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HEWAT BEUKES, a leader of Workers International, previously a
member of the South West Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO)
Youth League and now in opposition to the Namibian SWAPO
government, interviewed TANGENI NUUKUAWO, a leader of the
1971-72 general strike and also formerly a member of the
SWAPO  Youth  League.  This  is  an  extract  from  the  book
“Movement  for  Socialism”

In the first chapter of “Trade Union Struggles for Freedom in
South Africa” (page 43 in this book) there is a reference to
the  1971-72  general  strike  in  Namibia  (then  South  West
Africa) being a prelude to the strike wave in Durban in 1973.
The Namibian strike also profoundly affected the freedom
movement  when  4,000  youth  joined  the  South  West  African
People’s Organisation (SWAPO) in exile.

The South West African Native Labour Association (SWANLA) was
formed in 1943 by the South Africa colonial government for the
purpose of herding workers from the north of Namibia to work
in the mines in the south.

Under the so-called contract system, workers were gathered
together in Ondangua and then driven down to Grootfontein
where their assigned bosses would collect them. The compulsory
contract was for 18 months. Over time the entire commercial,
small industrial, mining and agricultural sectors would be fed
by contract labour.
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Tangeni experienced this himself and remembers his father who
was a labourer in Walvis Bay. He was employed on compulsory
18-month contracts, during which time he could not come home
and his wife was not allowed to visit him. Tangeni obtained a
permit to visit his father in the compound, but for only one
hour at lunchtime.
The beds were concrete slabs protruding from the wall, one on
top of the other. Rooms were small for two to four occupants,
but  during  the  return  of  seasonal  workers  these  were
overcrowded.  The  food  was  the  same  day  after  day  for  18
months; lunch consisted of porridge with either meat or fish
relish, and breakfast consisted of brown bread with jam.
It  was  slave  conditions,  performing  back-breaking  labour
without sitting down for more than eight hours a day. Workers
developed  back  problems  and  illnesses  arising  from  the
unsanitary conditions. If you became sick you lost your job.

Many Angolans were contracted. They were much cheaper than the
Namibians. Mostly illiterate, they suffered even worse abuse
and exploitation. Many lost their lives due to being killed on
farms  with  no  relatives  to  enquire  and  question  their
whereabouts.  They  were  slaughtered.
The inhuman conditions built up frustration and resentment to
breaking point amongst the vast number of workers housed in
large compounds especially in the urban areas, and in 1971 the
anger boiled over into a general strike which started on 13
December 1971 and ended on 20 January 1972.
The organisation was underground with the leaders explaining
to  the  workers  concentrated  in  the  compounds  that  their
situation could only be changed through political struggle.
They needed to overthrow the system. They demanded amongst
others:
• the right to free movement;
•better wages and better conditions of work;
• the pass book to be replaced by an I.D.;
• the right to negotiate for pay and to choose their own
employers.



However, finally the only change brought about by the strike
was the shortening to six months of the compulsory period
before returning home to see their families.
Nevertheless the strike had a heavy impact on the economy.
Production went down in mines and fishing, also farms were
unattended.  Most  important,  it  gave  way  to  political
organisation and awareness. The colonial regime trans- ported
many workers back to the north, but they returned as organised
workers, and as a token of defiance and freedom they cut a
large section of the border fence between Namibia and Angola.
Before the strike, political organisation was loose. The SWAPO
Youth League consisted of unstructured individuals. The Strike
gave structure and organisation both to the workers and the
Youth League. In 1973 there were school boycotts in the north
and organisation of national resistance against the Bantustan
policy  enforced  by  the  Odendaal  Plan  of  1964  which  put
homeland “second tier” authorities in place for the various
national groups.
These boycotts and resistance were met by harsh repression by
the colonial regime and the homeland authorities. In the north
youth and workers were tied to trees and flogged with palm
branches. This led to an exodus of four thousand youth in 1974
to join the SWAPO in exile in Zambia; when the Anti-Apartheid
Committee interviewed the youth in Lusaka they mostly wanted
to hear about the strike
No wonder! The Namibian General Strike defied the largest
colonial military force in Africa – one soldier for every 12
Namibians – and shocked not only the colonial administration
for its determination and death defiance but the South African
regime itself.
It was a big thing internationally. South African contract
workers in mines and industry suffered the same conditions as
those who took strike action in Namibia, and so the mood
spread. A strike of 300 PUTCO workers in the Transvaal against
low wages was followed by the wave of strikes which exploded
in Durban in 1973. Our general strike had an impact in South
Africa, and the development of workers’ struggles in South



Africa had an impact on us.
In Namibia the general strike led to a restive period of
labour resistance and political organisation culminating in
the 1978 Rössing Strike which involved thousands of miners at
the Rössing uranium mine and other mines and which saw the
formulation of a broad set of demands including trade union
demands. This level of development was influenced by the trade
union struggles in South Africa.
Today it is particularly important that the National Union of
Metal Workers of South Africa (NUMSA) has broken with the ANC.
Even when we joined SWAPO in exile in Zambia in 1974 we were
already conscious of the corruption and political poverty of
the SWAPO leaders and SWAPO in government has proved this to
be true! We knew when we organised the general strike that
workers’ conditions could only be changed through political
struggle. Workers here are faced with the same task as workers
in South Africa – to start a Movement for Socialism.
NUMSA is the biggest affiliate of the Confederation of South
African Trade Unions (COSATU), but COSATU is in President
Zuma’s pocket and the ANC can’t even implement the Freedom
Charter! I thought the general secretary of the ANC was a
communist, but then I listened to his statements on relations
between the ANC and the unions and realised that the ANC seeks
to seriously weaken the workers’ situation, and so I agree
100% with NUMSA’s decision to work towards a new independent
workers’ party for socialism.
It is now our job to educate and organise![/threecolumns]

 

 


