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Mass walk outs in
South Africa
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Strike action by public 
sector workers in South 
Africa has been met with 
violence and threats by the 
government.
Over a million workers in several 
unions walked out on indefinite 
strike on the 18th August, and at the 
time of writing, have stayed out. The 
government has sent army medic 
scabs into the hospitals and attacked 
pickets with rubber bullets and water 
cannon. Crowds blocking roads in 
Soweto were beaten and teachers in 
Johannesburg fought back against 
police with stones and bricks. In 
response to the solid strike action the 
government is attempting to impose 
a deal, signing the draft wage offer 
into law on 19th August.
The striking workers are demanding 
an 8.6% wage rise and an increased 
housing allowance in what is being 

seen as a major challenge to Presi-
dent Jacob Zuma’s authority. The 
unions that have come out were 
strong supporters of his leadership 
campaign in 2009 and there is much 
anger that union demands are not 
being met. The government claims 
that the 8.6% is simply not afford-
able, in an echo of governments 
across the world in this time of 
‘austerity’. This claim rings hollow 
against the background of the recent 
World Cup, subsidised to the tune of 
$5 billion with corporate sponsors 
walking away with an untaxed profit 
of $4 billion. As the nurses and 
teachers union, NEHAWA, puts it: 
‘We will refuse to be robbed in 
broad day light by a few government 
fat cats who are committed to 
creating poverty conditions in our 
country.’

Continued on page 2�

Contrary to the claims of 
millionaire prime minister 
David Cameron, who 
attacked BAA workers resist-
ing a real-terms pay cut by 
claiming strikes “never 
work”, the threat alone of a 
walkout at many of Britain’s 
airports has forced manage-
ment to increase their offer 
by a third.

The strike by security staff, 
firefighters, and other vital 
airport workers would have 
led to the closure of some of 
Britain’s busiest airports.

The new offer, which the 
Unite union is recommend-
ing to its members, sees the 
1.5% offer increased to 2% 
and the offer of a bonus of 
at least £500 should certain 
targets be met. However, 
whether workers will accept 
this is another issue – 2% is 
still a pay cut with inflation 
running at 3%, and it seems 
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the union may be taking the 
criticism of right-wing papers 
to heart following its 
high-profile involvement in the 
BA cabin crew walkouts. That 
dispute remains ongoing, with 
no new strike dates announced 
despite cabin crew rejecting 
BA’s latest offer. It is a possibil-
ity that the union is worried 
about gaining a “militant” 
reputation – the last thing we 
need given the scale of attacks 
on our living standards to 
come and the scale of resist-
ance needed.

The recent action comes against a 
background of rising militancy, and 
repression, in South Africa. Stewards’ 
strikes during the World Cup were met 
with similar police violence (see last 
issue) and an ongoing strike of auto 
workers involves 31,000 workers 
making very similar demands to those 
in the public sector. The South African 
working class has suffered greatly 
during the economic crisis with 
inflation during 2008 hitting 13.7% and 
still running at 4.5% today. Unemploy-
ment is a massive 25.2%. The wave of 
strikes and protests are a response to 
this as workers resist further attacks on 
their living standards. 
The state violence directed against 
strikers and the determination they are 
showing in keeping the strike solid is 
an important sign. The South African 
state, despite the supposed ‘revolution-
ary credentials’ of the ANC govern-

ment, is playing the same game as 
governments across the world. They 
create the mess, workers suffer to clean 
it up. South African workers, and 
others across the world, are refusing to 
put up with it. 

�Continued from front page
Mass walk outs in South Africa

And still the Greek fire burns - 
truck drivers strike
Late July to early August saw 
truck drivers in Greece locked in 
a bitter dispute with the State 
over its signing of the EU-IMF 
structural adjustment agreement 
and the unprecedented austerity 
measures that followed. The 
plans outlined in the agreement 
mean that in exchange for 
financing the country’s €300bn 
[£261bn] debt, the Greek gov-
ernment has agreed to deliver 
cuts in public services, reduc-
tion in pay for state employees 
and the privatisation of state 
assets. Workers are paying a 
particularly heavy price for the 
bailout - the public sector 
accounts for around 40% of 
Greece’s economy, higher than 
most other European states. 
The government’s cost-cutting has lead 
to widespread discontent and there have 
already been lengthy struggles with both 
energy and air traffic control workers 

over privatisation of industry. The 
electric company union GENOP, despite 
being a traditional supporter of the ruling 
socialist party, PASOK, has threatened 
long-term black-outs across the country 
in response to plans to sell off power 
plants. Similarly, a truck driver’s dispute 
was ignited by special measures to 
abolish individual ownership in the 
industry and replace it with large private 
firms. As a result of strike action, petrol 

stations across the country have 
remained empty. 
PASOK responded by announcing the 
controversial “civil conscription” emer-
gency order which makes strike action 
impossible by obliging workers to 
perform “personal services” or face 
arrest. The Greek state has used this 
legislation before to break strikes by 
bank workers (1979), flying mechanics 
(1986) and  dockworkers in recent years 
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(2002 and 2006). In spite of this, workers 
resolutely defied the order and voted to 
continue the strike. The law requires 
“invitations” for civil conscription to be 
personally delivered to individuals, so 
striking workers have resisted by finding 
increasingly ingenious ways of hiding 
from the authorities, effectively forcing 
the system to collapse under the weight 
of its own bureaucracy. 
Athens and Thessaloniki also saw 

clashes between strikers and riot police 
as attempts were made to blockade 
scabbing lorries taking fuel to the cities. 
After the government enlisted the army 
to move fuel supplies, the union voted to 
end the strike and re-enter into negotia-
tions, despite defeating the civil 
conscription plan. However, this vote 
was lost by a narrow margin and the 
reluctance exhibited by workers in 
following the back-to-work order 

suggests discontent within the rank-and-
file with the way the union leadership 
has handled the latest phase of the 
dispute. 
With the decision arguably handing an 
easy victory to the government, the 
struggle intensifies for workers in Greece 
and it appears increasingly likely that 
this year the country will spearhead 
another winter of discontent throughout 
Europe.

Workers in the garment industry 
in the Bangladeshi capital of 
Dhaka have taken to the streets 
following the introduction of a 
new minimum wage structure. 
The minimum wage of Tk1600 
has increased to Tk3000 after 
talks involving union representa-
tives hand-picked by the gov-
ernment itself, a move which 
the Bangladesh Daily star calls 
“surprising and utterly unac-
ceptable”.
This new figure falls far short of a real 
living wage of Tk5000, which garment 
workers have been demanding for years. 
In response to the decision, several 
thousand took to the capital, blockading 
roads and smashing windows in the 
commercial and business districts. 
Heavily outnumbered, the police used 
truncheons and teargas against the 
protestors.
Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina warned that “anarchy and 
destructive activities” would not be 
tolerated, claiming that those involved in 
the destruction must be provocateurs 
because, she contends, it would be 

illogical for workers to cause damage to 
the factories in which they work! The 
PM claimed she was instrumental in 
securing the rise in minimum wage, 
demanding that the workers accept the 
changes and return to work.
The garment sector is, rather unsurpris-
ingly, the country’s highest export earner 
($12 billion foreign exchange earnings 
last year), with companies including 
Marks and Spencer, Gap, Asda and 
Wal-Mart lining their pockets with the 
aid of cheap Bangladeshi labour. 
Increased worker activity in countries 

such as China mean Bangladeshi 
garment worker wages are amongst the 
lowest in the world, constantly failing to 
keep up with the rise in inflation and 
living cost. Estimates also suggest that 
over 80% of Bangladesh’s two million 
garment workers are female, with 
beating and repression of these women a 
common occurrence.
With the recent successes of agitating 
garment workers throughout the rest of 
Asia, this may be a promising start for 
those struggling to secure a decent living 
wage in Bangladesh.

Bangladeshi garment workers
increase the pressure

French anarchist George Fontenis passed away on the 9th 
August, 2010 at the age of 90. ‘Alternative Libertaire’, the 
libertarian communist group that he remained a member of 
until his death, described him as “an untiring fighter for 
libertarian communism, a supporter of the Algerian inde-
pendence fighters, a trade unionist, one of the leading 
figures of May 1968 in Tours and a pillar of the Free-
thought movement”. A man dedicated to the struggles of 
libertarian labour organisations he was considered one of 
the few remaining activists with first hand experience of 

George Fontenis, 27th April 1920 - 9th August 2010
anarchist movement in the 1940’s and 50’s. Among the 
many revolutionary organisations that he worked with 
throughout his life was the French Anarchist Federation, 
with whom he was an early activist before being elected 
General Secretary in 1946. He is remembered by those who 
knew him as warm, jovial and gifted with both humour and 
great insight, an image reaffirmed in a documentary about 
his life that was made in 2008 - “Georges Fontenis, 
parcours libertaire”. He is survived by his wife Marie-
Louise and family.
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