way I cannot be popular with my members or the 

Natprint workers (interview data). 

 

And indeed, in the eyes of the workers at Natprint the role of the union in bringing about wage 

increases is merely marginal. Moreover, since 1994, the collective agreement recognises this 

difference between minimum wage and “actual wage” and stipulates different increases for 

each. For example, in 1994 minimum wages were increased by between 18% and 28% (on a 

sliding scale, with 18 for the highest grade and 28 for the lowest) whereas actual wages were 

increased by between 5% and 12% (see Statutory Instrument 205, 1994). Natprint offered more: 

whereas the new minimum wage for the lowest paid workers was set at Z$ 82.52 for grade 3 and 

Z$ 86.96 for grade 2, Natprint paid Z$ 106 and Z$ 152 respectively (see Statutory Instrument 56 

of 1994). The minimum wage for a journeyman, in the highest class, was agreed upon at Z$ 

269.92, while Natprint paid its journeypersons between Z$ 1,100 and Z$ 1,400. In such a 

situation collective bargaining at national level cannot earn the union any reputation. The 
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workers in the smaller establishments are, generally speaking, not organised, while for those 

who are work in large companies the union cannot make an impact.7 

 

This finding is a refinement of the argument of Mark Shadur with regard to the functioning of 

collective bargaining in Zimbabwe (1994:123-24). He states that government wage regulation in 

the 1980s (the so-called “setting of parameters” or band within which increases were allowed) 

made collective bargaining obsolete and usurped union functions. We now see that even with 

“unfettered” collective bargaining left solely to unions and employers associations, unions are 

not automatically to benefit. In the case of the graphical industry, the smaller units are usually 

not organised, and employ a proportionally higher number of journeymen who are less inclined 

to join the union and who are in the top pay scales. The unskilled and semi-skilled workers 

working in the larger establishments have a higher propensity to join but are discouraged from 

doing so by the “benevolent stance” of the employer offering marginally higher wage increases 

than the union has negotiated for in the NEC. In this way the functions of the union are not so 

much “usurped” (see Shadur 1994: 148) as well as by-passed and ignored by the larger 

enterprises. It characterises the state of affairs in the graphical industry that the union has not 

found other ways of putting itself in the limelight.  

 

In the past there had been one attempt at doing just that: attracting limelight to the union. The 

trade union tried to provide assistance to its members when funds for educational purposes were 

obtained from the International Graphical Federation, the International Trade Secretariat in the 

sector. However, the Natprint union leader spoke of that episode as follows: “We had massive 

plans then to educate our members, but it went the other way.” Only two seminars were 

organised, one in Gweru for a week and another one in Harare for a weekend. When at the end 

 
    7 A comparison between actual wages at Natprint and minimum wages (per week) as agreed upon in the 

National Employment Council in the Collective Bargaining Agreement signed in November 1993, but gazetted 

only in March 1994, shows the discrepancies: 

    C.B.A.*)   Natprint 

journeyman  b)  262.92    1,400.00 plus 

      a)  245.31    1,000.00 - 1,400.00 

senior operative   139.07       491.00 - 1,000.00 

junior operative   119.56       398.00 - 450.00 

semi-skilled 

 grade 1     98.39       260.00 - 419.00 

 grade 2     86.96       240,00 - 300.00 

 grade 3     82.52       106.00 - 122.00 

*) source: Statutory Instrument 56 of 1994, [Act 16/85]. 
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of the latter, the foreign donors left Zimbabwe they donated US$ 6000 in cash to the union 

executive. The money disappeared in the bottomless pit of Caxton and no more seminars for 

workers’ education were ever organised. Also, the international sponsors became more careful 

in its direct dealings with the GWU.  

 

The International Graphical Federation has been instrumental in looking for international 

funding for a new vocational training institute—in addition to the Harare Polytechnic which is 

now the only source for skill training. Funds from the European Graphical Federation and—

more massively—the European Union have been earmarked for this scheme which is to be 

administered by the National Employment Council, i.e., not by the trade union. It might well 

reflect the close interest which trade unions in the graphical industry the world over have always 

displayed in training. It is, however, telling that this international trade union assistance is not 

directed at enhancing the organisational capacity of the Zimbabwean Graphical Workers Union. 

 

Worker Representation at Natprint: The Workers’ Committee 

Natprint has a long history with in-house formal worker representation channels. Workers’ 

committees have existed since 1968, although some have been short-lived. White and black 

workers had different representation and for some time the committee was chaired by the 

Personnel Manager. The current workers’ committee at Natprint has 14 members, seven from 

each factory. None of them is a member of the trade union, although in the past some members 

were organised. For example, the current union executive member had been in the workers’ 

committee for one-and-a-half term in 1990/91. He left when he was transferred from one factory 

to the other because he “did not have the time anymore”. Up till 1994, the term of office of the 

workers’ committee in Natprint was one year, but in 1994 this was extended to two years. 

According to the workers’ committee members this was due to a governmental intervention, 

possibly in collaboration with the trade union: they did not know. But, they thought, is was a 

good move: it would give the members more experience. However, a term of office of one year 

was indeed in line with the workers’ committee guidelines published in 1981 (Republic of 

Zimbabwe 1981:3). However, the 1985 Labour Relations Act give the Minister the powers to 

determine the term of office of the workers committee, which he subsequently did in Statutory 

Instrument 372 of 1985: two years. In other words, Natprint contravened this ruling till 1994. 
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Natprint factory I is divided in the following seven sections: 

 

 -origination 

 -machine printing: litho 

 -machine printing: letter press 

 -print finishing; binding 

 -electricians/printer mechanics 

 -caretakers and canteen department 

 -security 

 

Natprint factory II was likewise divided into seven sections. Each section elects one 

representative, thus together accounting for the fourteen members of the workers’ committee. 

 

Membership turn-over is fairly high: of the 14 members almost half were usually retained, while 

the other half was renewed every year. This severely hampered the continuity of the committee. 

The workers’ committee meets once a month in what is called the “agenda meeting” to prepare 

for the monthly Works Council meeting with management. The site is alternated: one month in 

Factory I, the other in Factory II. Meetings are always held during working hours in the canteen 

of one of the factories. The company provides transport to ferry the workers’ committee 

members for their meetings from one plant to the other. The seven members of each site also 

come together during lunch hour fortnightly in their own factory to discuss any items related to 

their specific place of work. 

 

Once a month a Works Council meeting is held in the Boardroom of the Natprint office at the 

site of Factory I. Under the previous GM all fourteen members of the workers’ committee went 

to this Works Council. Since February 1995 the workers’ committee of fourteen has to delegate 

six of its members, three from each factory. It was decided that the chair and the secretary and 

their deputies would go automatically. As it so happened these functions were equally divided 

over the two sites. Each of the two remaining delegates were selected by the seven members of 

the workers’ committee in their site: “we come together in advance to select competent and 

intelligent people to represent us”. The six workers meet the managerial side which is made up 

of: the General Manager, the Factory Manager and his assistant, the Financial Manager, The 

Sales Manager and the Personnel Manager. 
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The current members of the workers’ committee were not aware why this change in the 

composition of the Works Council (from 14 to 6 worker representatives) had come about: they 

thought that the government had again intervened, possible in conjunction with the trade 

union—they were not sure. Indeed, the definition of the Works Council in the 1992 Labour 

Relations Amendments Act stipulates that “an even number of representatives” from each side 

forms the Works Council. There were also members of the workers’ committee who felt that this 

change was introduced by the new GM in order to curb the influence of the workers. However, 

Natprint in 1994 with the arrival of a new GM and a new Personnel Manager, overhauled its 

system of worker representation and brought it in line with legal positions: the term of office 

was extended and with an equal representation from each side the Works Council was now 

legally constituted.  

 

The relationship between the workers’ committee and the trade union is weak, as weak as the 

trade union itself. This is not on grounds of principle, or because of well-developed antagonistic 

feelings on either side. In the past trade union members had been elected in the workers’ 

committee --at one time the trade union President was in the workers’ committee but implicated 

in the Caxton affair he was forced to leave Natprint. Attitudes towards the union are mixed. On 

the one hand, workers’ committee members remarked that they would warmly welcome help 

from the union: 

 

The trade union and the workers’ committee are very far apart, that is 

unacceptable: we should be married. We should be affiliated to the union, but 

don’t know how to go about that. In the newspapers we read about the ZCTU, 

but it very impossible to look for them. The graphical union is not functioning 

the way workers would have liked. That union should be representative of the 

workers, but there is a breakdown in communication (interview data). 

 

On the other hand, there is criticism for the union’s role in collective bargaining, for which there 

is little sympathy. 

 

  We from the workers’ committee sometimes communicate with the trade union 

leader who works in wage administration, like for the collective bargaining 

agreements. But that does not pay dividend. In the National Employment 

Council the workers are not well represented and the union is to blame. The 

union in collaboration with the NEC has changed the shift allowance: the early 

shift no longer has an allowance. Moreover, there is an NEC poster on display 
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here with the rates for wage increase8. But this chart has been there for several 

years: the union should have changed it. Now this is the only one we know of 

and can use. If we press for an increase, management takes us to the NEC chart 

and says: this is what government has decided with the agreement of your trade 

union. Whenever we go to management, they say we cannot help it, it is an NEC 

decision. 

 

  Now with ESAP biting, we want the union to help us in collective bargaining; 

we want a transport allowance and an accommodation allowance (interview 

data). 

 

The Labour Relations Amendment Act introduced the possibility to agree on an employment 

code of conduct. Such a code of conduct can be negotiated by trade union and employers’ 

association at the Employment Council level, but also in the Works Council at enterprise level. 

In fact, legally the latter prevails over the former. In other words, any code agreed on between 

management and workers’ committee representatives is binding to that particular enterprise, and 

not the national one. A code is to provide disciplinary rules and procedures in case of a breach of 

these rules. Since the Amendment Act came in operation most employers were quick to act and 

introduced through the Works Council disciplinary rules and regulations. Also, at Natprint a 

code was introduced in June, 19929. Management was happy with this change: “The code of 

conduct which we have since 1992 brought discipline back”. It took the Graphical Workers 

Union in the National Employment Council another year to arrive at a code for the whole 

industry (see Statutory Instrument 322, 1993). The workers’ committee at Natprint was looking 

towards the union for help, but in vain: 

 

  Whenever there is a problem, we should be able to go to the union. When 

someone is fired the union should protect. We have a disciplinary code which 

some of us may not understand, but they have got the experience. What we want 

is a management-worker court. The code should be studied but the union is not 

helpful there. They do not even come to explain (interview data). 

 

When the company sought to introduce a new stricter code for all its divisions it convened a 

meeting in a city hotel for worker representatives of the various divisions. This gathering was 

 
    8 On the notice board in the two factories is indeed a poster with an enlarged statutory instrument 

announcing the collective bargaining agreement. This carries the names of the names of the General Secretary of 

the Graphical Workers Union, signing as Vice-Chairman of the NEC. The text on the poster is, however, from 

1990!  
    9 Despite the fact that the Amendments Bill was not enacted till the 1st of January 1993 (see Statutory 

Instrument 5 of 1993), after having gone through Parliament in May 1992, the Natprint code of conduct was 
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now referred to as the Central Works Council. The union was neither invited not present. The 

result of that meeting is still unclear: management claims the workers did not object, workers 

claim they rejected the code by not signing it: “it is too harsh for it contains automatic firing for 

petty theft”. The new code is still not on display: copies have been printed on poster format 

which are piling up in the Personnel Office, but, according to the Personnel Manager, there “still 

are a few printing errors”; must have been an in-house job. 

 

It is typical of the poor communication between the worker reps in Factory I and II that the 

journeyman from Factory II who went to this Central Works Council meeting never reported 

back to his full constituency.  

 

Members of the workers’ committee saw the impact of ESAP on their functioning as worker 

representatives. Whereas before ESAP they would gather all the workers in the canteen to brief 

them on the outcome of the Works Council now they feel that such time has to be recovered, or 

else “they face the wrath of management”. Nowadays they feel safe only to brief the workers in 

their own section for some five minutes. And then still: they have to ask permission from the 

Department Head who sometimes refuses: “sometimes the Head is very disappointed to let you 

address your section”. Yet, the workers’ committee members felt that the other workers were 

quite interested in regular briefing by their reps. 

 

The members of the workers’ committee felt disillusioned by this managerial behaviour for two 

reasons. Not only because they now had more problems disseminating information. Also, they 

thought that they were denied the opportunity to give “a pep-talk for good production” to their 

colleagues, to encourage them “to have close relations with managers and to work in harmony 

and have good communications”.  

 

Similarly, worker reps feel inhibited by the pressure from above to freely move around the 

factory and talk to their work mates to assess the situation. In Factory II pressures of work 

played a role as well. If a worker might have a grievance or a wish, or simply wants to discuss 

anything with his representative, he has to go to the place where the reps are actually working. 

And since this is equally difficult, the workers’ committee has now “asked the workers to jot 

down their grievances” and present them in writing to the committee members. 

 
registered on 2nd of June 1992. 
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Spreading of information seems to be difficult indeed at Natprint. The notice boards in Factory I 

were empty while in Factory II a large poster with the Code of Conduct was on display and the 

out-dated NEC collective bargaining agreement from 1990. The latter was used by management 

when workers came to ask for a wage increase: it was pointed out how much the union at 

national level had agreed upon. Minutes of Works Council nor workers’ committee were 

anywhere to be seen. Indeed, the latter were not kept: “we only record the headlines” as one of 

the members said; he did not have a copy of these headlines. The minutes of the Works’ Council 

meetings, however, were not well distributed: the members of the workers’ committee are 

supposed to receive them, but the ones I spoke to did not have them, and even the personnel 

managers were unable to locate them. The whereabouts of the constitution of the Works Council 

was equally mysterious. Members of the workers’ committee were not aware of its existence 

and the Personnel Manager could not remember either. 

 

The actual minutes of the Works Council do not show lively debate: the better part of the 

meetings is used by management to brief the worker reps about the company’s fate: the Finance 

Manager informs the meeting of the trading and sales results of the past month. For almost a 

year now he announces monthly that Natprint incurred a loss again and points out to the lack of 

orders. Cost cutting measures are discussed in the Works Council. The workers’ side in the 

Works Council has suggested to remove the canteen subsidies, to minimise overtime, to freeze 

promotions, and even to stop recruitment. It was also suggested by the worker reps to fire the 

security firm and have the job done by own people from the factory. Management in the Works 

Council reiterates time and again the bad performance and poor-quality work and points to 

human failure in this. Workers agree: jobs should come out right at the first print, not at the 

second, but argue that work is not always well planned: too often there has to be a last minute 

ditch to save the work. Management impresses time and again upon the worker side to urge their 

fellow workers not to steal and to work harder. 

 

Workers’ committee members report that they have no problem in getting their items on the 

agenda: “The secretary of the GM types the agenda, and all our issues are discussed in the 

Works Council”. What then are these worker issues? They themselves agree that “normally, 

there are not many things from our side”. Company loans figure highly and sometimes an 
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individual grievance regarding the distribution of overalls is brought forward10. The workers 

also introduced a scheme through which Natprint workers were extended credit facilities with 

OK Bazaars - a large department store chain. 

 

Workers feel sometimes intimidated by management in the Works Council, even the 

journeymen, or maybe it is especially the journeymen. One of them said: 

 

  In the Works Council production comes first, but we are not qualified to talk 

about that; these people are responsible for it. It is difficult to say anything: my 

master is there, and maybe he is the one who messes up. I cannot criticise him: 

tomorrow he will stand against you (interview data). 

 

More generally, among workers there is a strong sense of what managerial duties are and what 

not. Several workers were—when asked—clear that it was management’s job to bring the 

company back on its feet by roping in fat orders. According to them, the workers voice in this 

was not needed, nor wanted.  

 

Sometimes workers try to discuss increments and wage increases but they agree that this is not 

getting them anywhere. As one workers’ committee member said: 

 

  You ask for our achievements? We have internal bargaining in the Works 

Council, but it contributes to nothing. The percentages we can negotiate are far 

too low. The increments which are previously awarded may off set whatever we 

achieve. This year we were all given a 15% increase across the board, at the 

discretion of the GM. We argued for a staggered system and although the GM 

sympathised with the plight of the lowest paid, such a system did not materialise. 

We have too few real big earners for this to work. There is little solidarity 

between the big and small earners (interview data). 

 

Workers too complain about a lack of morale. Some say that the continued announcements of 

losses make people uneasy. In the minutes of the Works Council no sign can be found of 

workers questioning the validity of the financial reports. Outside the meeting, however, workers 

argue that they don’t understand the losses and some managers question whether the figures are 

correct and hint at transfer pricing within the group to channel money away from Natprint. 

 

 
    10 New overalls used to be issued every six months. The system was changed: new clothing is now only 

distributed when the old overall is returned. Management felt that too many workers sold their new overall, 

retained their old one and started complaining soon after distribution day that they had not been treated well. 
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Strike at Natprint 

In November 1994 the distrust reached peak levels. The company as a whole announced that it 

would introduce performance related bonuses. For Natprint this would mean there would be no 

bonus since the business results were poor. Natprint was making losses, and, therefore, sacrifices 

had to be made. Workers wondered however, what was left of the so-called solidarity with the 

other divisions in the group. Some time back, when the newspaper group was doing badly, 

Natprint gave the “Herald” a loan of 10 million, and that did not tamper with their bonuses; 

similarly, if at all it were true that Natprint was in the red, the newspaper group should come to 

their aid now, so the workers argued. Instead, what happened was that workers at the other 

divisions of the group were already paid their normal annual bonuses worth a four weeks’ pay-

cheque.  Moreover, it was also announced that the long service awards would be frozen as well 

as the possibility for workers to obtain company loans.  

 

The workers in Factory II, dissatisfied with this development, wanted an explanation from the 

General Manager. When he did not show up with them at their end, they decided to march to 

Factory I to demand an answer to their queries. What they got, however, was not helpful. The 

GM called all the people to address them This give the workers hope, but all he did was to refer 

them to Headquarters. Workers reported that management spoke confusingly: management 

claimed that there was no money to pay the workers; the little profit which was made had been 

used to buy spare parts, so management claimed. Workers were adamant that no spare part had 

been coming into their factories. As a matter of fact, that was an additional complaint: there was 

no investment at all. On the one hand, how could the same old machines which produced for 

profit for years in a row now make suddenly a loss? On the other, if machines were indeed 

outdated, why were they not replaced?  

 

Workers also put the blame squarely on the doorstep of the General Manager. He had only been 

there since the beginning of 1994, and since he came into power, he reported a loss every month. 

Initially his arrival was warmly welcomed: with the white GM out, the black workers were now 

going to benefit. However, his predecessor was held in high esteem by the workers as “a man 

from the floor”, someone who made his way up through the ranks. It was felt that the new GM 

was parachuted into Natprint, that he was “not a technical man, but a manager. He believes in 

scientific management”. Moreover, he did not make the same frequent trips to the shopfloor as 
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his predecessor. For the workers the issue was clear: the workers played their part well, but it 

was management who was groping in the dark. Furthermore, there were too many managers, 

and these managers could not take decisions: the Heads of Department referred you to the 

General Manager and the General Manager pointed to the Head Office whenever a decision had 

to be made. 

 

And despite the fact the workers in the past year had gone along with a number of costs cutting 

measures which affected them, like to removal of the canteen subsidies, and the abolition of the 

Christmas bonuses, and the replacements only in lower paying grades, and even the scrapping of 

the children parties, they were now to face a cancellation of the year’s end bonus.  

 

Some hundred-and-fifty workers marched down the industrial site and waited anxious outside 

Factory I for four days, cramped along the busy road for the Management to come and address 

them. The workers insisted that management would point out to them where “we went wrong”. 

Outside the gate they were shouting for the dismissal of the General Manager. Instead, the 

Factory Manager, as well as a trade union executive member went out and tried to ease the 

situation after the GM had addressed them. Ultimately, the workers were referred to 

Headquarters in town, with the union leader in Factory I insisting to the workers that proper 

grievance procedures had to be followed and warning them for police action as the 

consequences of their unruly behaviour. After four days, the initial zeal evaporated. A 

compromise package had been offered to them worth one week salary. The workers returned 

back to work, with only one week pay as their annual bonus and without any acceptable 

explanation as to why this situation had come about11 (see also Daily Gazette 24 & 26-11-1994). 

Morale dropped to its lowest without recovering. The “sub-optimal work ethic” to which the 

chairman of the group referred in its financial statement over 1994 received a strong foundation.  

 

Since this event workers became even more distrustful against their General Manager and his 

motives. It was held that he only listened to a few people around him. Managerial favouritism 

was said to be on the increase: now loans were only given to “the green-eyed boys” as one 

worker remarked. There was a general feeling that promotions too were no longer done as 

before (i.e., on the suggestion of the Departmental head), but were now based on instructions 

 
    11 At the same time, and over the same year (1994), earnings per share of Zimbabwe Newspapers rose 

from 29 cents to 129 cents (Herald 23-3-1995). 
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from above. Rumours were going round that Natprint was being prepared for a management 

buy-out: the results had to be depressed for some time so that its shares could be taken over at a 

price well below their intrinsic value. In the process workers would suffer and few at the top 

would gain. This paralysed general behaviour and attitude, which was reinforced by the delay in 

the much-needed capital investment and the sight of declining order-books. One worker 

commented that is was criminal how Natprint was allowed to go down pointing out that there 

was a large sorting department to sort out sub-standard work: “In the past we used to be called 

‘The House of Good Print’ “, he remarked bitterly. Especially among the journeymen the 

absence of up-to-date equipment was much lamented and felt as a real threat to the company’s 

viability.  

 

The demonstration brings out several salient facts. It confirmed the generally held view that 

workers in Factory II were more militant than in Factory I. Probably it is better to say that the 

workers in Factory II were more inquisitive, less inclined to stay quiet in the face of glaring 

questions. Probably they were less influenced by the daily close contacts and supervision by 

senior management which the workers in Factory I suffered from. 

 

Worker attitudes in Factory II were more inspired by the journeymen, most of whom were 

young, recent graduates. Whereas Factory I was considered to be the mainstay of traditional 

work, like printing telephone directories, in Factory II more advanced machinery was employed 

for jobs which in the eyes of the craftsmen printers were more prestigious. But although the 

machinery was more advanced, the young craftsmen in Factory II felt strongly that the lack of 

investment had put them out of touch with the latest technology. They also felt strongly about 

the fact that maintenance was lagging behind, that some machines seemed to be constantly out 

of order because of lack of spare parts. As one of them said: 

  We have an ‘I don’t care attitude’ here amongst us. As long as I spent my 8 

hours, no-one can point a finger at me (interview data). 

 

Back to Worker Representation? 

The annual elections of the workers’ committee and resultant high turn-over of membership 

have weakened the workers’ committee in a number of ways. Not only is institutional memory 

severely affected which allows management to draw smokescreens and reiterate vague 

responses to questions without challenge. Also, the frequency of the elections has made these 
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into an arena for prestige and popularity among the workers. In the last elections in Factory I this 

resulted in a deadlock: out of the seven sections only five had been willing to stage candidates. 

Till last year, Factory I would provide the chair of the workers’ committee. It was rumoured that 

the previous chairperson stepped down because he was promoted to supervisor. His section had 

to come up with a replacement but there were two candidates. The votes equalled and abuses 

were hurled at both candidates: they were only looking office for their own advancement. The 

two subsequently refused to stand saying that those who abused should become candidates. But 

no-one dared to take that gauntlet. In another section, one person was elected but soon after his 

election he announced that he too had been promoted as supervisor so he could not accept. In the 

workers’ committee they were furious that this candidate had kept his promotion a secret only to 

test his popularity among the group of workers he was now to supervise. No new elections had 

been organised in this section as well and so the two seats remain empty. The other members of 

the workers’ committee in Factory I were bitter about this. 

 

  How will you now be informed? Your troubles will never be heard! How will 

you deal with funerals? How will you get a company loan (interview data)?  

 

They concluded that now “democracy is creeping” and “democracy is on its knees”. They 

added: 

 

  This opting out gave managers an edge: workers were told that they were afraid; 

they called us cowards. They were telling us openly! People got afraid; it gave a 

lot of fever. There is not really any victimisation here, but the fear is now in 

people’s heart (interview data). 

 

At the same time workers in Factory I were under the impression that journeymen were not 

allowed to stand for membership of the workers’ committee. The result of this was that in 

Factory I the lower skilled workers did not look to the better educated journeymen for support. 

Conversely, journeymen in Factory I were not interested in the work of the workers’ committee 

and no-one from their ranks was a member.  

This is in contrast to Factory II, but this came with its own problems. Here too, channels of 

worker representation had come to a standstill: the journeymen in particular felt left to their own 

devices. On the one hand they felt that a “junior” could not represent them well. On the other 

hand, they also recognised that their very position as journeymen had supervisory aspects. As 

one of them remarked: 
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 The general workforce feels we cannot represent them well. An ordinary 

worker does not want to align with us. We prefer those who want to learn 

from us. But it is also very difficult to excuse yourselves from your work. 

We’re caught in between. Our Heads do not want to let us go, and our 

fellow workers think we’re not serious. We journeymen are sometimes 

feared because we are enlightened, but our supervisory role creates a 

distance (interview data). 

 

The rather stark wage differences between journeymen and the operative and semi-skilled 

workers contribute to this widening gap. However, since they are all weekly paid, none of them 

is considered to be a managerial employee and therefore, all are to be represented by the 

workers’ committee. 

 

In conclusion it seems clear that the workers’ committee commands little support in its own 

right from among the general workforce. In addition, however, managerial strategies compound 

this picture. The two factories are kept separate by management and some rivalry between the 

two is stressed. Moreover, divisions along skill lines are exploited by management on the one 

hand to bar the better educated journeymen from actively taken part in the affairs of the workers’ 

committee (in Factory I), or to emphasise differences between the two groups of workers where 

the journeymen are in the workers’ committee (as in Factory II).  

 

For management, the workers’ committee and the Works Councils are transmission belts for 

company news to the workers. The message which is to be spread is: thou shall work harder. Of 

recent there is a managerial concern about quality and the Works Council is seen as an expedient 

vehicle to bring that about. Another message has now been added: thou shall work better. The 

workers have to be made to believe that they can contribute, but nothing more than that. As the 

General Manager explained: 

 

  I don’t want to burden my workers with direct participation. I go through the 

factory often; I chit-chat with everybody. That gives me a good impression. At 

the same time, I encourage workers to go to their shopfloor managers whenever 

there is something. Also, management has taken the initiative to open a 

suggestion box, we did not wait for the Works Council to come up with that 

idea12. I’m not very happy with what we get, but at the time of introduction we 

could not concentrate on it (interview data). 

 
    12 Indeed, in both factories a small wooden box is adorned with the name “suggestion box”. There is 

however, no award or financial incentive attached to any valuable suggestion and little has ever been received in 

them. 
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The workers’ committee and the Works Council are not organised in a process of participation 

meant to transform labour relations at Natprint. Neither management nor workers see them as 

such. For workers the two forums are bargaining forums. The performance of the members in it 

is assessed by what they bring back to them. There is a “us-them” perception which is 

strengthened by recent events. From this perspective it is understandable that workers are not 

interested in any involvement in managerial decision-making. Management is not looking for 

that either. For them the Works Council serves two purposes: communication and disciplining.  

 

For both sides, the expectations are not met: workers do not get out of the meetings what they 

want, and neither does management. In the past the workers’ committee had not been treated 

seriously as evidenced by the short term of office, the problems worker reps have in briefing 

their constituency, and the lack of any serious minute keeping. Moreover, the policy of divide 

and rule, both as regards the two factories as well as vis-à-vis the different skill groups 

(journeymen vs. semi-skilled) has hampered the build-up of trust, contributed by the generally 

felt low worker morale. 

 

The sorry state of the trade union made for it that no support could come from that end for the 

workers either. Left on their own, they have tried to make the best of it. Fallen prey to the 

managerial tactics of divide and rule their strategy was rather individualistic. There has been no 

collective challenge to managerial prerogative at Natprint. And given the state of both union and 

workers’ committee such seems unlikely in the near future.  

 

In the next section of this chapter, we will compare the three case studies and draw some general 

conclusions.
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6 Case Studies: Discussion  

The three cases presented above represent different approaches of managerial strategies towards 

(organised) labour and variations in trade union responses. The cases also showed that the 

position and functioning of the workers’ committees had many facets. 

 

In the literature on Zimbabwean labour-management relations there are different views on 

workers’ committees. These views can be grouped as follows: the view focussing on the impact 

of workers’ committees as instruments of workers’ participation; the view of workers’ 

committees as channels of communication and the view looking at the relationship between 

workers’ committees and trade unions.  

 

In the first group the critical analyses are by far in the majority. Nangati is most outspoken. 

Labeling the workers’ committee as instruments “for the exploitation of the worker” (in Shadur 

1994:224; the quote dates from 1984) he concludes that: “...workers’ committees and 

particularly workers’ representatives in the works councils have been captured by management 

and tend to do mostly the latter’s bidding” (1987:80). Nangati’s erstwhile students Stella 

Makanya and Dorothy Mutizwa-Mangiza after fieldwork in industrial enterprises come to 

similar conclusions (Makanya 1987; Mutizwa-Mangiza 1988). This position is obviously at 

variance with, if not opposed to, the many official pronouncements at the time, both from 

ZANU (PF) and the government, that workers’ committees were instruments in a transformation 

process leading to workers’ self-management. 

 

Mutizwa-Mangiza (1992) and Shadur (1994) are equally forthright in denying that the workers’ 

committees had any potential to transform labour relations. Instead, they stress the 

communicative function which the workers’ committees were meant to perform in accordance 

with the official 1981 guidelines. In this respect, Mutizwa-Mangiza suggests that it would be 

better to give workers’ committees back its colonial name of ‘liaison committee’ as this “is more 

consistent with their functions” (1992:43). Shadur too, insists that they be examined as 

“industrial relations bodies” (1994:224).  

 

Finally, within the ZCTU itself there were warning voices saying that the workers’ committees 

would work as instruments of fragmentation of the workers’ struggle. The fear was expressed 

that since there were no “clear linkages” with trade unions, the dual channels of representation 
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would erode a united “working class struggle”. To overcome this, the workers’ committees 

ought to be replaced by trade union committees (Loewenson, Ngirandi & Gwenzi, 1989:8). 

 

The three cases presented above confirm to some extent the notion of workers’ committees as 

mere communication channels between workers and managers. They are, however, not the 

‘instruments of exploitation’ Nangati saw in them. Neither have the workers’ committee 

members in the Works Councils shown a great propensity to sing management’s tune. This can 

most clearly be demonstrated with the Apex case. At William Smith & Gourock, more than 

anywhere else, workers were captured by managerial logic. Yet even here, the workers’ 

committee kept trying to present to the management the workers’ demands and desires quite 

persistently, but to no avail. In Zimcast, where Apex’ managerial logic failed to cast its spell on 

workers, the workers’ committee was the focal point for the workers’ agitation. In this it 

resembled the impact of the workers committee as described by Ladley and Lan (1985). 

 

At the same time it was clear that neither the workers’ committees nor the Works Councils 

presented a powerful challenge to the managerial prerogative in any way. In this respect it is 

clear that despite the policy pronouncements in the early years of Independence, stressing that 

these bodies were direct instruments transforming relations at the shopfloor, the actual 

implementation process turned the committees in a different direction. As vehicles for 

communication the workers’ committees presented workers’ desires and complaints as 

forcefully as they could. However, with neither power resources nor sanctions at their command, 

the only way they could do this was with cap in hand. They had no forceful means of their own 

to press their case. It is distressing to note that issues of workers’ welfare stayed on the agenda 

of the Works Councils for years in a row -- even where the requests were for a single item (i.e. 

required only once, a calculable expense) and acceptance of these expenses would have cost a 

pittance compared to the company’s budget. In three of the factories such issues were: 

improvement of the canteen at WS&G, the construction of toilets at Zimcast, and water coolers 

at Dunlop1. Given that at the same time these managements stressed the communication 

function of the workers’ committees by invariably using the meetings of the Works Councils to 

 
       1  Thereby confirming Walker’s observation that the kind of industrial democracy offered by Works 

Councils is best described by three “T”s: Tea, Toilet, and Towel (Walker 1974). 
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convey company results, these managements seemed to perceive communication was a one-

way, top-down affair only 2. 

 

And yet, it would be too simplistic to cast the ‘liaison’ label on the workers’ committee as a 

mere trait d’union between the workforce and management. It is remarkable, from this point of 

view, that hardly any institutional mechanisms were created by management which would 

enable workers’ committee members to give feedback to the workers in their respective 

constituencies. This casts doubt on the intention of management to use the workers’ committee 

as an instrument to effectively communicate to all workers. It resembles more an attempt of 

management to structure labour’s behaviour, and create established channels for labour 

response; in other words, an attempt at the institutionalisation of labour relations. 

 

But there is more which challenges the simple notion of the committee as a ‘liaison’ between 

managers and workers. Despite the lack of resources, and despite the top-down approach by 

management, workers continued to consider the workers’ committee as an important forum for 

presenting and pressing their needs. As we have seen, in all cases, the workers’ committee 

became the focal point of the workers’ voice on the shopfloor. Sometimes inarticulate, 

sometimes not well trained, but always sincere and serious. As such they could well serve --and 

indeed, our cases would suggest this-- as a serving-hatch between workers and the trade union, 

facilitating a two-way flow of communication between these two entities. However, this would 

require a more active trade union policy towards company-based representation, one which goes 

beyond the replacement of workers’ committee by union appointees. If this were better 

developed, and if the co-operation between workers’ committee and trade union were given real 

content (e.g., unlike at Dunlop), it could strengthen the position of workers at the shopfloor. At 

the same time, it could provide a wider grounding for the union’s activities in the National 

Employment Councils, by giving union easier access to information as well as giving workers 

information about the union’s progress in this forum3.  

 

 
     2 For discussions of the negative managerial perception towards labour-management cooperation in the 

USA see Perline & Sexton (1994) and Voos & Cheng (1989). 
     3 A survey (N=220) among workers’ committee members attending trade union educational courses in 

1991 and 1992, found out that only 3% listed improvements in wages as major achievement of the NEC. An 

astounding 52.6% was not aware of any achievements which the NEC might have brought them. Moreover, the 

same survey showed that 18% of the workers’ committee members were not aware of any collective agreement 

their union might have concluded (Makanya; Ngirandi & Schiphorst 1993:7-10). 
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Outright anomalies regarding the formation and composition of the workers’ committee were 

not encountered. The workers’ committees were all constituted through elections by ballot box, 

and unlike reports in the literature, there were no nominations by management either for 

members or for the leaders of the workers’ committee, as was often witnessed in the early days 

of the workers’ committees (see Shadur 1994:202; Nangati 1987:80). Nor had the workers 

problems in getting their issues on the agenda of the works council, even though as we have 

seen, sometimes that was the place where these issues were laid to eternal rest. 

 

Management did try, however, to manipulate matters, as was the case in Natprint by its 

insistence that elections be held every year -- even though the 1981 Guidelines had been 

changed in 1985 on this point by the new Labour Relations Act, and more specifically by 

Statutory Instrument 372. By speeding up the turn-over and the change of members in the 

workers’ committee building up of experience and an institutional memory can obviously be 

prevented. It is as if workers are forced to invent the wheel time and again. In the same vein, this 

rapid turn-over makes union efforts to train the workers’ committee members more strenuous. 

However, as it turned out, in three of the four cases members stood frequently for re-election and 

indeed were often returned. Still, frequent elections and nomination of candidates carries the 

danger of fear for victimisation (as the Dunlop case illustrates). 

 

Moreover, in all the four cases promotion to a “managerial” rank prematurely ended the career 

of worker representatives in the committee. In the Dunlop case workers did not see this as a 

managerial obstruction of the functioning of the workers’ committee. As the workers at Dunlop 

recognised, there is in principle nothing wrong with this practice even if outstanding quality is 

only spotted at the time of work in the workers’ committee. At Natprint promotions meant 

sometimes a severe bloodletting for the functioning of the workers’ committee and could be 

construed as attempts to frustrate the work of the workers’ committee. Indeed, at Zimcast a 

promotion did imply a deliberate effort to emasculate the militant workers’ committee, even an 

attempt at “character assassination” of a union activist; the idea of management was to make 

him lose legitimacy as trade unionist: how can a supervisor be a true worker representative? 

 

In none of the three cases was there an active attempt by management to involve workers in 

decision-making on shopfloor production issues. The introduction of participative management 

had not (yet?) taken place in Zimbabwe. This corroborates the findings of Posthuma (1995) and 
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shows indeed that Zimbabwean management is not (yet?) at the brink of major changes in 

labour-management. Technical and technological-organisational restructuring of the production 

process occupies all their attention, not social-organizational changes. This distinction is drawn 

from Kissler (1994). He drives home the point that the full acceptance of the first cannot succeed 

without substantial innovations in the latter realm (see also Oliver & Wilkinson 1989). 

 

The Relation between the Workers’ Committee and the Trade Union  

The three cases presented above are also eloquent on the relations trade union - workers’ 

committee. In none of the cases was there a single trace of antagonism on the part of the 

workers’ committee towards the union. On the contrary. The selection of the cases was carried 

out with particular attention for different types of union presence. In Apex we found, on the one 

hand, a factory without even a trace of a union and, on the other, a factory with an active and 

militant trade union -- all under the same personnel policy. Dunlop offered the chance to study 

the impact of an in-house union, consisting of mainly elderly members. Natprint, finally, saw 

unionism in decay: a trade union having seemingly withdrawn completely from the shopfloor 

and into the National Employment Council structures. This variety allowed us to compare the 

impact of union presence on the workers’ committee and vice versa. 

 

Union membership rose in the presence of an active workers’ committee co-operating with the 

union: both at Zimcast and Dunlop this was the case. Where the union was not based in the 

company (as in Dunlop), such co-operation enhances the union’s presence on the shopfloor. 

Conversely, where the union took up the issues raised by the workers’ committee --as in 

Zimcast-- the latter body gained more prominence in the eyes of the workers. Moreover, its 

members felt reassured by this support in the interaction with local management. To some extent 

this is in line with findings of Leisink (1989) regarding co-operation between trade union and 

works council in Dutch industry: where the two bodies worked together it proved beneficial for 

both sides4.  

 

However, there was no evidence of the two bodies having an impact on each other: in Zimcast 

where the union and the workers’ committee worked hand in glove this was only so on 

collective bargaining issues. Other issues were not taken up by the union. In Dunlop too, there 

 
     4 For a description of the results of antagonism between union and direct worker representatives, see 

Kester (1986). 
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was a strict demarcation between the areas of competence. No cross-fertilization took place. 

Even in the face of complaints about victimisation --as in Dunlop-- the union was not brought in 

for help --which might have been available through the intervention of the National 

Employment Council (NEC). This lack of cross-linkages was also striking when it came to the 

establishment of the codes of conduct. In none of the three cases was the union involved. 

Obviously, this would not have happened at the invitation of management which focused its 

efforts solely on the workers’ committee / Works Council, once the law allowed them to do so. 

But it is telling that none of the workers’ committees sought advice from the union when they 

were invited to comment on management’s proposals for such a code of conduct.   

 

In the actual implementation of the code, --i.e., disciplining-- union and workers’ committees in 

most cases co-operated again. There was no hesitation on the part of worker representatives to 

become involved in this exercise, as compared to examples of this nature in the Zimbabwean 

literature (e.g., Makanya 1987, Nangati 1987, see also chapter 4). On the contrary, worker reps 

felt that through their involvement they could safeguard workers against the vagaries of 

managers. The existence of a clear code of conduct in this respect was helpful, they argued. And 

although sometimes the code, or amendments to it, were considered to be grossly unfair and too 

severe, it was felt that through bargaining with management these hurdles could be overcome. 

Their main problem was not so much the code in itself as well as its misuse by some managers. 

This too is in line with the earlier observation regarding the progressing institutionalisation of 

labour relations at the shopfloor 

 

The three studies also throw light on managerial attitude towards (organised) labour in the 

committees at enterprise level. As indicated already, there was no move towards participative 

management. New forms of work organization, however, are put in place, albeit haphazardly. Of 

the three companies studied, Apex is the most ‘advanced’ with the introduction of new forms of 

work organization: at Zimcast Apex makes ample use of casual labour, and it is the only 

company which --possibly in anticipation of times to come-- has regulated in its code of 

conduct, the use of overtime in accordance with management’s demand, thus regulating a more 

flexible use of its workforce. Subcontracting, as predicted by the CZI President, was rare. It did 

take place at WS&G when metal-tarpaulin rings were ordered in. However, this was not an 

activity which had been carried out in-house before, so it is difficult to classify this as “new 

work organisation”. At Zimcast design work was sub-contracted but the motive was not to 
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prepare for flexibility but to weaken the workers’ committee. However, all companies initiated 

early retirement packages in an attempt to speed up ‘natural wastage’ rather than revert to 

retrenchment, to reduce the permanent workforce.  

 

What about managerial attitudes towards the trade unions? First, there is the viewpoint of Apex, 

almost archetypical “unitarist”, as indeed the often-used family metaphor illustrates (see Fox 

1973:186-92). The company or management determines the single interest which, by definition, 

is to be shared by the workers. There is only a single source of legitimate authority (Poole 

1981:75). Anyone questioning this set-up is branded as a troublemaker: trade unions (with the 

exception, of course, of “undogmatic trade unionists”), the two activists in Zimcast, even the 

National Employment Council. Moreover, its emphasis on decentralised bargaining at plant 

level whereby the workers are represented preferably by a selection from that plants’ workers’ 

committee, is another illustration of this5. 

 

As could be expected, the company is strongly anti-union: organisation of workers in trade 

unions is discouraged at best, obstructed in other cases. There is no co-operation with the 

institution which recognises the union’s existence and gives it a legitimate role: the National 

Employment Council. Not only because Apex feels it is below its status to participate. When 

attempting to become the monopoly player in Zimbabwe’s iron processing sector, there can be 

little enthusiasm to be subjected to the verdict of other firms you want to purchase. And that is 

exactly what happens in the NEC. Moreover, embracing the NEC fully would mean accepting 

the institutionalised recognition of the union and its role in sector-wide bargaining (as contrasted 

to decentralised bargaining). 

 

Seen from another, managerial perspective, Apex is experimenting actively with all the new 

trends, without, however, committing itself wholly to one single concept or its underlying 

philosophy. In this it comes close to what Piore has labelled: fig leaf adoption of change 

(1991:3956). The rapid succession of new management concepts without allowing them to fully 

 
     5 In its preference for company level bargaining Apex is in good company. The World Bank’s World 

Development Report 1995 heralds plant-level bargaining as “better suited to many countries” (World Bank 

1995:83-84). 
     6 “[Some managers] have no more fundamental commitment to the new practices; these are for them 

simply ways of inducing the labor force to yield more managerial freedom (although in many cases they are not 

even inducements, but rather code words for that freedom itself which even the managers see as only a fig leaf 

to cover the real intent)” (Piore 1991:395).  
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develop (e.g., the KPS) is symbolic. The manner in which Apex has sought to strengthen the 

identification of workers with their enterprise and the holding as a whole, is half-hearted, and 

indeed unstable in its internal logic: workers are made to believe that they are all members of the 

“Apex family”. With pomp and circumstance, they receive Apex shares, and the language of the 

“Apex Story” distributed to every worker reflects a similar view. On the other hand, the annual 

bonus which workers receive is tied directly to the performance of the particular company for 

which they work - no “family” assistance here when one firm is not doing well. Moreover, if 

problems occur in a particular firm, the symbols of family membership (Apex shares) are 

immediately withdrawn, showing a clear lack of managerial commitment to the concept of 

employee share-ownership. Apex rides with the tide: it has selected those elements in the new 

managerial strategies which it finds palatable and from which it expects direct results. But these 

innovations should not come at a great cost: neither financially nor in terms of upsetting power 

relations at the shopfloor. Workers remain a commodity and cost, not an asset or a human 

resource7.  

 

The general literature on manufacturing strategies and accompanying approaches to labour-

management help understand the phenomenon. David Guest, in an interesting article (1995), 

identifies, after reviewing several studies, the three bases for organisations to achieve 

competitive advantage: leadership based on innovation, quality and cost. Each of the three 

requires a different approach to labour-management relations. Strategies based on innovation 

and quality require a workforce committed to the goals of the company. In contemporary labour-

management strategies such commitment is strived for, using the tools provided by which 

Human Resource Management: participative management, teamwork, elaborate appraisal 

systems, emphasis on training, as well as performance related pay systems (a.o.). To achieve this 

a “unitarist” framework for labour-management is called for. In contrast, when cost-based 

competitiveness is sought a “pluralist” approach to labour and unions is likely, resulting in 

traditional adversarial industrial relations. However, if the political and legal environment 

permits, organisations may want to try to minimize costs on their own, outside the existing 

industrial relations framework: 

 

 
     7 Fleury, in a study on industrial restructuring in Brazil has a remarkably similar observation: 

“According to the Human Resources manager, the Board of Directors was only interested in rates of interest, 

finance and costs, and Human Resources policies were seen in terms of costs rather than plans and targets for 

development” (1993:38). 
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 [Organizations] may believe that they can reduce costs more effectively without 

a trade union. The choice is therefore no longer between Human Resource 

Management versus industrial relations; the new alternative is to have neither, 

and get rid of all the expensive baggage with which each is associated (Guest 

1995:111). 

 

It seems this describes best the intentions of Apex: to have neither industrial relations, nor 

Human Resource Management, but to minimize costs: shunning all obligations prescribed by the 

National Employment Council and not to invest in any of the requirements to introduce HRM.  

 

At Dunlop, in contrast, the presence of the union was well accepted, as was indeed also the 

workers’ committee and its input into the works council. There was no evidence of strategic 

union-busting or other deliberate attempts to marginalize the union. However, as we have seen, 

the union’s sole role (and also its own perception of that role) was to negotiate wages, once a 

year in the sectoral committee. In this respect the union, performing its classical role, provided a 

welcome service to management: representing the collectivity of workers and so also service the 

individual workers’ interests. This is not to say that Dunlop approached the unions as ‘manager 

of discontent’ to use Wright Mill’s phrase. For that, the union’s density and strength were 

simply not enough, and the company used a paternalistic approach to its workforce to contain it. 

On the other hand, it is clear that industrial relations were not an issue at Dunlop. The switch to 

‘open book’ and ‘open door’ management and the sharing of company information with workers 

did not imply a departure from the traditional, reactive approach to (organised) labour. Despite 

the appointment of a Human Resource Director, industrial relations had not become part of 

strategic management, and had not been transformed into a HRM approach to labour. In this 

sense Dunlop comes close to what Ramaswamy has described for an Indian factory. After 

arguing that information sharing occupies an important place in modern HRM “as a method of 

going beyond the trade union to promote in the individual worker a sense of involvement with 

the enterprise” (1994:166), Ramaswamy concludes that in this particular case, 

 

 ...information sharing was for management a footnote to collective bargaining. 

As information sharing became ... selective and goal-oriented, it was clear that 

the intention was not to reach across to the individual and bring him closer to the 

enterprise but to soften up labour before making demands on it... (Ramaswamy 

1994:167). 
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Neither union nor workers’ committee were in a position to turn this situation to their advantage, 

also because the fire of division within the workforce was being poked by management. Union 

nor workers’ committee proved competent fire fighters. 

 

At Natprint management’s approach to the union was one of complete neglect. The union had 

become a non-entity and management’s concern now was with the in-house worker collectivity 

only, the workers’ committee. Collective bargaining was not an issue: wage settlements had 

been “exported” to the NEC and any problem related to that was duly referred to by 

management to this outside body. Natprint had not made any moves towards the introduction of 

HRM, or participative management, so it could continue to follow traditional paths of industrial 

relations. This means, in essence, “to keep trouble out”. With the union kept outside the arena 

where wages were fought over, this meant that the only possible source for organised trouble 

could come from the workers’ committee. Through manipulation of the regulations and by fully 

exploiting the division along the lines of skill within the workforce, management managed --for 

the time being-- to stave off a solid and unified worker organisation. However, as collective 

action showed, trust relations have evaporated, and feelings of job insecurity may well form the 

basis of further worker mobilization. Here, the union will not be the focal point, but the workers’ 

committee –provided it will overcome the skill divide. 
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7 Conclusion 

 

This study has examined the strength and weakness of the trade union movement in Zimbabwe, 

united in the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions, in the first fifteen years of Independent 

Zimbabwe. The national labour centre, created by the political leadership shortly after 

Independence, brought together birds of different feathers. During the period of the Smith 

regime (1963-1979) very few trade unions in Zimbabwe had risen to a position of influence, let 

alone of strength. Trade unions that did play a role in the industrial relations machinery of that 

time were more often than not white-dominated. With Independence new types of union 

leadership appeared on the scene: some were serious and committed to the cause of their 

members, others were driven only by opportunistic motives. Yet all of them were lacking in 

experience. The organisations they represented, young as they were, often had no experience 

either. The style of trade unionism prevalent at the time were described as “clientelist”, a style in 

which leaders sought to intervene personally on behalf of individual members. A union was 

strong when its leader was forceful. Organisational strength was less important than personal 

power and was not actively sought. The trade unions, and especially the black trade unions, 

played a very limited role in collective bargaining, which in Pre-Independent Zimbabwe was 

more like a tête-à-tête between white capitalist and white unionists. Because of the patron-client 

style, the internal democracy within the unions was poorly developed and grass roots 

mobilisation ignored. The leaders considered the trade union as their own possession and 

members were seen as their personal retinue. New and relatively weak as these trade unions 

were, they could do little else but stay close to the prevailing power of that time: the ruling 

political party ZANU (PF).  

 

That political party in turn ensured that pockets of possible resistance to its dominance were 

removed quickly. Aspirations of white trade union leaders who wished to play a role after 

Independence were quelled and trade union leaders who openly supported the opposition party 

ZAPU were marginalised. The result was a newly created, inexperienced national labour centre, 

ZCTU, that was not only subservient to the party, but which also had a poor base on the shop 

floor. However, on a national level, it was the only permitted voice of labour.  
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With such a weak and willing ‘counterpart’ in the labour field, the ruling party and its 

government moved to introduce policies that affected the position of labour. A first start was 

made with labour legislation. At Independence immediate ‘corrective measures’ were taken to 

remove racist clauses from the Industrial Conciliation Act 1959, after which legislative work for 

a longer-term, more structural settlement regarding organised labour could start.  

 

Ordinary workers, however, demanded attention too. Immediately after Independence, the 

workers—the majority of whom were not members of a trade union—were not ready to toe 

any party line, as the waves of strikes in 1980-1981 showed. The creation of a new national 

centre did not help to stop this industrial unrest. It was clear to the government that traditional 

trade unionism was not yet the mechanism to channel worker grievances along orderly lines. 

The influence of the newly emerged unions was not strong enough on the shopfloor to 

guarantee this. Consequently, a new institution had to be created that was extended to every 

shopfloor in the country. They were to be the workers’ committees that had to soothe the 

emotions, fiery after decades of apartheid-like industrial rule. The concept of workers’ 

committees as an element of industrial democracy fitted remarkably well in a discourse on 

what shape new labour legislation should take. 

 

Then, after some time, a labour relations act was introduced that aimed at directing the 

behaviour of workers and their unions along predictable lines: institutionalised collective 

bargaining. To accomplish this, an old scheme was revamped and stripped from all its 

colonial and racist elements. The collective bargaining machinery developed in the Industrial 

Conciliation Act 1959, was put to work again through the Labour Relations Act 1986. Each 

industrial sector was to have a National Employment Council where wages and working 

conditions were to be negotiated between industry and organised labour. The trade unions 

were happy about this move because it gave them what they had always wanted but had never 

had: collective bargaining. My readers must be reminded once again that the unions in 1986 

were different from the ones in 1959. Most of the unions were created after Independence and 

the few that had a longer history had a completely new leadership and office staff. Collective 

bargaining was not only new, but also the nec plus ultra in trade unionism. Industry was also 

satisfied. Government interference in wage setting was on its way out, and industry felt 

confident that its efforts would be no match for the new and still weak trade unions.  
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A number of writers have characterised the relationship between the state and organised 

labour in this period as ‘corporatist’. Mark Shadur argues that “national labour relations in 

Zimbabwe are characterised by a corporatist strategy” (1994:13). Tor Skålnes, too, applies 

the same label to Zimbabwe, although it should be noted that he concludes that the state-

corporatist controls over labour failed in the end (without explaining why they did so). Keet 

(1992), Saunders (1996), and Kester (1998) similarly use the notion of corporatism. My 

argument in these instances has been, that the concept has been applied in too loose a manner. 

The above-named authors based themselves on a few of the more obvious features of 

corporatism, which were prevalent in Zimbabwe, features such as concentration of interest 

representation and control over the leadership. After all, in Zimbabwe the state created a 

single, uniform national labour centre whose leadership was subsequently handpicked from 

the ranks of the extended party family. This study has argued, however, that such a simple 

labelling overlooks an essential ingredient of the corporatist arrangement: the meaningful 

involvement of organised labour in decision-making as a quid pro quo for a restrained 

position. 

 

My argument has been that the result of the developments until 1989 can best be labelled as a 

form of ‘benign labour control’ rather than as a corporatist arrangement. Trade unions and their 

national centre received a paternalistic supportive shoulder from big brother ZANU (PF). The 

party guided its junior brother firmly and steadily through the first decade. Whenever there were 

problems ZANU, or its government, quickly came to the rescue of the centre. When the ZCTU’s 

leadership record became too embarrassing, corrective measures were taken. However, this 

control did not involve a form of “interest mediation” or “interest representation” of the 

workers’ voice at decision-making levels. As outlined in chapter three, the newly created ZCTU 

was never seriously involved in any (major) decision regarding labour policy. The annual 

adjustment of the minimum wage was not part of a consultation process between the Ministry of 

Labour and the ZCTU. The inconsistent way in which the ZCTU was involved in drafting the 

new labour legislation in the early 1980s also illustrates this point. If union leaders were 

consulted at all, it was not beyond cosmetic consultations. The attempt to oust Ishmael Nedziwe 

after he criticised the proposed new Labour Bill in 1985, is also a clear sign that the ZANU 

leadership did not have a corporatist arrangement in mind. Likewise, the way in which the 

‘consultation process’ for the Labour Relations Amendments Act was cut short in 1992 can only 

lead to one conclusion: this was consultation as public relations, not genuine involvement in 
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decision-making. Labour Minister John Nkomo could not have given a better example of the 

government’s approach to this ‘consultation process’. He declared that the labour and 

employers’ organisations “should feel satisfied that they were even consulted [but] at the end of 

the day the government has the final say” (in Skålnes 1995:194). 

 

Organised labour, in this period, was simply not strong enough to call for a quid pro quo. There 

was no need for the ruling party to reward the labour centre’s subservience. Its only source of 

strength, the proximity to the party, was at the same time its source of weakness.   

 

After the first decade (by the early 1990s) ZANU was convinced that the ZCTU was well 

encapsulated and rendered harmless. A structural adjustment programme had been introduced 

without major social upheaval caused by organised labour. Regulatory machinery for wage 

setting had been put in place which neatly confined the role of sectoral trade unions, and 

labour legislation had been enacted that would ensure that these unions would not become too 

powerful. This all had been achieved without obstruction from organised labour How could 

it? The union movement organised only twenty percent of the formal sector. A movement, 

moreover, that in the previous decade had only shown signs of weakness rent by 

organisational disorder and corruption. Surely this was quite an achievement, in terms of 

labour control, for a political party. The party’s sense of achievement caused it to be self-

satisfied.  Rather than being on its guard, ZANU (PF) rested on its laurels.  

 

In the absence of good sources of information, and hampered by its own unreceptive and 

insensitive structure, ZANU (PF) missed the signs that were the harbinger of the slow but 

gradual and sustained revival of the union movement. Firstly, with the arrival on the scene of 

Morgan Tsvangirai and Gibson Sibanda, trade union leadership was rejuvenated, not only at 

the central level in the ZCTU, but also in some of the sectoral unions, e.g., the mineworkers’ 

union, the catering and hotel workers’ union, and the postal workers’ union. These new 

leaders reintroduced a professional approach to trade unionism. Within the ZCTU, for 

example, technical departments were created and revamped to service the affiliated unions 

with policy advice. Most importantly, however, internal democracy was strengthened, as we 

argued in chapter three. Decision-making bodies that had previously existed only on paper, 

were given a meaningful role to play. Trade union leaders no longer acted completely on their 

own expecting members to follow blindly. Now they sought backing from the structures in 



Conclusion 349 

 

their organisations and acted only when this backing was there. This development was 

particularly important within the ZCTU itself, where the role of the General Council in the 

decision-making process became much more pronounced under the leadership of Morgan 

Tsvangirai, than it had ever been  

 

Secondly, the ZCTU’s drive to decentralise by strengthening its office in Bulawayo, and 

opening regional offices in Mutare and Gweru, enabled the union movement to stretch its 

limbs. Subsequently, at this decentralised level the ZCTU made its presence felt by 

organising discussions to which the general public – and not only ‘workers’ or union 

members - was invited to air their grievances. On a more general plain, the ZCTU reached 

out to other forces in society like the associations of employees in the public sector (teachers, 

nurses), the student groups and human rights groups. 

 

Finally, under this new leadership there was an awareness of the need to strengthen union 

presence on the shopfloor. The contours of this combined strategy, strengthening the 

organisation internally, seeking external alliances, and addressing broad issues, that allowed 

the trade union movement to regain an independent position escaped the party-political 

leadership. When the first shock waves of the ESAP reverberated through society, the ZCTU 

not only had an axe to grind but also the autonomous capacity, the following and the 

legitimacy to do so.  

 

The reaction of the party and its government was one of surprise and anger. First, it must be 

noted that the control that ZANU wielded over the ZCTU was not absolute. By this time (the 

end of the 1980s) the ruling party had lost its control over the union’s leadership, which in 

turn no longer sought ZANU’s patronage. This contrasts with the experience in Zambia 

where union leaders at some point in time “…started to regard a job in government as part of 

their career development” (Kabwe 1992:33). Having lost the possibility to pull the 

leadership’s strings and thereby ‘subtly’ bring the ZCTU back into the party’s fold, ZANU 

now made an attempt to do so the hard way; through arrests and intimidation. Morgan 

Tsvangirai was imprisoned for six weeks in 1989, after which the government steered a 

collision course, even threatening to de-register the ZCTU. To no avail, as more and more the 

ZCTU became the mouthpiece of the voices of the opposition. Indeed, the confrontational 

period 1989-1992 turned the ZCTU into an actor on the political scene, a political scene 
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which was otherwise characterised by a single monopolist player (ZANU PF) and a 

disorganised opposition. However, at this stage, the ZCTU was cautious not to turn itself into 

a political party. It kept party politics at arm’s length by claiming that it certainly was a 

political force, but not a political party. As a political force the ZCTU moved with great 

political skill. Immediately after the confrontations in 1992, it adopted a conciliatory stance 

towards the government, which it maintained until the elections in 1995. The ZCTU 

Secretary-General called for dialogue and debate, for national consensus and for inclusion in 

national level decision-making structures. And while it was expected that the ZCTU would 

openly back an opposition party, or form one itself, it refrained from doing so. The ZCTU 

kept party politics at arm’s length, just as some of its predecessors in Zimbabwe had done in 

the 1960s. 

 

The resulting situation is an interesting one: the national trade union centre had been able to 

break away from the party’s attempts at control and subjugation. It had become, by the 

middle of the 1990s, an autonomous organisation—quite different from the image it had ten 

years earlier. Gradually it filled the vacuum in the political arena which ZANU (PF) had 

created by its dominance and arrogance, and it grew into the only viable mouthpiece for the 

opposition which was otherwise in disarray1. 

 

How can this growth in stature be explained? Clearly, it is more than just workers’ discontent 

and an unpopular government2, keywords in this are organisational force and trade union 

autonomy (see e.g. Konings 1993a, Akwetey 1994). A few examples from other African 

countries might help to shed more light on this question.  

 

In Namibia the growth of trade unions was, to a large extent, the work of SWAPO3 activists.  

Gretchen Bauer (1998) writes “especially as the mobilising value of trade unions in the final 

years of the struggle for liberation became clear to the nationalist movement” (Bauer 

1998:72). After Independence in 1990, the National Union of Namibian Workers (NUNW) 

 
     1 For a recent overview of the oppositional landscape see Nkiwane (1998). 

     2 On a general but profound refutation of the notion that ‘angry men rebel’ (to use Gurr’s (1970) 

expression), see Aya (1990). For the African context, see e.g., Mihyo (1995:209) who writes: “The unsuccessful 

attempt by Chakufwa Chihana [a Malawian politician with a trade union background] to win enough seats to 

form a government in Malawi shows that the victory of the MMD [in Zambia] was due to more than the 

combination of an unpopular government and mobilisation of workers.”   

     3 SWAPO = South West Africa People’s Organisation, the nationalist movement in Namibia and ruling 
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remained affiliated to the political party (SWAPO). The most concrete manifestation of this 

formal affiliation is at election time when NUNW officials exhort workers to vote SWAPO 

only. And although the affiliation gives rise to controversies and debate it is still intact. The 

result is that unions (and their members) find it difficult to make economic demands. It is 

even more difficult for the trade union to criticise the leadership style of the elite in SWAPO. 

Referring to the tight relationship between the union’s federation and SWAPO, Bauer 

concludes that: “…it seems unlikely that [the trade unions] will be able to play a major role in 

building and safeguarding democracy in Namibia” (1998:136). 

 

In Mozambique, another neighbouring country of Zimbabwe, trade unions also struggle in the 

relationship with the ruling party. Here OTM4 is the creation of FRELIMO and it operates 

along lines reminiscent of the trade unions in former Eastern Europe: as instruments in the 

hands of the all-powerful political party. As four union leaders said in a group interview in 

1995: 

 

 …the current unions were neither a force in the liberation struggle…nor have 

they been a factor as such in the recent democratisation process. They were 

the creation of the party in power, to mobilise and discipline workers and 

deliver social services: they were a transmission belt built for this 

purpose…The OTM declared itself independent of the Party-state, only 

following the decision of this party-state (Hansen 1997:269). 

 

The result was that the credibility of the unions was equivalent to the credibility of the ruling 

party. When the party suffered a crisis of legitimacy, the union centre directly linked to the 

party, the OTM, also suffered a crisis of legitimacy (Hansen 1997:270). The sacrifice of 

autonomy had brought the OTM leadership close to the centre of power, but it had not 

brought them the unwavering support of the workers.  

 

The experience in Tanzania was different, but the end-result was not. Here, like in Mozambique, 

the trade union centre had been set up by the ruling party. Immediately after Independence the 

new government unified the trade union movement and designated one federation to be the sole 

representative of workers. After a few years the government created a new union centre, the 

National Union of Tanganyika Workers (NUTA) which was to promote the activities of the 

 
party after Independence. 

     4 OTM = Organização dos Trabalhadores de Moçambique -- Workers’ Organisation of Mozambique. 
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ruling party and to encourage members to join it (Chambua 1997:288). To ensure full control, it 

was ruled that its leaders would be presidential appointees. This situation persisted throughout 

the 1960s and 1970s. In 1979 an act was passed which changed the name of the union centre 

into JUWATA. Yet little else changed: the union remained the mass organisation of the party 

(CCM) and its leaders were still appointed by the president of the country, who was also the 

leader of the ruling party. The Secretary-General of the union centre was at the same time 

Minister for Labour, and the constitution of the union was the constitution of the ruling party. 

The subjugation of the union to the party was absolute, so much so, that it was the party that—

when the situation so demanded— “granted” autonomy to the union in the early 1990s. In that 

process the union centre changed its name to OTTU (Organisation of Tanzania Trade Unions) 

but again little else changed. The union’s allegiance to the party remained strong. As one 

commentator observes: 

 

 [OTTU] has reiterated many times that it will cooperate with any political 

party whose policies are directed towards the furtherance of workers’ 

interest. So far the CCM programme for the 1990s seems to be attractive to 

OTTU leadership (in Chambua 1997:300).  

 

Little wonder then that ordinary workers were not convinced of the autonomy of this trade 

union centre and were hardly enthusiastic about its overall policies. 

 

Zambia provides an example on the other end of the scale although, initially, the similarities 

were striking. As in Namibia, strong links existed between the leaders of the trade union 

movement and the ruling party, UNIP. Indeed, the Zambian Congress of Trade Unions 

(ZaCTU) had been set up as the single trade union centre by UNIP in 1964. The idea was to 

change profoundly the role of trade unions from representing the interests of their members to 

supporting the ruling party’s objectives to further economic development. As Lise Rakner 

characterises this early post-Independence period:  

 

 It was conceived that trade unions would no longer function as pluralist 

interest groups for the interest of the members, but rather as associations of 

production, sharing the goals of the party (UNIP) for national economic 

development (1995:77). 

 

It brought the ZaCTU little popular acclaim. Affiliated unions were unwilling to toe this party 

line and a growing number of strikes throughout the 1960s showed the lack of legitimacy of 
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such a role. Nevertheless, UNIP sought to turn ZaCTU into the party’s mass organisation for 

workers, following the formal declaration of a one-party-state in 1973. In a reaction the 

quadrennial ZaCTU congress elected a new leadership in 1974, which showed once more that 

the party dictates found an unwilling ear among ordinary workers. From then onwards, the 

ZaCTU took distance where possible from the party. Union members remained vigilant 

against attempts by UNIP to incorporate union leaders as this was the tested manner to 

control the unions (see e.g., Kabwe 1992:30-33; Mihyo 1995:208; Simutanyi 1991:19). 

Indeed, pressure from below forced the unions not to subordinate the interest of their 

members to that of the political party. The new leadership throughout the second part of the 

1970s insisted on their right to criticise the government in the interest of the workers and 

insisted on pluralist principles of interest representation (see Rakner 1995: 82-98).   

 

When in 1981 the Local Government Act sought to extend UNIP’s control into areas where 

previously it had hardly had any, there was fierce resistance in which ZaCTU played a major 

role (Rakner 1995; Konings 1999). UNIP retaliated by trying to incorporate the union into the 

party structure, turning it in a “mass organisation”, in line with women’s organisations and 

the Youth League. ZaCTU, however, managed to resist these efforts successfully (Rakner 

1992: 106-12). Slowly, but gradually, the ZaCTU became the centre of the opposition forces 

against the UNIP government in the 1980s. A role which became more pronounced when the 

economic crises deepened. Some measures taken under the structural adjustment programme 

even led to food riots in 1986 and 1990. A new political party was then launched (the 

Movement for Multiparty Democracy—MMD) in which not only the national leadership of 

the ZaCTU but also trade union leaders at district and regional levels played prominent parts. 

Although the MMD was an amalgam of forces such as the church, parliamentary dissidents, 

students, and the business elite (Rakner 1992:1), the ZaCTU contribution was essential. As 

Konings observes:  

 

 The role of the trade union movement in the political mobilisation process 

must be considered significant, as the ZCTU was the only organisation in 

Zambia, apart from the governing party, that possessed the organisational 

resources enabling it to reach large segments of the population (1999:8). 

 

The victory of the MMD in the elections of October 25, 1991, brought Frederick Chiluba, the 

former chairman of the ZaCTU, the Presidency of Zambia. In the new government six 

prominent ZaCTU leaders held ministerial posts. The ZaCTU, however, was not intent on 
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giving up its position of autonomy vis-à-vis the new ruling party. Lise Rakner has 

convincingly shown that ZaCTU’s involvement in this political process was perceived by the 

unionists as temporary. In an interview she had with the Assistant General-Secretary just 

before the elections, Alec Chirwa explained: 

 

 I do not mean that we should take over government, and we are not going to 

form a labour party; our aim has been to reintroduce pluralism. We need a 

new government, because UNIP has failed. When another party forms a 

government, labour will move back to its normal role of a trade union 

movement (Rakner 1992:59). 

 

A trade union movement which—contrary to popular belief—could not count on a labour 

friendly government. The Structural Adjustment Programme introduced by the MMD 

government was even more austere than the one UNIP had sought to introduce. Moreover, 

the new government actively encouraged union pluralism, which some saw as a concerted 

attempt to undermine the position of the ZaCTU (Fashoyin & Matanmi 1996:46; see also 

Mihyo 1995: 211, Konings 1999:9). One observer even concluded that the ZaCTU role was 

only to oust UNIP and once that had been done successfully, MMD would be taken over by 

business interest (Simutanyi 1996: 167-8). Be as it may, the ZaCTU has not aligned itself 

closely with the new regime and is re-organising its ranks from an autonomous position. 

The conclusion that could be drawn from this short overview is that the legitimacy in 

workers’ eyes can only be won by a trade union (centre) if it creates for itself a position of 

autonomy vis-à-vis the ruling party, or the state. An important facilitating factor is the 

distance that the leadership of the trade union holds from the ruling party. Unlike the situation 

in Zambia and Tanzania, at one point after 1990, the leadership of the ZCTU was not 

expecting any personal favours from the ruling party. They were able to keep the party at 

arm’s length and lay the foundation for an autonomous position.  

 

From such an autonomous position, the national centre of trade unions can negotiate with the 

state for participation in national level institutions or tripartite structures, ensuring that the 

voice of labour is heard at this level of decision-making. Through the very participation of an 

autonomous trade union in the decision-making process civic society and a democratic 

culture is strengthened (see Konings 1999, Akwetey 1994, Kester & Sidibé 1997). The 

difference with the corporatist thesis is that in this scenario the trade union remains 
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autonomous from party political dominance: participation in decision-making is from an 

independent position of strength.  

 

Autonomy in itself is not sufficient for this to happen, let alone to succeed. As the Zimbabwe 

case shows, even when the trade union centre manages to steer clear of party control and 

build a position of its own, this does not mean that it will be welcomed automatically in 

national decision-making structures. As we argued in chapter three, ZANU (PF) and its 

government ignored the calls from both the ZCTU and the employers’ federation EMCOZ 

requesting their acceptance as social partners. Internationally the ZCTU received acclaim (see 

e.g., Galaragga & Gogué 1997:69-70) when it presented at its 1995 congress a serious and 

well-thought-out alternative to the structural adjustment policy of the government (ZCTU 

1995a). On a national level this had no impact on the policymakers, as the ZCTU was faced 

with an increasingly stubborn ruling party adamantly clinging to its exclusive position of 

power (Skålnes 1995:194). 

 

However, the ZCTU and its affiliated unions could be ignored since they had, despite their 

autonomy, a relatively weak position. In spite of a small overall increase in membership, 

densities remained low (less than 25% overall). As a result of internal squabbles, the national 

labour centre was also financially weak, as we showed in chapter three. In other words, the 

ZCTU had become too strong to simply be brushed aside by ZANU (PF), but remained too 

weak to command attention, let alone pose a serious threat. 

 

If their source of strength was its position of autonomy, their source of weakness was a poor 

membership base. As the case studies indicated, the impact of trade union work at the 

shopfloor was hardly felt and therefore did not make recruitment automatic. But before we 

return to this matter, another word of caution. 

 

At around 1995 Zimbabwe was one of the few countries in Sub-Saharan Africa that recorded 

a growth in trade union membership figures (ILO 1997:6), although this was not necessarily 

because workers were more attracted to individual unions. The influx of new members was 

more than likely the result of the rising popularity of the ZCTU and its charismatic Secretary-

General at the national level, than of the shopfloor work of the national unions. This began to 

pose a threat. As the ZCTU was becoming an ever more active political player exactly what 
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the ZCTU was had to be reconsidered. The decision-making organ in the ZCTU for its day-

to-day running is the General Council, whose members are the leaders and representatives of 

the affiliated national unions. With the unions’ loose grassroots, the danger exists that the 

organisation becomes top-heavy which, in turn, makes a further success for the ZCTU at 

national level a danger for the union movement as a whole. What would happen if the ZCTU, 

or rather its top-leadership, made a formal change to politics and set up office? The top-

leadership might well take the current goodwill with them leaving the ZCTU and its unions 

decapitated and without a firm enterprise-based foundation. The developments in the trade 

union movement in Zambia, after the leadership of the trade union centre switched to 

government, do not present a very positive example. As Paschal Mihyo (1995:211) rightly 

argues, the MMD in Zambia managed to accomplish what UNIP was unable to do: the 

decapitation of the ZaCTU by appointing six of its leaders to cabinet positions creating a void 

difficult to fill. To avoid this the ZCTU might want to be prepared for such a change by 

grooming replacements for leadership positions well in advance. At the same time, and with 

more vigour, the ZCTU has to assist its affiliated unions to strengthen their shopfloor base, 

and to improve their bargaining strength in the Employment Councils. 

 

To explore these two issues - shopfloor impact through workers’ committees and collective 

bargaining – three case studies addressed the enterprise level. Firstly, we wanted to shed light 

on the way the trade unions had dealt with the introduction of the workers’ committees, and 

conversely, what role these workers’ committees played in the development of labour 

relations at the shopfloor. The three case studies show different approaches of managerial 

strategies towards (organised) labour, while at the same time variations in trade union responses 

are evident. The cases also show that the position and functioning of the workers’ committee 

had many facets.  

 

As discussed in chapter five, different views on the workers’ committee abound in the literature 

on Zimbabwean labour-management relations. These views can be grouped as follows: - views 

commenting on the impact of workers’ committees as instruments of workers’ participation; - 

views commenting on the workers’ committees as mere channels of communication, and - views 

which look at the relationship between workers’ committees and trade unions.  
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In the first group the critical analyses are by far in the majority. This criticism contrast with the 

many official pronouncement at the time of their introduction, both from ZANU (PF) and the 

government, that workers’ committees were instruments in a transformation process which 

would lead to workers’ self-management. Others (e.g., Nangati 1984; Shadur 1994), too, have 

denied the workers’ committees any potential to transform labour relations. Instead, they stress 

that from the very beginning the only objective workers’ committees were to serve was to 

improve communication between workers and management. 

 

Finally, within trade union circles there were voices warning that workers’ committees were 

instruments of fragmentation of the workers’ struggles. The fear was expressed that since there 

were no “clear linkages” with a trade union, dual channels of representation would erode a 

united “working class struggle”. To overcome this, workers’ committees should be replaced by 

trade union committees (Loewenson, Ngirandi & Gwenzi, 1989:8). 

 

The three cases presented here confirm to some extent the notion of workers’ committees as 

mere communication channels between workers and managers. They are, however, not the 

instruments of exploitation Nangati saw in them (1987; 1993). Neither have the workers’ 

committee members in the works councils that we studied, shown a great propensity to sing 

management’s tunes.  

 

It is clear that neither the workers’ committees nor the works councils were able to present a 

powerful challenge to managerial prerogatives. These bodies lacked the resources and support to 

act forcefully as instruments able to transform relations at the shopfloor. In this respect, it is 

clear that, despite the policy pronouncements in the early years of Independence, the actual 

implementation process turned the committees in a different direction. As vehicles for 

communication, the workers’ committees presented the desires and complaints of workers as 

forcefully as they could. However, they could only do this cap in hand; they had no other means 

to press their case. This is clearly illustrated by the fact that even simply issues of worker 

welfare remained on the agenda of the works councils year after year without being resolved.  

 

Yet it is too simplistic to cast the workers’ committee as mere trait d’union between workforce 

and management. It is remarkable that hardly any institutional mechanism was created by 

management allowing workers’ committee members to give feedback to workers in their 
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constituencies / sections. This raises doubts concerning managerial intentions to use workers’ 

committees as instruments to communicate effectively to all workers. It resembles more an 

attempt to structure labour’s behaviour, and create established channels for labour response, in 

other words, an attempt at the institutionalisation of labour relations. 

 

The three cases also shed light on the relationship between trade unions and the workers’ 

committees. Even with the varied nature of the three cases, nowhere was there a trace to be 

found of workers’ committees actually weakening trade union presence or fragmenting the 

workers’ struggle. On the contrary – the cases confirmed a general view held in literature that 

co-operation between a trade union and a shopfloor body for worker representation can be 

beneficial for both bodies (see e.g., Leisink 1987).  

 

At this point an interesting observation can be made. Bates describes how in Zambia the ruling 

party had created party cells at shopfloor level through which the works councils were certainly 

influenced, if not controlled (1971). Paschal Mihyo points to a similar role of the party branches 

in Tanzania (1983). In Zimbabwe, however, there were no party cells at shopfloor level. This 

had two important repercussions. On the one hand the party could not control the union from 

below – which provided yet another explanation for the loss of the party’s grip on organised 

labour when it lost control over the top leadership. On the other hand, the workers’ committees 

were free from outside interference which added to their credibility as representatives of the 

workers. 

 

It was obvious that trade unions, rather than giving the workers’ committees the cold shoulder 

could have reaped more from the potential this elected body of worker representatives at the 

shop floor offered. As we have seen, in all cases, the workers’ committee became the focal point 

of the workers’ voice on the shop floor, sometimes inarticulate, sometimes not well trained, but 

always sincere and serious. As such, and our cases would suggest this, they could well provide 

the serving-hatch between workers and the trade union, facilitating a two-way flow of 

communication between these two entities. However, this would require a more active trade 

union policy towards company-based representation, a policy which goes beyond the mere 

replacement of workers’ committees by union appointees as was the ZCTU policy line until 

1992.  
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If a policy of co-operation between workers’ committee and trade union were to be developed 

and implemented, and if such co-operation were given real content (e.g., unlike at Dunlop), it 

would strengthen the position of workers at the shopfloor. At the same time, it could provide a 

wider grounding for union activities in the national employment councils (NECs) by giving 

trade unions easier access to company information, as well as giving workers’ information about 

union progress in this forum. 

 

For the trade unions the creation of the employment councils appeared too good to be true. 

Indeed, institutionalised collective bargaining, even at sectoral level, had been dubbed a source 

of union strength in the Nigerian case (see Andræ & Beckman 1999:274 ff). In Zambia, the 

incorporation of the ZaCTU in legal structures throughout the 1970s had been identified as a 

source of strength (Konings 1999:6). However, the Zimbabwean case differs because the shop 

floor strength of many trade unions remains underdeveloped calling for great caution with 

respect to trade union democracy and continuation of trade union growth.  

 

As the three case studies point out, the National Employment Councils (NECs) were only of 

limited use when it came to establishing trade union presence at the shop floor. Evidence for this 

could most clearly be seen at Natprint. Although the trade union—ailing from among other 

things financial mismanagement—had concentrated its efforts fully on its bargaining role in the 

NEC, it was made redundant at Natprint for this very reason. Using the weak national position 

of the union, the NEC kept the annual wage increments low. Natprint easily topped up the 

agreements thereby making the union even more marginal. In the Zimcast case the union had to 

intervene strongly in order for Apex to heed the collective bargaining agreements, whereas in 

the rubber industry the NEC was completely dominated by one player: Dunlop. Fortunately for 

the workers, this player did not act in the same ruthless way as Apex did. In none of the cases, 

however, were the activities of the trade union in national bargaining a direct incentive for 

workers to join the trade union, which refutes Mark Shadur’s prediction: 

 

 As collective bargaining at industry level proceeds, it is likely that trade unions 

will increase their membership and strengthen their organisations and bargaining 

power (1994:225). 

 

National level bargaining takes the small enterprise as its yardstick to determine the “ability to 

pay”. In the larger establishments unions are subsequently side-lined by managerial overbidding 
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of the NEC award. The union’s role seems to be mainly that of watchdog of the implementation 

of the award. However, when more and more employers are used to the NEC system, and know 

the full powers of the NEC in enforcing the award, it is likely that few of the larger companies 

will not heed the agreement. In other words, there will be little opportunity for the watchdog to 

bark and draw the attention of workers. 

 

At the national level, the ZCTU has managed to free itself from party control, gain legitimacy in 

the eyes of workers and build bridges to civic society. This is the strength of the movement. Its 

weakness is at the enterprise level where, as our cases clearly indicate, worker representation 

and mobilisation still have a long way to go. The involvement of trade unions in collective 

bargaining structures at the sectoral level has not boosted the potential for recruitment at the 

enterprise level. The only form of democratically elected worker representation, existing at the 

enterprise level, is not actively supported by the trade unions. 

Trade unions, having focussed almost exclusively on collective bargaining at the sectoral level 

will have to adopt a much more active and energetic stance towards mobilising at the shopfloor 

level if they want to play a meaningful and successful role. It is to be hoped for the Zimbabwean 

worker that trade unions will be able to take up this challenge. 
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8 Notes on Methodology: 

Fieldwork in Zimbabwe 

 

The focus of the study was the functioning of formal channels for representation of workers’ 

interest through trade unions and Works Councils. At national level this implies a study of the 

trade unions, their organisation into a national centre, the relationship between this trade union 

centre and the state, and finally, the functioning of collective bargaining mechanisms, both at 

sectoral and at enterprise levels; in short a focus on industrial relations. At enterprise level the 

study looked at the functioning of the elected workers’ committees, the interaction between 

these committees and management (a.o.) in the Works Council, the relationship between these 

forms of workers’ participation and the trade union. Finally, the study examined the reaction and 

attitudes of workers to these direct forms of interest mediation and the more indirect form 

through a trade union. 

 

Fieldwork was carried out between 1986 and 1995, in the framework of a project of co-

operation between the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU), the ISS and the FNV 

which started in 1986. Since the profile of the project and its activities influenced the profile of 

my research it is good to expand a little on the project.  

 

The project (located at the ISS in APADEP, the African Workers’ Participation Development 

Programme) aimed to strengthen the African trade union movement for effective representation 

of workers’ interest through training of union cadres at all levels, and related research. The main 

focus was on worker education programmes explaining forms of workers’ participation, while 

the research focuses on the structure and functioning of these forms as they exist in a particular 

country. The research results were supposed to be used in the production of education material. 

Moreover, the results were to find their way into the policies of the unions in the field of 

workers’ participation. 

 

APADEP was pan-African in nature, and one of its research objectives was to enable cross 

country comparison290. It is important to differentiate between the APADEP research efforts,  

 
     290 For further information on APADEP, see Kester (1996), and for some of its research results, see Diallo 
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and my own research efforts that form the basis for the current study. The reasons for this will 

be explained shortly. 

 

My first visit to Zimbabwe was in 1986 when the ZCTU asked the FNV to provide assistance in 

developing the union’s response to what seemed to be a government initiative to introduce 

workers’ participation in the form of workers’ committees and Works’ Councils. My first duties 

were to organise a workshop on the pros and cons of the German system of co-determination. 

Moreover, I had to make a profile of the union movement in Zimbabwe with a focus on its 

educational capacity that was to be used in a proposal of the ZCTU to the FNV for a four-year 

educational project. 

 

Later that year, the FNV indeed agreed to a four-year involvement, and it asked the ISS to 

provide academic support. The ISS assigned me with the responsibility as part of the project 

activities. Eight to ten worker education seminars and workshop were to be organised each year, 

in various regions of Zimbabwe. The assignment included a semi-annual visit for several weeks 

to Zimbabwe. This offered the opportunity for me to collect field data in a systematic way not 

only on the topic of the project (workers’ participation) but also on the ZCTU and its affiliated 

unions themselves as well as on the general industrial and labour relations situation in the 

country. 

 

Initially, data collection for my own research, however, had to be done in the margins of the 

project activities which consisted in the first years mainly of organising and presenting seminars 

as well as advising the ZCTU Education Department on how to do the same. Research became 

only part of the official APADEP project activities later.  

 

After a year the sponsor (FNV) could be convinced that for the production of relevant education 

material, research activities were required in order to obtain concrete information on the 

functioning of workers’ participation. From then on two research activities were intertwined: my 

own Ph.D. research and the project research. In the latter, three research methods are applied: 

longitudinal monitoring, questionnaire surveys, and case studies. Within these three, however, 

for APADEP the main thrust was initially on the quantitative methodology. To this end, 

 
et al. (1992) and Kester & Sidibé (1997). 
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APADEP developed a questionnaire to be administered to all those attending a seminar or 

workshop. The information thus gathered was to be supplemented with data obtained through 

longitudinal monitoring and case studies. 

 

The survey results have not been used in the current study. For one, there is a legal problem: I do 

not have the legal ownership of them—copyright of the quantitative data is with the APADEP 

project. I have only used some of the results where these have been made public in presentations 

and papers—in other words, I have only used information which is available to any creative 

researcher in this field. 

 

The material for the current study comes from the other two methods: longitudinal monitoring 

and case studies of factories. After the first phase of the project expired, a budget neutral 

extension of two years followed after which the second four-your phase was agreed upon.  

 

The following will highlight the salient issues encountered in these two methods. 

 

Longitudinal Monitoring 

This started from the very first visit in 1986. At first it consisted of the collection of documents, 

reports and newspaper clippings on the first five years of the ZCTU (which was created in 

1981). Moreover, my presence in the union office allowed me to observe the internal 

functioning of the centre and to conduct unstructured interviews with key players in the union. 

Soon contacts were also established with officials of the Ministry of Labour. Within the ZCTU 

my profile was that of a technical expert providing assistance to the Education Department in 

relation to a project on workers’ participation. It was not known that I was at the same time 

collecting data on the organisation. 

 

Of course, this touches on an ethical concern well debated in the anthropological literature. My 

reasons for hiding my research intentions were twofold: within the project we were afraid that 

wearing a double cap (technical expert and researcher) would jeopardize the project. This relates 

to the second reason: trade unionists (possibly the world over) are weary for outsiders, especially 

if they are academics! I had first witnessed this from close range when I was involved in the 

organisation of a six-week workshop at the ISS in The Hague. The aim of the workshop was to  
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have teams from African countries produce papers reflecting the trade union situation in their 

country and the prospects for workers’ participation. The team for Zimbabwe consisted of two 

trade union representatives and one academic. And throughout the workshop these three had a 

difficult time agreeing about the text of their paper, with the trade unionists arguing that there 

was no need to wash the dirty linen in public, and the academic insisting to stick as close to the 

facts as possible (see for the outcome: Kuzondishaya et al. 1984). The tense relation between 

trade union officials and academics from the local university remained with the project for a 

long time. This had only partly to do with a clash of personalities—when the university 

representative was replaced, similar problems soon cropped up.  

 

In Zimbabwe two factors added to the mistrust against my research: initially, the union leaders 

and officers with whom I was associated, worked in a rather corrupt environment. Research in 

these circumstances is almost always seen as an investigation resulting in un-cooperative if not 

hostile behaviour291. Furthermore, I encountered from the very beginning in certain quarters of 

the ZCTU an antagonistic attitude towards the project. For one, this had to do with the project’s 

perceived topic: workers’ participation was felt by some people I had to deal with to be at odds 

with the official ZCTU ideology of “scientific socialism”292. Building up trust and rapport, 

therefore, was considered to have a higher priority than ethical correctness—both in the interest 

of the project as in the interest of data collection for my own study. 

 

As alluded to, I first had to overcome hostility which I managed to do by being as unobtrusive 

as possible. Never did I seriously challenge the talks about “scientific socialism” even if these 

often bordered to sheer waffling, nor did I query the glaring gap between what would have 

seemed to be ideological direction and day to day practice. I had not come to criticise, but to 

observe. As technical expert too, I left most of the initiative to the ZCTU officers, trying to 

accommodate their suggestions as much as possible in the project’s activities and steering the 

 
     291 In a previous research project in which I was involved, one of the key persons to be interviewed even fled 

the country afraid that the researchers were sent by the President Office to audit his accounts under the disguise of 

foreign researchers. 

     292 Years later I found out that another reason for this initial hostility was that the ZCTU education people 

felt that this project was being pushed down their throat by arrogant whites who had come to spread their gospel 

once more. This time the gospel of social-democracy, as an antidote against scientific-socialism. This impression 

had been created at the very first preparatory workshop held in Harare in 1984, at which I had not been present. 

This shows how extremely important it is to have full control over one’s access in the field.  
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project only through remote control. Full acceptance came when I was involved in a workshop 

in Harare in 1990 to write a manual on the ZCTU and workers’ participation. In this workshop I 

insisted that this was going to be their book, but I also made it clear that I was very willing to 

assist them in whatever way. I contributed actively with many draft paragraphs and even whole 

chapters which were discussed by the editorial team. At the end of this two-week workshop not 

only did the ZCTU have a draft manual, but I had managed to build up good rapport with a 

number of strategically placed ZCTU staff members. In collecting data in the subsequent case 

studies this rapport was only strengthened.  

 

Once initial rapport was established new problems cropped up. The project made it possible for 

me to travel almost every six months to Zimbabwe for a period of three to four weeks, and this 

for the period 1986-1995. In this period, I have seen quite a number of people arriving in the 

ZCTU or trade union offices but also quite a number seen going. Some of them left for greener 

pastures, some of them left involuntarily some of them passed away, like Andrew Ganya, who 

had a promising future before him in the trade union movement. 

 

Among those who left, there were quite a few with whom I had established good working 

relations. So, the creation of rapport turned into a continuous process. Another problem in this 

respect was that sometimes people do not leave the organisation, but they fall out of grace. As 

project responsible I had to have good contacts with the leadership of the unions and of the 

ZCTU. So, over the years I established good rapport with people who had a very outspoken 

internal trade union political profile; e.g. Jeffrey Mutandare; Ishmael Nedziwe; Morgan 

Tsvangirai. In making friends it seems that you also make enemies. If, in the passing of time, 

friends disappear, and their former adversaries rise to position of influence a difficult time for 

the researcher starts to again convince people of the advantages of your presence. And in my 

case, I had to convince the new power holders not only of the advantages of a project with the 

FNV (which was not so difficult given the high stakes for the ZCTU in having this international 

partner), but also of my own personal integrity. 

 

There are other concerns of considerations in longitudinal research. My first visit to the field was 

in 1986 and the collection of what then seemed to be relevant data started in 1987 and continued 

since then. Over the years, however, the notion of what is relevant evolved—sometimes I was 

able to collect later the data I should have collected earlier in view of changed perceptions— 
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sometimes I was not. There is the related problem with “action research” (i.e., research of which 

the outcomes should be somehow beneficial to the subject): this led to a change in research 

emphasis over time as a result in changes of the priorities for the ZCTU.  

 

The interest of the project and my own research interest did not coincide always. At one point in 

time, for instance, I wanted to secure extra funds from a research budget that would allow me to 

step up the pace of my research. This was prevented by the overall Project Director who thought 

this would only complicate the financial administration of the project. Conversely, I had an 

immediate interest in the continuation of the project after its first phase and made sure that the 

ZCTU was able to submit timely the proper documentation for such a request. My active 

involvement on this score probably was not in the best interest of the process of capacity 

building within the union and so, while essential for the continuation of my research this did not 

fully meet the objectives of the project. 

 

Longitudinal research and the combination researcher-cum-project-responsible also has its 

advantages. For one, this combination offers superb possibilities for data collection. And, of 

course, the researcher can record changes over time in policy and performance. Likewise, it is 

more clear which policies are serious and which are fads. Longitudinal research offers the 

opportunity to do this better than with a snapshot type of research. After a while, almost 

everybody in the movement recognises you, and know you, even though they might associate 

you with a label that is not necessarily yours. For instance, for quite some time I was still 

associated with “workers’ participation” (with a negative connotation) even though my actual 

work had already shifted to other areas. Yet, the fact that lots of people know your face, and 

consider it quite normal to see you in the office, even feel that you have become part and parcel 

of the organisation, increased the willingness of many a person to respond to my queries, 

however probing these sometimes were. 

 

Project and research work are not always perfect bedfellows: sometimes the two are 

incompatible. Within the ZCTU, the project profile was long considered to be very 

“conservative” and not at all in line with the official ZCTU ideology, or even the world view of 

some of the people I had to work with. Initially I was associated with that the project’s profile, 

and it took some time before it was recognised that the project offered a wider scope for trade 
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union activities. Once it became clear that I fully supported the ZCTU in their drive the shed 

what they thought was the conservative image, my acceptance in the more radical circles gained. 

The possibility of making fairly frequent trips helped also: there was no need to fight fights till 

the bitter end -- time solved many problems. 

 

Case Studies 

The possibility to make case studies in factories was created when the FNV accepted that 

empirical data had to be collected to give relevance to the local textbooks for worker education. 

Moreover, it had become a project objective to teach trade union staff how to do research. It was 

decided that the best way to do this was to expose them to actual field research and data 

collection. So, the ZCTU nominated two trade union officials as their researchers, and a 

university researcher was added to the team. The same people were also involved in the 

questionnaire research. With this group of three I set out to organise the case study research.  

 

The way in which the case studies were selected has already been outlined in chapter six. As 

selection criterion we had chosen the strength of the union presence at the shopfloor. So, we 

thought of trying to get access to a factory with an active and strong trade union, and another one 

with a weaker trade union. After all, one of the research questions was to see whether of not 

trade union support to the workers’ committee would be beneficial for both institutions. And we 

posited that the more present the union, the stronger its support to the workers’ committee. So, 

our main idea was to differentiate on the “strength” of the trade union on the shopfloor. 

 

We had no access yet to factories. To get this proved to be extremely difficult. Together with 

one of the ZCTU researchers I toured several industrial sites and visited some 5 different 

factories where the ZCTU person had good and well-established contacts. To no avail. On one 

occasion the personnel manager even asked me to come back and discuss the matter alone with 

the white chief executive—but again: to no avail. Initially I had the impression that my bad luck 

was because of my “trade union” profile: employers or managers were not waiting for a trade 

union researcher, and certainly not for one from continental Europe who might give the local 

unionist some ideas. Later I realised that a compounding problem was that, at the time of the 

start of the factory field studies, the strict regulations regarding firing of employees had been 

relaxed. Many companies wanted to make use of this situation to substantially downsize their  



Chapter Eight 

 

368 

 

 

labour force. In this process managements feared that the presence of a union research team 

would only activate the workforce and stir them into industrial dispute. I then approached 

several companies personally, without emphasising the union link too much, but this strategy did 

not work either.  

 

In the end, however, it was the union profile which saved the day. At a national conference on 

industrial relations with the captains of Zimbabwean industry and the leadership of the union 

movement, the Secretary-General of the ZCTU approached some industrialists—notably those 

who claimed their companies to be in the forefront of “enlightened” labour policies, including in 

the field of workers’ participation. Through this intervention we finally managed to receive 

permission to enter two companies: Apex and Dunlop. As it turned out, these two companies 

presented the full spectrum of trade union positions: one factory without a trade union, one 

factory with a militant trade union, and one with a trade union that was not very strong. 

However, the latter was a trade union that was not affiliated to the ZCTU and, moreover, was 

involved in a rather peculiar collective bargaining machinery: a National Employment Council 

with only one company as member. We considered it therefore necessary to conduct another 

case study in a company with a weak union that was affiliated to ZCTU and was involved in 

sectoral collective bargaining. 

 

We had already made contact with one such firm, and initial meetings had been held with the 

personnel manager, who in the end was reluctantly willing to allow us to come. Before we could 

bank on his changed position, he left the company, however, and we were stranded once more. 

Finally, access to this company was granted as a result of persistent and combined request from 

the researcher, the local union and the ZCTU Secretary-General. 

 

For each case study I was accompanied by one ZCTU researcher who was to learn the tricks of 

the trade, and for one case study (the two sites belonging to Apex), the university researcher 

joined us as well. 

 

In Dunlop and Natprint the research did not meet with difficulties, other than the usual. Apex, 

however, I faced unexpected problems. The company was indeed the first one to answer Morgan 

Tsvangirai call to offer us access. Apex had a well-developed policy for what they called 
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workers’ participation. The moment, however, we challenged the seriousness of the Apex 

approach, the Group Human Resource Director changed his behaviour towards us. All of a 

sudden, we were no longer welcome. And when we asked his permission to also visit a 

subsidiary of his group in Gweru, he was at first adamant that we could not go, and later only 

conceded to a brief visit. 

 

Here, however, the union connection came in helpful. We knew that there was a labour conflict 

at the Gweru site of Zimcast, one of the daughters of Apex. We had been told about the details 

of this conflict by the chairman of the workers’ committee who had attended a project seminar 

in Gweru. When we were allowed only a brief visit, we organised another worker education 

seminar in Gweru and made sure our factory visit coincided with this seminar. Also, we made 

sure that some of the Zimcast workers would be attending the seminar. After seminar hours, 

these workers would take us to their houses were other came after work. In this way we were 

able to combine the visit with lengthy discussions and interviews of the workers at Zimcast, thus 

completing the picture we got from management. 
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9 Annexes 

 

 

Table 1 
 

African Trade Unions known to be in existence in 1957 by the Department of Labour of the 

Ministry of Labour, Manpower Planning and Social Welfare. 

 

African Automobile Workers' Union * 

African Milling Workers' Union * 

African Drivers' Association of Southern Rhodesia 

African Teachers' Association of Southern Rhodesia 

African Commercial Workers' Union 

African Butchers' Trade Union 

African Drivers and Transport and Allied Workers' Union 

African Engineering and Steel Workers' Union * 

Bulawayo Breweries African Workers' Union 

Bulawayo Municipal African Workers' Union * 

Chemists, Druggists and Art Photographers' Union * 

Commercial and General Distributive Workers' Union 

Dry Cleaners' and Laundry Workers' Union * 

National Association of Nurses and Nursing Orderlies of Southern Rhodesia 

Plumtree African Workers' Union * 

Reformed Industrial and Commercial Workers Union of Africa 

Rhodesia Railways African Workers' Association 

Rhodesia African Women's Union * 

Southern Rhodesia African Trade Union Congress 

Southern Rhodesia African Clerks' Union 

Southern Rhodesia Catering and Hotel Workers' Union 

Southern Rhodesia Waiters' and Domestic Servants' Association * 

Southern Rhodesia African Amalgamated Furniture Workers' Union * 

Southern Rhodesia African Artisans' Union 

Southern Rhodesia African Bakers' and Confectioners' Union 

Tailors and Garment Workers' Union 

Umniati African Committee (Employees of Electricity Supply Commission) * 

 

*: Those unions marked with an * are no longer listed in 1958. 

In 1958 two new "African Trade Unions" are listed: 

--The Confederation of African Labour of Southern Rhodesia 

--Southern Rhodesia Native Department African Employees Association 
 

Source: Report of the Southern Rhodesia Department of Labour for the Calendar year 1957, In Annual Report of the Ministry of Labour, 

Manpower Planning and Social Welfare, 1957 (Rhodesia 1957:5) & Report of the Secretary for Labour, Social Welfare & 
Housing for the Calendar Year 1958, presented to the Legislative Assembly in 1959 (Rhodesia 1959:23-24). 
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Table 2 

List of registered trade unions 1975, with membership and density (in brackets)      %   
 
Air Transport Union 338 (  -- ) 

Air Transport Workers' Association 159 ( 50 ) 

Amalgamated Engineering Union 1 862 (  -- ) 

Amalgamated Furniture & Cabinet Workers' Union 1 256 ( 48 ) 

Associated Mineworkers of Rhodesia 5 600 ( 12 ) 

Brickmaking and Clay Products Workers' Union 377 ( 24 ) 

Bulawayo Meat Workers' Union 279 ( 47 ) 

Bulawayo Municipal Employees' Association 1 000 ( 40 ) 

Bulawayo Municipal Workers' Union 2 224 ( 40 ) 

Central African Power Corporation Staff Ass'n 105 ( 74 ) 

Clothing Industry Workers' Union of Rhodesia 526 (   7 ) 

Fort Victoria Municipal Employees' Association 54 ( 96 ) 

Gwelo Ferro Alloys Staff Association 132 ( 84 ) 

Gwelo Municipal Employees' Association 76 ( 86 ) 

Gwelo Municipal Workers' Union 117 ( 10 ) 

Pilots Association of Rhodesia 58 (100) 

Que Que Municipal Employees' Association 28 ( 42 ) 

Railway Association of Locomotive Enginemen 913 ( 83 ) 

Railways Associated Workers' Union 10 693 ( 90 ) 

Rhodesia Catering & Hotel Workers' Union 9 107 ( 44 ) 

Rhodesia Commercial & Allied Workers' Union 2 317 ( 10 ) 

Rhodesia Commercial Employees' Association 654 ( 22 ) 

Rhodesia Mine Officials & Salaried Staff Ass'n 1 228 ( 30 ) 

Rhodesia Motor Industry Workers' Union 6 107 ( 77 ) 

Rhodesia Post & Telecommunications Association 2 540 ( 89 ) 

Rhodesia Railways, Officers & Senior Staff Ass'n 328 ( 72 ) 

Rhodesia Railway Workers' Union 4 281 ( --  ) 

Rhodesia Tailors' & Garment Workers' Union 3 828 ( 25 ) 

Rhodesian Boilermakers' Iron & Steel Workers and Shipbuilders Society          210 (  -- ) 

Rhodesian Building Workers' Trade Union 768 (  -- ) 

Rhodesian Engineering Trades Union 116 ( 38 ) 

Rhodesian Explosives & Chemical Workers' Union 477 (100) 

Rhodesian Guild of Journalists 79 ( 64 ) 

Rhodesian Society of Bank Officials 1 887 (  -- ) 

Salisbury Municipal Employees' Association 1 622 ( 40 ) 

Salisbury Municipal Professional Officers' Ass'n 106 ( 46 ) 

Salisbury Municipal Workers' Union 3 784 ( 41 ) 

Salisbury Public Accountants' Staff Association 560 ( 85 ) 

Technical & Salaried Staff Association for the 

  Engineering & Iron & Steel Manufacturing Ind'y 447 ( 87 ) 

Typographical Union of Rhodesia 1883 ( 48 ) 

Umtali Municipal Employees' Association 236 ( 72 ) 

Umtali Municipal Professional Officers' Ass'n 11 (100) 

United Steelworkers' Union of Central Africa  1 285 ( 47)  

United Textile Workers' Union 7 535 ( 38) 

 

TOTAL                77 193 ( 56 ) 
 Source: Rhodesia (1975:7); densities calculated from ibid.
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Table 3 
List of unions attending the First ZCTU Congress, February 1981 
 one delegate per 1 000 members:       number of delegates 
1.  Amalgamated Engineering Union      2 
2.  Amalgamated Furniture & Cabinet      2 
3.  Air Transport Workers' Union     1 
4.  Nation Union of the Clothing Industry     8 
5.  General Engineering & Metal Working Union  10 
6.  Food & Edible Workers Union     7 
7.  Federation Municipal Workers Unions      9 
8.  Food Processing Workers Union (UFAWU)      6 
9.  Graphical Association     3 
10. Mine Official Union     1 
11. National Union of Railway Men     4 
12. Engineering Union (Railway Assoc. of Loc. Eng.)   1 
13. Post & Telecommunications of Z.        3 
14. RAWU      9 
15. Associated Mineworkers of Zimbabwe   10 
16. Radio & Television     1 
17. Technical & Salaried Staff Association      1 
18. United UTWU (3,3)     6 
19. United Steel of C.A.     1 
20. Zimbabwe Chemical     1 
21. Z. Domestic Workers Union     5 
22. Z. Agriculture & Plantation   10 
23. Z. Motor Industry Workers Union     6 
24. Z. Tobacco & Cigarette     3 
25. U. Hides, Shoe      3 
26. Z. Post & Telecommunication     2 
27. Post & Telecommunication     2 
28. Z. Security Guards Workers Union     2 
29. Commercial Workers Union of Zimbabwe    7 
30. Z. Society of Bank Officials     1 
31. Furniture & Cabinet     2 
32. Building Workers Union     7 
33. Z. Municipal & Rural Council Workers Union    3 
34. Z. Typographical Workers Union     2 
35. Fertilizer & Chemical Workers Union     2 
36. Z. Engineering & Steel Workers Union     6 
37. Transport & General Workers Union     6 
38. Z. Nurses Association     8 
39. Z. Fire Fighters Association     2 
40. Z. Mining Workers Union     6 
41. Z. Bankers Staff Workers Union     2 
42. Gemstones & Jewellery Workers Union     2 
43. Z. Motor Traders Union     3 
44. Z. Catering & Hotel Workers Union   10 
45. Z. University Workers Union     2 
46. Z. Textile Workers Union     6 
47. Z. Clothing Workers Union     7 
48. Commercial Workers Union (Byo)      1 
49. Brick & Clay (Byo) of Zimbabwe     1 
50. Amalgamated Cement Workers Union     1 
51. Air Transport Union     1 
52. Z. Leather & Shoe Manufacturing & Allied W/U     3     + 
     210 
Total: 52 trade unions with 210 delegates 
Source: Commonwealth Trade Union Council (1981) "Assistance to the Zimbabwe Trade Union Movement." London: CTUC. Mimeo 
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Table 4  
 

The following table gives an indication of the unions affiliated to the ZCTU and their membership; 

in brackets are informed membership estimates for 1985, by Brian Wood. The figures for 1984 

come from the National Trade Union Survey.  

 

 

TRADE UNION MEMBERSHIP  1984  July 1985                   

 

Associated Mineworkers Union of Zimbabwe  23,837 23,000 (24,500) 

Building Workers' Trade Union  10,066 15,000 

Civil Engineering Industry Workers' Union***   3,012  n.a. 

Lumber Milling Industry W/U*     750   n.a. 

Brickmaking and Clay Products W/U*     862   n.a. 

Federation of Municipal Workers  [12,305]9,282 

    [Mutare Municipal Workers' Union   1,937 

    [Harare Municipal Workers' Union   5,594 

    [Bulawayo Municipal Workers' Union   4,603 

    [Kadoma Municipal Workers' Union*   9,000 

    Zimbabwe Amalgamated Railwaymen's Union   8,651  n.a. 

    National Union of Railwaymen   3,411  3,849 

    Railways Association of Locomotive Enginemen       938    750 

    Commercial Workers Union of Zimbabwe    8,030      6,245(certainly too high) 

    Commercial and Allied Workers' Union*     105 

    Zimbabwe Textile Workers Union   6,754**   6,345 

    Zimbabwe Catering & Hotel Workers Union   7,095 9,000 

    National Union of the Clothing Industry   6,018 6,245 

    Zimbabwe Clothing Industry Workers Union*   4,203 1,500 

    Zimbabwe Motor Industries Workers Union   7,867**  5,000 (8, 000) 

    Zimbabwe Post & Telecommunications W/U   4,319   4,580 

    Zimbabwe Tobacco Industrial Workers Union   1,020         2,658 

    Zimbabwe Leather, Shoe and Allied W/U   3,155     2,556 (3,500) 

    Zimbabwe Chemical & Explosive Workers' Union     504       513 (2,000 

    Plastics and Allied Workers' Union        n.a.  1,075 

    United Food and Allied Workers Union*  11,879**(10,000)  6,000 (10 000)  

    Zimbabwe Food Processing Industry W/U*      355  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Baking industry W/U*      479  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Meat Trade W/U*      423  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Meat, Fish and Poultry Processing W/U*   228  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Brewing Industry W/U*      163  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Milling Industry W/U*      640  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Graphical Union   3,389**  2,598 

    Zimbabwe Transport and General Workers' Union   5,977    3,000 (7,000) 

    Zim Educational Welfare and Mission W/U*   1,579        1,700 
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                  1984                 July 1985 

     Zimbabwe Furniture & Cabinet W/U   1,945 2,300 

    Zimbabwe Society of Bank Officials   1,151 1,169 

    Air Transport Workers' Association                 277** 

    Air Transport Union                 399  

Air Transport Workers' Union          n.a.    546 

    Pilot Association of Zimbabwe****        66  n.a. 

    Domestic and Allied Workers Union*   7,000 7,000 

    Zimbabwe Union of Musicians      208  n.a. 

    ZISCO Technical and Salaried Staff Ass.   1,376  n.a. 

    Harare Public Accountants Staff Ass.      360  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Radio & Television & Electronics W/U      579  n.a. 

    Amalgamated Cement Lime and Asbestos W/U*      760  n.a. 

    Dairy Marketing Board W/U*   1,359  n.a. 

    Grain Marketing Board W/U*      492  n.a. 

    Cold Storage Commission W/U*      187  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Municipal & Rural Council W/U***   2,500**(1,000)   n.a. 

    Bulalima Mangwe Rural & District Council W/U*        72  n.a. 

    Zimbabwe Sugar Industry Trade Union***  18,891**(-)  n.a. 

    Harare Municipal Professional Officers     47  n.a. 

    Association ****  

Total:  274,441 

 

of which affiliated to ZCTU 

 (registered and unregistered)  219,015 (179,653)  149,411 (169 842) 

 

Mark Shadur (1994:106, 113) gives as a total:    161,884  

 

*unregistered union affiliated to ZCTU 

**no membership register was submitted to back up claim 

***unregistered union not affiliated to ZCTU 

****registered union not affiliated to ZCTU 

 
Source: 1984: compiled from Republic of Zimbabwe 1987:81-119; 1985: Wood 1988:296. Mark that Wood's figures are based on the affiliation returns in 

the ZCTU office, whereas the 1984 figures are based on submitted membership registers. 
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Table 5 

 
Since affiliated unions have to pay an affiliation fee calculated per member most of the unions --and 

especially the larger ones-- under register their members293. In brackets are estimates of the real 

membership figure where this substantially differs from the one in the ZCTU accounts. For 1985 

these are made by Brian Wood; for 1988 made by me, based on a.o. Metal (1985:8), and discussions 

with trade union members and leaders over the years 1987-92. 

 
     293 This is a constant political balancing act: the number of delegates (read: votes) which can be sent to the 

congress is directly related to the number of paid-up members. Therefore, in congress years the membership figures 

could well rise, only to decline again after the elections. The ZCTU does not have any formal means to check 

membership figures which are given to them, with figures kept by the unions themselves, let alone by check-off could 

well rise, only to decline again after the elections. The ZCTU does not have any formal means to check membership 

figures which are given to them, with figures kept by the unions themselves, let alone by check-off figures. 
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Table 5 

Membership of affiliates of the ZCTU 
         1985       1988 
 
  1.  Associated Mineworkers Union of Zimbabwe  23,000 (24,500)  26,000 
  2.  Zimbabwe Construction & Allied Workers Union  15,000   15,000 
      [Building Workers' Trade Union] 
  3.  Federation of Municipal Workers   9,282     9,282 
      [Zimbabwe Urban Councils Workers Union] 
  4.  General Agricultural and Plantation W/U  10,000 (12,000)  10,000 
  5.  National Engineering Workers Union   8,500  8,500 
  6.  Zimbabwe Amalgamated Railwaymen Union  13,599   12,000 
      [Railways Associated Workers Union   9,000] 
      [National Union of Railwaymen   3,849] 
      [Railways Associated Locomotive and Enginemen                 750] 
  7.  Commercial Workers Union of Zimbabwe   6,245 (too high)  7,000 
  8a. Zimbabwe Textile Workers Union   6,345   
 6,345 
  8b. Zimbabwe Clothing Industry Workers Union   1,500         n.a. 
  9.  Zimbabwe Catering & Hotel Workers Union   9,000   9,500 
 10.  National Union of the Clothing Industry   6,245   6,245 
 11.  Zimbabwe Automotive and Allied Workers Union   5,000 (8,000)   6,410 
      [Zimbabwe Motor Industries Workers Union] 
 12.  Zimbabwe Post & Telecommunications W/U   4,580  5,628 
 13.  Zimbabwe Tobacco Industrial Workers Union   2,658  2,658 
 14.  Zimbabwe Leather, Shoe and Allied W/U   2,556 (3,500)   2,556 
 15.  Zimbabwe Chemicals, Plastics and Allied W/U   1,588 (2,000)  1,588 
      [Zimbabwe Chemical & Explosive W/U                  513 (2,000)] 
      [Zimbabwe Plastics and Allied W/U   1,075] 
 16.  United Food and Allied Workers Union   6,000 (10,000)  6,000 
 17.  Zimbabwe Graphical Workers Union   2,598  3,602 
 18.  Iron and Steel Workers Union of Zimbabwe          n.a.     2,080 
      [Ziscosteel Workers Union] 
 19.  Transport and General Workers' Union  3,000 (7,000)   3,000 
 20.  Zim Education, Scientific, Social & Cult. W/U  1,700  4,001 
  
 21.  Zimbabwe Furniture and Allied Workers Union  2,300   2,300 
      [Zimbabwe Furniture & Cabinet W/U] 
 
 22.  Zimbabwe Electricity and Energy Workers Union          n.a.               205 
      [National Union of Zimbabwe Electricity Supply 
       Authority Workers] 
 23.  Zimbabwe Banking and Allied Workers Union  1,169    1,169 
      [Zimbabwe Society of Bank Officials] 
 24.  National Air Workers Union                 546              650 
      [Air Transport Workers' Association] merged with  
      [Air Transport Workers Union                546] 
 25.  Zimbabwe Radio & Television Electronics 
     Manufacturing Workers Union          n.a.               560 
 26.  Zimbabwe Union of Musicians          n.a.                  400 
 29.  Air Transport Workers Union          n.a.               356 
 30.  Zimbabwe Union of Journalists          n.a.                 200 
 31.  Domestic and Allied Workers Union   7,000    9,000 
 
 Total   149,411        162,835 
 Total given by Mark Shadur for 1985 (1994:106)  161,884 
 
 Sources: compiled from union affiliation returns recorded by the ZCTU Accounts Department in 1988. 

Figures for 1985 taken from Wood (1988:296) In brackets his estimates of actual membership figures. In 
square brackets and italics the name under which a union was previously known, or the names of the unions 
which merged. 
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Table 6 

The table below lists the affiliates of the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions and their 

membership (paid-up as recorded by the ZCTU) per April 1995, January 1, 1992 and 1988. The 

table below lists the membership records of these unions. The same caveat applies as with the 

previous tables: since membership figures are related to the number of delegates that the union can 

send to the ZCTU Congress these tend to be high in congress years and low in between. The ZCTU 

as an organisation has no means to control the accuracy of the figures given to them by their 

affiliates e.g., by comparing their books with figures kept by the unions themselves, let alone by 

check-off figures. Since affiliated unions have to pay Zim$ 15 cents per member as contribution to 

the ZCTU most of the unions -and especially the larger ones- underregister their members. This is 

a constant political balancing act: the number of delegates (read: votes) which can be sent to the 

congress is directly related to the number of paid-up members. Therefore, in congress years the 

membership figures could well rise, only to decline again after the elections. In round brackets are 

estimates (both for 1995 and 1992) of the real membership figure where this substantially differs 

from the one in the ZCTU accounts. These estimates are based on discussions with various trade 

union leaders over the period 1993-95. In square brackets the name under which a union was 

previously known. 
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Table 6 

 Membership of affiliates of the ZCTU 
           April 

                                                                                                  1995                   1992         1988__   

 1.  Associated Mineworkers Union of Zimbabwe   26,000  26,000 (35,000) 26,000 

 2.  Zimbabwe Construction & Allied Workers Union  15,000 (35.000)  25,000            15,000 

 3.  Federation of Municipal Workers                    12,023           15,355  9,282 

     [Zimbabwe Urban Councils Workers Union] 

 4.  General Agricultural and Plantation W/U  15,000 (80,000)  15,000   10,000 

 5.  National Engineering Workers Union                   15,500           15,000   8,500 

 6.  Zimbabwe Amalgamated Railwaymen Union   11,000  12,000 12,000 

 7.  Commercial Workers Union of Zimbabwe  16,200 (26,000)  10,000 (21,000) 7,000 

 8.  Zimbabwe Textile Workers Union                     10,000 (9,000)  10,000 (12,000)    6,345 

 9.  Zimbabwe Catering & Hotel Workers Union   13,000 9,500 (12,000) 9,500 

10.  National Union of the Clothing Industry   7,000 (10,000) 7,000 (10,000)  6,245 

11.  Zimbabwe Automotive and Allied Workers Union 

        6,410 (9,000)   6,410 (10,000)    6,410 

     [Zimbabwe Motor Industries Workers Union] 

12.  Zimbabwe Post & Telecommunications W/U           6,424            5,775 5,628 

13.  Zimbabwe Tobacco Industrial Workers Union      3,800            3,800 2,658 

14.  Zimbabwe Leather, Shoe and Allied W/U    3,725  3,725 (5,000)  2,556 

15.  Zimbabwe Chemicals, Plastics and Allied W/U        3,723            3,723 (5,000)  1,588 

16.  United Food and Allied Workers Union   6,000            6,000 (12,000) 6,000 

17.  Zimbabwe Graphical Workers Union   3,812 (1,500)   3,812 3,602 

18.  Iron and Steel Workers Union of Zimbabwe   3,300 (2,000)   3,300 2,080 

     [Ziscosteel Workers Union] 

19.  Transport and General Workers' Union   3,000 3,000 (7,000) 3,000 

20.  Zim Education, Scientific, Social & Cult. W/U  2,000 2,800 4,001 

21.  Zimbabwe Furniture and Allied Workers Union   3,500  2,500 2,300 

     [Zimbabwe Furniture & Cabinet W/U] 

22.  Zimbabwe Electricity and Energy Workers Union  4,000 2,000                          205 

     [National Union of Zimbabwe Electricity Supply 

      Authority Workers] 

23.  Zimbabwe Banking and Allied Workers Union  3,560 (6,500)  1,390 1,169 

     [Zimbabwe Society of Bank Officials] 

24.  National Air Workers Union                          1,097                           747                          650 

     [Air Transport Workers' Association] merged with  

     [Air Transport Workers Union] 

25.  Zimbabwe Radio & Television Electronics 

       Manufacturing Workers Union              560                          560                           560 

26.  Zimbabwe Pulp & Paper Workers Union              520                          543          n.a. 

27.  Cement and Lime Workers Union of Zimbabwe   1,000                          500                       n.a. 

28.  Zimbabwe Union of Musicians                                      400                           400                          400 

29.  Air Transport Workers Union                                  n.a.                           350                          356 

30.  Zimbabwe Union of Journalists                                  200                           200                          200 

31.  National Local Authorities and District 

       Development Fund Workers Union                    1,000                          200                        n.a. 

32.  Railway Artisan's Union                        1,110                      n.a.                       n.a. 

33.  Domestic and Allied Workers Union           3,000            3,000              9,000 

Total                                     202,864 (302,582) 200,590 (243,232)  162,835 

 
Sources: official figures compiled from union affiliation returns recorded by the ZCTU Accounts Department in 

1995, 1992 and 1988. Figures in round brackets are based on discussions with union leaders 1993-95. 
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Table 7 
List of Trade Unions registered by the Registrar of Trade Unions, at the 1st of June 1995 

* = affiliated to the ZCTU 
 

1. *Associated Mineworkers Union 

2. *Zimbabwe Construction and Allied Trades Workers’ Union 

3. *Commercial Workers Union of Zimbabwe 

4. *Zimbabwe Amalgamated Railwaymen’s Union 

5. *General Agriculture and Plantation Workers Union 

6. *Zimbabwe Chemical, Plastics and Allied Workers Union 

7. *Zimbabwe Catering and Hotel Workers Union 

8. *Zimbabwe Education, Scientific, Social and Cultural Workers Union 

9. *Zimbabwe Domestic and Allied Workers Union 

10. *Zimbabwe Banks and Allied Workers Union (Formerly Zimbabwe Society of Bank Officials) 

11. *Zimbabwe Union of Journalists 

12. *Zimbabwe Furniture and Cabinet Workers Union 

13. *National Union of Clothing Industry 

14. *Zimbabwe Electricity and Energy Workers Union 

15. *Zimbabwe Union of Musicians 

16. *Zimbabwe Iron and Steel Workers Union 

17. *Zimbabwe Leather Shoe and Allied Workers 

18. *Zimbabwe Graphical Union 

19. *Zimbabwe Motor Industry Workers’ Union 

20. *Zimbabwe Television and Radio Manufacturers Workers Union 

21. *Zimbabwe Textiles Workers Union 

22. *National Airways Workers Union (Includes Transport Workers Association) 

23. *Zimbabwe Urban Councils Workers Union (Formerly Federation of Municipals Workers Union) 

24. *Zimbabwe Transport Unions Federation (Includes – General Transport/Railways/Air Transport) 

25. Zimbabwe Transport Workers Union 

26. Harare Municipal Workers Union 

27. Cotton Marketing Board Workers Union of Zimbabwe 

28. *Zimbabwe Tobacco Industrial Workers Union 

29. *United Food and Allied Workers Union 

30. *Zimbabwe Post and Telecommunication Workers Union 

31. *National Engineering Workers Union 

32. *Zimbabwe Pulp and Paper Workers Union 

33. *Cement and Lime Workers Union 

34. Brick and Clay Workers Union 

35. *Air Transport Union 

36. Railway Association of Enginemen 

37. Harare Municipal Workers Union 

38. Bulawayo Municipal Workers Union 

39. Chegutu Municipal Workers Union 

40. Mutare Municipal Workers Union 

41. Kariba Town Council Workers Union 

42. Kwekwe Municipality Workers Union 

43. Zimbabwe Urban Councils Workers Union: Chinhoyi; Chitungwiza: Gweru; Hwange; Kadoma; Marondera; 

Masvingo; Redcliff; Shurugwi; Victoria Falls 

44. Zimbabwe Rubber and Allied Products Workers Union 

45. Zimbabwe Radio and TV Electronics Workers Unions 

46. Federation of Food Industries: Zimbabwe Sugar Refinery Workers Union; Zimbabwe Baking Industry Workers 

Unions; Sweet and Confectionary Workers Union 

NB: # 23 & 43; 26 & 37, are the same 
source:  Registrar of Trade Unions, Ministry of Labour, Harare 
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Table 8 

 

The Apex case study is based on interviews and observations and discussions in October 1993 

and April 1994, at the factory site of WS&G in Harare, the site of Zimcast in Gweru, and Apex 

Headquarters in Harare. Some of the interviews were with individuals, while some were group 

interviews. With most persons listed below, several interviews were conducted in the time stated. 

During the interviews I was accompanied by Stella Makanya, then at the University of 

Zimbabwe, while a number of interviews were also attended by Trust Ngirandi, at the time 

seconded to Education Department of the ZCTU. Stella Makanya allowed me to use her 

interview data with Thomas Moyo, the 1992/3 Apex Worker Director, whom she interviewed at 

RCP in Bulawayo in September 1993. With Patrick Chingoka, Group Personnel Executive I had 

another follow-up interview in April 1994. 

 

At William Smith & Gourock, the following interviews were held, between 19 and 27 October 

1993: 

 

Mr. Patrick Chingoka, APEX Group Human Resources Director 

Mr. Boniface Gandiwa, Works Manager (Factory Manager) 

Mr. B. Mzondo, Personnel Executive WS&G 

Mr. Mason Muchenje, Assistant Personnel Executive 

Mr. Oswald Mugani, Secretary Workers' Committee 

Mr. Jonathan Sibanda, Chairman Workers' Committee 

 

 

For the Zimcast case observations, discussion and interviews were conducted in Gweru between 

30 October and 6 November 1993. Interviews at the factory site were conducted with: 

 

P. Mucherawehondo, Personnel Executive Zimcast 

K. Magasa, Production Manager. 

 

With members of the workers' committee series of (group) interviews and (group) discussions 

were conducted outside the premises of Zimcast: 

 

Garai Mavhengere, member workers' committee and trustee / executive member of the National 

Engineering Workers Union 

Tawanda Ndiya, chair of the workers' committee 

 

In addition, a number of interviews and discussions were held with Oliver Kabasa, General 

Secretary of the National Engineering Workers Union, in Harare in March and November 1994, 

and in Mutare, September 1995. 
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Table 9 
 

For the Dunlop case study, interviews and factory visits were held during three visits to Dunlop 

Bulawayo site. The first visit was on January 27th, 1994, by Stella Makanya and Trust Ngirandi. 

Interviews were held with: 

 

 Mr. Mike Mhonda, Group Human Resources Manager 

 Mr. Dalton Mpofu, Personnel Manager 

 Mr. R. Madamombe, General Secretary, Zimbabwe Rubber Workers Union  

 Mr. Godfrey K.K. Mpezani, w/cie chair & “senior worker rep”. 

 

The second visit was from 23 to 26 March 1994, by Trust Ngirandi and Freek Schiphorst.  

 

Interviews were held with: 

 

 Mr. Bernard Ndlovu, personnel officer 

 Mr. Mike Mhonda, Group Human Resources Manager 

 Mr. Dalton Mpofu, Personnel Manager 

 Mr. Phill Davidson, Works Director  

 Mr. D.J. Sellwood, Managing Director 

 Mr. Conrad Feldman, Group Industrial Engineer 

 Mr. Salatiel Munedzimwe, Manager Training and Development 

 Mr. E. S. Dhube, Production Manager 

 Mr. J. Gwebu, Assistant Production Manager 

 Mr. Godfrey K.K. Mpezani, Junior Foreman, previous w/cie chair & “senior worker rep” 

 Mr. Edmond E, Msipha, current w/cie chair, & “senior worker rep” 

 

The third visit was from 5 to 8 November, 1994 by Trust Ngirandi and Freek Schiphorst,  

 

Interviews were held with: 

 

 Mr. Dalton Mpofu, Personnel Manager, 

 Mr. Salatiel Munedzimwe, Manager Training and Development 

 Mr. Samuel Tfwala, workers’ committee member 

 Mr. Edmond E. Msipha, current w/cie chair, & “senior worker rep” 

 Mr. Kendrick Chichoni, Production Manager 

 

 group interviews were held with 

 Mr. Godfrey K.K. Mpezani, Junior Foreman, previous w/cie chair & “senior worker rep”  

 Mr. Edmond E. Msipha, current w/cie chair, & “senior worker rep” 

 Mr. R.Madamombe, General Secretary, Zimbabwe Rubber Workers Union 

 Mr. Samuel Tfwala, workers’ committee member. 
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Table 10 

 

This case study is based on individual and group interviews with the following persons, and 

observations and shopfloor discussions in the two Factories during three weeks in March-April, 

1995. Earlier, two long interviews were conducted with Mr. Matayaya, the then Personnel 

Manager (February 1994, September 1994).  In 1995 the following interviews were held:  

 

Mr. Wachenuka, Personnel Manager (passim) 

Mr. Gorimani, Assistant Personnel Manager (passim) 

Mr. Williams, Factory Manager (passim) 

Mr. C. Tawazadza, Assistant factory Manager 

Mr. Patterson, Consultant 

Mr. A. Mhuka, General Manager  

 

George Siyamba, trade union executive member  

Mr. M.S. Shanganya, National Organizer, Graphical Workers Union 

 

group interviews: 

 

Factory I 

Hillary Bangure 

Reggis Mugara 

W. Madzika 

Norman Muronzi 

 

Factory II: 

 

Noel Guveya 

Clemence Begede 

Reggis Maphumo 

Norbert Chidziva 

Andrew Mhene 

Livingstone Wazvaremhaka 

Charlton Sothole 

Innocent Ndebele 
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Samenvatting 

 

Dit proefschrift is een studie van de ontwikkeling van het vakbondswezen in Zimbabwe in de 

eerste vijftien jaar van de onafhankelijkheid, van 1980 tot 1995. Deze ontwikkelingen worden 

geschetst op twee niveaus: het macro of nationaal niveau, en het micro of bedrijfsniveau. Op 

beide niveaus worden twee thema’s behandeld. Op het macroniveau zijn deze thema’s: enerzijds 

de verhouding tussen de staat en de vakbeweging, gekenmerkt door de trefwoorden 

vakbondsautonomie, corporatisme en repressie. Anderzijds zal op nationaal niveau bekeken 

worden hoe de industriële verhoudingen zich ontwikkelen, waarbij vooral de nadruk zal liggen 

op de rol van collectieve arbeidsonderhandelingen. Op het microniveau worden ook twee thema's 

belicht. Deze thema’s zijn de verhouding tussen de vakbond en de ondernemingsraad binnen het 

bedrijf, en de wijze waarop de bedrijfsleiding de ondernemingsraad benadert. Het proefschrift 

bevat zeven hoofdstukken, een notitie over de gebruikte methodologie, een appendix, en een 

overzicht van geraadpleegde literatuur.  

 

In het eerste hoofdstuk worden de twee thema’s per niveau belicht door middel van een 

algemeen literatuuroverzicht. In het tweede hoofdstuk wordt een overzicht gegeven van de 

sociaal-economische en politiek-economische indicatoren van Zimbabwe die relevant zijn voor 

de periode van 1980 tot 1995. Hier schets ik eerst in het kort de politieke ontwikkeling van 

koloniaal Zimbabwe en de belangrijkste ontwikkelingen die leidden tot de onafhankelijkheid van 

het land in 1980. Vervolgens wordt een overzicht gegeven van de arbeidsmarkt in Zimbabwe: 

gegevens over de bevolking, de arbeidsbevolking en de stand van zaken wat betreft onderwijs en 

huisvesting. Verder geef ik informatie over de economie, de werkgelegenheid en de 

loonontwikkeling in de formele sector. Dit deel wordt afgesloten met een kort overzicht van de 

informele sector in het begin van de jaren negentig. Het tweede deel van dit hoofdstuk is gewijd 

aan de achtergrond van de vakbondsontwikkeling vóór de onafhankelijkheid. met name in  

relatie tot de nationalistische beweging. De conclusie luidt dat enerzijds de zwarte vakbeweging 

is verzwakt door interne factiestrijd die gevoed is door een persoonlijkheidsstrijd van de leiders. 

Anderzijds door organisatorische onvolkomenheden als een onderontwikkelde interne 
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democratie en een manier van opereren die uitgaat van patroon-cliënt verhoudingen. Bij het 

uitroepen van de onafhankelijkheid op 18 april 1980 was de vakbeweging erg versplinterd. 

 

Bij het aantreden van de nieuwe regering wordt aan deze versplintering snel een einde gemaakt. 

Deels omdat deze versplintering een effectieve arbeidersvertegenwoordiging in de weg staat. 

Deels, en belangrijker, omdat met zo’n veelheid van vakorganisaties een mogelijke oppositie 

tegen het nieuwe regime een belangrijke organisatorische steun kan vinden. Daarbij komt dat die 

oppositie binnen de vakbeweging van die tijd vertegenwoordigd wordt aan de ene kant door 

blanke arbeiders en hun leiders, aan de andere kant door aanhangers van de politieke partij die in 

de verkiezingen als tweede was geëindigd: de ZAPU partij van Joshua Nkomo. De nieuwe 

regering benoemt uit het midden van hoofdzakelijk getrouwe partij leden een werkgroep die 

voorbereidingen moet treffen om een geheel nieuwe vakcentrale op te richten. Met de nodige 

chicanes lukt het de Minister van Arbeid om op de inaugurele zitting van het Zimbabwe 

Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) in februari 1981 partijvazallen op alle leidinggevende 

functies verkozen te krijgen. 

 

Hoofdstuk drie is geheel gewijd aan de ZCTU; het eerste deel beslaat de jaren 1981-1988, het 

tweede deel de jaren 1988-1995. In het eerste deel wordt duidelijk gemaakt dat de erfenis van het 

verleden de nieuwe organisatie erg parten speelt. De leiders van de nieuwe ZCTU blijken van 

dubieus allooi te zijn, die, omdat ze geen machtsbasis hebben binnen de vakbeweging, vooral 

aanschurken tegen de echte leiders van die tijd: de politieke machtsfiguren binnen de ZANU 

(PF). De eerste vijf jaar van het bestaan van de ZCTU worden dan ook gekarakteriseerd door 

schandalen, fraude en mismanagement. In 1985 grijpt de regering in en nieuwe leiders worden 

naar voren geschoven. Dit heeft niet het gewenste resultaat: de nieuwe algemeen-secretaris -een 

fervente ZANU supporter- sleept in zijn val (veroorzaakt door de onverklaarbare verdwijning 

van vakbondsgeld uit zijn kantoor) al het personeel van de centrale mee, waardoor de organisatie 

een tijdje stuurloos rondzwalkt. In de eerste vijf jaar van de onafhankelijkheid wordt er op het 

terrein van organisatie van arbeiders geen vooruitgang geboekt; er vinden geen collectieve 

arbeidsonderhandelingen plaats en er wordt weinig gedaan om arbeiders te mobiliseren lid te 

worden van een vakbond. Het resultaat is dan ook dat er nauwelijks nieuwe leden komen. Voor 
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de heersende politieke partij is deze ontwikkeling niet alleen gunstig maar ook precies wat zij 

altijd heeft nagestreefd: de nieuwe vakcentrale wordt geen broeinest van de oppositie en ook kan 

deze zwakke centrale geen gevaar in de toekomst opleveren als potentieel mobilisator van dat 

deel van de bevolking op wiens loyaliteit de partij niet van nature aan kan: de urbane arbeiders.  

 

Deze ontwikkeling zet ik tegenover verklaringen die wijzen op een ‘corporatistisch’ karakter van 

de verhouding tussen staat en vakcentrale. Zo’n verhouding wordt over het algemeen 

gekenmerkt door factoren als staatsinterventie bij de vorming van een vakcentrale, die het 

monopolie krijgt als vertegenwoordiger van industriële arbeid, en stevige bemoeienis (zo niet 

volledige controle) van de regering op de benoeming van de leiders van de centrale. Deze 

kenmerken toont de ZCTU in deze periode inderdaad. Een belangrijk element van de 

corporatistische these, namelijk betrokkenheid bij het maken van relevant beleid (als quid pro 

quo voor de getoonde aanhankelijkheid) is echter nadrukkelijk afwezig. Daarom concludeer ik 

dan ook dat er geen sprake is van corporatisme in deze periode, maar dat het slechts gaat om 

pogingen van de regering om de vakcentrale onder controle te krijgen en te houden. En daarin is 

de regering zeer succesvol. 

 

Na 1985 verandert het karakter van het leiderschap van de ZCTU langzaam. De nieuwe 

president, Jeffrey Mutandare, bekritiseert openlijk –zij het voorzichtig– de loonpolitiek van de 

regering en weet zich daarmee verzekerd van een groeiende populariteit onder de arbeidende 

bevolking. Tegelijkertijd heeft ook deze president nog zeer de steun van de heersende politieke 

partij nodig om de ZCTU enigszins op koers te houden. Op aandringen van de Minister van 

Arbeid wordt een nieuw congres uitgeschreven. Op dit congres wordt afgerekend met het 

corrupte leiderschap dat zo sterk in de eerste jaren het boegbeeld van de ZCTU vormde. Van nog 

meer belang is dat op de positie van algemeen-secretaris een persoon wordt gekozen die van 

grote betekenis zal blijken voor de verdere ontwikkeling van de ZCTU: Morgan Tsvangirai. 

 

De nieuwe algemeen-secretaris begint met het professionaliseren van de organisatie. Er worden 

nieuwe afdelingen opgericht en oude afdelingen wordt nieuw leven in geblazen. Van het 
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allergrootste belang is echter dat de wijze van besluitvorming binnen de ZCTU op een 

democratische leest geschoeid wordt, wat tot dan toe niet het geval is. Waar voorheen de 

General Council slechts een papieren bestaan leidde, wordt dit orgaan nu door Morgan 

Tsvangirai daadwerkelijk de rol toebedeeld die deze Algemene Raad toekomt: die van hoogste 

orgaan binnen de ZCTU. Hierin wordt hij terzijde gestaan door niet alleen een nieuwe president 

van de ZCTU, Gibson Sibanda, die in 1990 Jeffrey Mutandare vervangt, maar ook door nieuwe 

en jonge leiders van bij de ZCTU aangesloten vakbonden. Dit verjongings- en 

vernieuwingsproces zorgt ervoor dat de ZCTU zich langzaam maar zeker een autonome positie 

kan verwerven ten opzichte van de heersende partij ZANU. Dat dit ook uiteindelijk slaagt heeft 

meerdere oorzaken. De politiek-maatschappelijke opening maakt het mogelijk dat oppositie- 

stemmen gehoord kunnen worden, dankzij de fusie in 1989 van de twee tot dan toe belangrijkste 

politieke partijen, ZAPU en ZANU, waardoor een iets vrijer politiek klimaat gaat heersen in 

Zimbabwe. Verder doet de regerende partij ZANU na 1990 geen enkele moeite meer om de 

ZCTU onder de duim te houden, vanuit de zelfverzekerde overtuiging dat de ZCTU niets meer 

kan bereiken en ook geen enkele machtsbasis meer heeft onder de arbeidende bevolking. De 

tekenen die hierop wijzen zijn begin jaren negentig duidelijk aanwezig: de vakbeweging 

vertegenwoordigt slechts een vijfde van de industriële arbeidsbevolking en zij heeft op geen 

enkels wijze het economisch-structurele aanpassingsbeleid van de regering kunnen aanvallen, 

ondanks de hoge sociale kosten die daarmee gepaard zijn gegaan. Bovendien heeft de regering 

een nieuwe arbeidswetgeving ingevoerd die de bewegingsruimte van de vakbonden nauw aan 

banden legt. In hoofdstuk vier en vijf ga ik hier dieper op in. Vooralsnog volstaat het te zeggen 

dat de regerende partij alle reden heeft om te denken dat de vakbeweging geen vuist meer kan 

maken. Dit nu blijkt achteraf een misrekening, maar vanaf het moment dat dat duidelijk wordt –

zo vanaf 1992– ontbeert het de partij aan voldoende machtsmiddelen om intern in de ZCTU het 

tij te keren. Enkel grof geweld, intimidatie en repressie zouden dat voor elkaar kunnen krijgen, 

maar dat zijn in die periode niet de geëigende middelen.  

 

Hoofdstuk vier behandelt de industriële verhoudingen op nationaal niveau. Het hoofstuk opent 

met een historische verhandeling, waarin ik de eerste pogingen van het koloniale regime aangeef 

om de industriële verhoudingen een wettelijke basis te geven. Dit resulteert in 1959 in een 

arbeidswetgeving die enerzijds de vorming van vakbonden voor zwarte arbeiders mogelijk 
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maakt, maar anderzijds de vakbonden van witte arbeiders een dominante positie geeft. In deze 

wet worden de procedures vastgelegd voor het voeren van collectieve arbeidsonderhandelingen. 

Zowel de vakbeweging als de werkgevers zijn hierover verheugd. De vakbeweging is blij omdat 

zij nu eindelijk zelf mag onderhandelen over CAO’s zonder dat de regering allerlei beperkende 

maatregelen oplegt. De werkgevers zijn blij omdat ze weten dat de vakbonden geen enkele partij 

voor hen zijn. Naar later blijkt zal deze wet, voor wat dit aspect betreft, de basis vormen voor de 

huidige arbeidswetgeving in Zimbabwe.  

 

In hoofdstuk vijf behandel ik de wetgeving inzake arbeidersmedezeggenschap en hiermee maak 

ik ook de stap van het nationale niveau naar het bedrijfsniveau. Meteen na de onafhankelijkheid, 

in 1980, heeft de regering zogenaamde ‘arbeiderscomités’ in het leven geroepen. Dit zijn comités 

op bedrijfsniveau waarin gekozen vertegenwoordigers van de arbeiders zitting hebben. Deze 

comités hebben voornamelijk tot doel de communicatie tussen bedrijfsleiding en de arbeiders te 

bevorderen. De arbeiderscomités vaardigen vertegenwoordigers af naar de ondernemingsraad, 

die op zijn beurt overlegt met vertegenwoordigers van de bedrijfsleiding.  

 

Over de doelstelling van de arbeiderscomités heerst in het begin de nodige onduidelijkheid. 

Regeringswoordvoerders maken duidelijk dat de invoering van de arbeiderscomités een eerste 

stap is op weg naar de invoering van controle door de arbeiders van het bedrijfsleven. Men moet 

hierbij niet vergeten dat in 1980 de regeringspartij, zeker in naam, een marxistisch-leninistische 

ideologie aanhangt. Binnen de vakbeweging wordt echter de invoering van deze 

arbeiderscomités met zeer veel argwaan ontvangen. Hier worden deze comités toch vooral 

gezien als een middel om tweespalt te zaaien en de rol van de vakbond te ondermijnen. Om deze 

reden richt het beleid van de vakbonden zich er vooral op om de comités ondergeschikt te maken 

aan de bond, en niet om te proberen een samenwerkingsverband met deze democratisch gekozen 

organen aan te gaan.  

 

In hoofdstuk zes ga ik met drie casestudies na hoe op bedrijfsniveau de samenwerking tussen 

vakbond en arbeiderscomité verloopt. Deze cases zijn de bedrijven: Apex, Dunlop en Natprint. 
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Deze drie bedrijven heb ik uitgekozen omdat ze elk verschillen voor wat betreft de rol die de 

vakbond er speelt. Als eerste komt Apex aan bod; dit is een holdingmaatschappij en de casestudy 

analyseert de gebeurtenissen in twee fabrieken, één met een vakbond en één zonder vakbond. De 

holding als geheel heeft naast de wettelijke verplichte vormen van arbeidersmedezeggenschap 

(arbeiderscomités en ondernemingsraden) ook nog eigen vormen ingevoerd. Zo is er een 

arbeider-directeur en waren er werknemersaandelen uitgegeven. Al snel blijkt dat deze vormen 

van participatoir-management een façade te zijn voor een vorm van management die erop gericht 

is de arbeiders loyaal te laten zijn aan het bedrijf, en niet om daadwerkelijk medezeggenschap in 

te voeren. 

 

In de eerste fabriek van de Apex holding, een grote werkplaats voor dekzeilen in Harare, is geen 

vakbond actief. De enige vorm van collectieve organisatie voor de arbeiders hier is het 

arbeiderscomité. Zo goed en zo kwaad als dat gaat heeft dit comité gepoogd om door de jaren 

heen de wensen van de arbeiders te verwoorden voor betere arbeidsomstandigheden. Dit heeft tot 

weinig concrete resultaten geleid. De arbeiders voelen zich hierdoor danig gefrustreerd, maar, 

aan hun lot overgelaten door het ontbreken van steun van buitenaf in de vorm van een vakbond, 

weten ze geen uitweg. 

 

In de tweede fabriek van Apex, een ijzergieterij in Gweru, is wel een vakbond actief en deze 

heeft een innig contact met het arbeider comité. Als blijkt dat de samenwerking tussen beide te 

nauw wordt, probeert de bedrijfsleiding in te grijpen door het functioneren van het 

arbeiderscomité onmogelijk te maken. De vakbond laat zich hierdoor echter niet uit het veld 

slaan en weet, door zich op de wet te beroepen, in elk geval gedaan te krijgen dat het bedrijf 

lonen betaalt volgens de collectieve arbeidsovereenkomst die het heeft ondertekend. De bond 

kan echter niet verhinderen dat de intimidatie van de leden van het arbeiderscomité door het 

management onverminderd doorgaat. 

 

De tweede casestudy heb ik in de fabriek van Dunlop in Bulawayo verricht. In deze casestudy 

analyseer ik de verhoudingen tussen management en arbeiders in een bandenfabriek bij 
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Bulawayo. Er is hier wel een vakbond, maar deze is niet aangesloten bij de ZCTU en organiseert 

voornamelijk de arbeiders bij dit ene bedrijf. Het arbeiderscomité wordt door het management 

niets in de weg gelegd. Integendeel, de bedrijfsleiding heeft ruimhartig faciliteiten ter 

beschikking gesteld. Dit heeft een duidelijk doel: het arbeiderscomité wordt door het 

management gezien als het doorgeefluik van boodschappen aan de arbeiders. De cultuur in het 

bedrijf is sterk hiërarchisch en de arbeiders dociel. Dit leidt ertoe dat weinig arbeiders bereid zijn 

om zich publiekelijk uit te spreken of om actief de belangen van de arbeiders te behartigen uit 

angst voor het management. Zowel de vakbond als het arbeiderscomité kan deze ban niet 

doorbreken met als gevolg dat sinds jaar en dag dezelfde mensen positie in deze instituties 

bekleden. De samenwerking tussen arbeiderscomité en vakbond heeft weinig inhoud en beide 

instituties laten elkaar vooral met rust. De vakbond heeft het exclusieve recht om de collectieve 

loononderhandelingen te voeren. Dit gebeurt direct met de bedrijfsleiding en niet op sectorniveau 

met een werkgeversorganisatie, zoals elders het geval is. De bandenfabriek van Dunlop is een 

sector op zich. De vakbond is geen partij voor de onderhandelaars van de multinationale 

onderneming. Het arbeiderscomité doet niet veel meer dan het maandelijks bezoeken van de 

vergaderingen van de ondernemingsraad. Het management geeft hier informatie over 

productiedoelen en de arbeiders presenteren een lijst van wensen. En na gedane zaken keert ieder 

weer zijns weegs. De ondernemingsraad als ontmoetingsplaats – niets meer. 

 

Tussen vakbond en arbeiderscomité wordt wel informatie uitgewisseld, maar er is niet of 

nauwelijks sprake van inhoudelijk overleg. Het gevolg van dit alles is dat er van echte 

belangenbehartiging van de arbeiders nauwelijks sprake is. 

De derde casestudy is een studie van Natprint, een grote drukkerij in Harare. In de 

drukkerijwereld zijn vakbonden van oudsher goed vertegenwoordigd en dat is ook hier vroeger 

het geval geweest. De huidige bond is echter geen schim meer van zijn verleden. De vakbond is 

nauwelijks meer vertegenwoordigd op de werkvloer en is enkel nog actief op sectorniveau 

tijdens de jaarlijkse collectieve onderhandelingen. Ook hier kan de bond geen vuist maken en 

moet hij veelal het werkgeversstandpunt accepteren dat lonen slechts zo verhoogd kunnen 

worden, dat de zwakste en kleinste werkgever in de sector het ook voor zijn rekening kan nemen. 

En dat betekent dat de bond steeds weer genoegen neemt met lage loonsverhogingen. Als groot 
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bedrijf kan Natprint echter een iets hoger bedrag betalen. Met als gevolg dat de vakbond 

buitenspel gezet wordt: het onderhandelingsresultaat van de bond wordt telkens weer gepasseerd 

door het bedrijf. De arbeiders zien dan ook weinig heil in een lidmaatschap.  

 

Het arbeiderscomité bij Natprint ondervindt nogal wat tegenwerking van de bedrijfsleiding, die 

door het manipuleren van de wet tracht te verhinderen dat het comité een sterke positie kan 

innemen. Van samenwerking tussen bond en arbeiderscomité is geen sprake. Het resultaat van 

dit alles is dat noch de vakbond, noch het arbeiderscomité een rol van betekenis kan spelen bij 

het behartigen van de belangen van de arbeiders, en al helemaal niet bij het vormgeven aan 

arbeidersmedezeggenschap. 

 

De drie cases overziend concludeer ik dat het arbeiderscomité hoofdzakelijk de rol speelt van 

doorgeefluik. Er is echter meer. Het comité wordt overal door de arbeiders gesteund en het weet 

de stem van de arbeiders op de werkvloer te verwoorden. De bedrijfsleiding geeft hieraan 

weliswaar geen gehoor, maar dat is eerder het gevolg van de asymmetrische verhoudingen dan 

van gebrek aan steun van onderaf. De cases zijn ook duidelijk over de verhouding tussen het 

arbeiderscomité en de vakbond. Daar waar de twee samenwerken is het resultaat gunstig voor 

beide: de vakbond krijgt meer leden en het comité meer aanzien. Aan de andere kant laten de 

cases zien dat er van echte inhoudelijke samenwerking geen sprake is en dat hier uiteindelijk de 

arbeiders de dupe van zijn.  

 

In mijn afsluitende hoofdstuk kom ik dan ook tot de slotsom dat het verwerven van een 

autonome positie door de vakcentrale ten opzichte van de regerende politieke partij een 

belangrijke eerste stap is geweest om de vakbeweging een prominentere positie te geven. Dit 

wordt ondersteund door enige parallellen te trekken met ontwikkelingen in Zimbabwe’s 

buurlanden. Ik concludeer echter ook dat autonomie op zich tot weinig zal leiden, als zij niet 

tegelijkertijd gepaard gaat met acties om de positie van de vakbond op de werkvloer te 

verstevigen. De betrokkenheid van de vakbonden bij collectieve arbeidsonderhandelingen heeft 

echter niet geleid tot zo’n sterke positie. Om op de werkvloer succesvol te zijn, zou de 
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vakcentrale haar beleid ten opzichte van de arbeiderscomités moeten wijzigen. In plaats van 

voort te gaan om de arbeiderscomités te negeren, zou de vakcentrale veel meer aansluiting 

moeten zoeken bij deze democratisch gekozen vertegenwoordiging van arbeiders.  

 


