TRANGE BEDFELLOWS

How the AFL-CIO Aids Apartheid in South Africa

by Carol and Paul Bass

A top AFL-CIO official gets arrested
leading an anti-apartheid protest at the
South African embassy. San Francisco
dockworkers lose their jobs for refus
ing to unload South African cargo.
Unionists around the country picket
corporations that do business in South
Africa, while other local labor leaders
testify in favor of disinvestment pro-
posals.

“This is a proud moment for the
AFL-CIO,” one national union vice-
president declares.

And it is — for all the American
unionists, from rank-and-file members
to vice-presidents, who have joined the
growing outcry against both the South
African government, for mistreating
black workers, and their own govern-
ment, for failing to do anything about
it. But those unionists might not feel so
proud if they knew that for more than
a decade AFL-CIO leaders, using
millions of dollars from the US.
government, have conducted the same
sort of “constructive engagement” in
South Africa for which they now so
bitterly denounce the Reagan ad-
ministration.

Most American unioninsts have
never heard of the AFL-CIO's African-
American Labor Center. Operating
under a shroud of secrecy, the AALC
has followed an explicitly anti-
communist, overtly American

model — shunning grassroots organiz-
ing efforts in favor of centralized

leadership training,
tailor ing its pro-
grams to meet
the needs of
foreign com-
panies doing

business in South Africa, and until
recently refusing to work with black
labor organizations independent of
any white leadership.

The AALC's leaders have also
discouraged militant action by South
African workers, rejected alliances
with exiled liberation groups and
issued - sometimes-tough, sometimes-
accomodating statements about the
country’s apartheid system of racial
segregation.

In short, the Center has pushed its
own political and economic agenda in
the region at the expense of more
localized concerns. And judging from
the amount and the sources of
criticism, that agenda appears less
pleasing to the people it's supposed to
help — black South Africans — than
to supporters of the apartheid system it
supposedly aims at dismantling.

“They tend to work toward reform-
ing the apartheid system rather than
toward realizing the aspirations of the
people for self-esteem, freedom and in-
dependence,” a member of the
African National Congress, an exiled
black liberation group, says of the
AALC's programs in South Africa. “But
under the apartheid system, one cannot
separate the economic struggle from
the political. The political laws are
responsible for the lower wages and
poor living conditions of black
workers.”

A Slow Start

The AFL-CIO founded the AALC in
1964 with the professed aim of pro-
moting “free trade unionism” in Africa.
It took nine years before the AALC's
staff made serious contact with la-

bor leaders in South Africa.
Publicly available information about
the Center is sketchy. According
to Nana Mahomo, coordina-
tor of the organization's South
African programs, the
AALC’s annual budget runs
about $3.5 million to $4 mil-
lion. The U.S. Agency for
International Development,
an arm of the State Depart-
ment, has traditionally sup-
plied about 90 percent of the
agency's funding. The AFL-
CIO contributes only a few
hundred thousand dollars
to its own African assistance

bureau.
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those programs, saying that Pretoria
would use the information to “Make
things difficult for us.” He does say that
they focus on collective bargaining,
economic research, “leadership skills”
and “all aspects connected with upward
mobility for black workers” — but not
on political rights or a voice in the
workplace.

In fact, for all its resolutions condem-
ning apartheid and the restrictions on
South African unionists, the AALC has
provided remarkably little assistance to
those workers. Only in the last four
years, after it became clear that black
workers were organizing themselves
and exerting economic muscle on their
own, did the Center begin to offer
material and technical help.

Change from Above

Long before that, however, it had
become clear that most of the organiza-
tion's fundamental goals and methods
were ill-suited to the South African
labor movement.

One of the Center's primary
strategies is top-down organizing. lts
preference for working almost ex-
clusively with national labor organiza-
tions like the AFL-CIO rather than with
individual unions makes little sense in
South Africa, where numerous labor
groups compete for workers’ and
unions’ loyalties, and where some of
the most effective nonwhite unions
operate outside the aegis of any federa-
tion.

Another example of the AALC's
top-down approach is its emphasis on
leadership training at the expense of
grassroots organizing. In their newslet-
ter, the AALC Reporter, and other
Center publications, top officials reveal
that they see their task as training not
only union leaders, but management
officials and politicians as well —a
strange goal for a labor organizaton.

Equally startling is the AALC's pro-
fessed aim of making the South African
labor market as attractive as possible
for foreign investors,
American corporations.

In the past the AALC has subscribed
to the same theory as the Reagan ad-
ministration: that increased investment,
spurring economic growth, would help
blacks get better jobs by creating a
greater demand for skilled workers
than the white labor pool could supply.

To that end, then-executive director
Irving Brown wrote in 1973, “The
significance of all our programs,
especially those in Southern Africa, lies
in convincing governments and
employers alike that they have nothing
to fear from organized labor.” If
management wanted skilled workers,

specifically .

Brown wrote, the AALC would pro-
vide them through vocational training
programs. And the Center would make
sure those workers remained
cooperative and nonmilitant, too.

“Total Divestment Would
be Pretty Drastic’

Given that position, it would only be
logical to expect the AALC and the
AFL-CIO to oppose the divestment
movement aimed at multinational cor-
porations doing business in South
Africa. And they have, in no uncertain
terms.

But the two organizations have also
suggested in very uncertain terms that
they might possibly, under some
unspecified conditions and at some
unspecified time in the not-too-near
future, support such divestment efforts.
Trying to get a definitive statement on-
the subject is like looking for a par-
ticular blade of grass on the South
African veldt.

“We're of two minds on
divestment,” says AFL-CIO spokesman
Dale Larson. “It has been under reap-
praisal around the world. There has
been some improvement in the
behavior of some multinationals. We
are going to pursue it on all fronts.”

Does that mean the labor federation
will join the growing divestment cam-
paign?

We have made loud noises
wherever we can,” Larson says of the
AFL-CIO’s anti-
apartheid stance.
‘But nothing is &
really going to work
until the govern-
ment changes its poli-
des. Total divestment
would be pretty
drastic.” B
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