
A B Julius &

1 Introduction

The National Party's election victory in 1948 may not
have originated the practice of apartheid in South Afir-
can industry, but it certainly intensified legislative pro-
visions for racial discrimination. Thus, in 1954, the In-
dustrial Conciliation Act was redrafted, and, after much
controversy, passed into law in 1956.1 Apart from main-
taining the existing system of industrial councils and
conciliation boards, the revised Act contained three
major provisions. Firstly, no further "mixed unions"
were to be registered. Secondly, those"mixed unions"
which continued to exist were required to have separate
branches and hold separate meetings for its white and
coloured members, while membership of the "mixed
union's" national executive was restricted .to whites.
Thirdly, Section 77 of the Act made it possible for
specified types of work to be reserved for persons of a
particular race group. In this regard, provision was made -
for the establishment of an industrial tribunal whose
function would be to make recommendations with re-
gard to job reservation.2

Although Section 77 stipulated that the Minister of
Labour was empowered to introduce job reservation "in
order to safeguard the economic welfare of employees
of any race", the Minister made it quite clear which race
he had in mind: "Clause 77...is a precautionary measure
to safeguard the standard of living of the White workers
of South Africa and to ensure that they will not be
exploited by the lower standards of living of any other
race."J This discriminatory interpretation was com-
mented upon in the Pinancial Mail:

"It has merely served to demarcate, [the Minister
pleads], the occupational inheritance of each sep-
arate race, already set out by a tradition dating
back to Van Riebeeck. It is thus a respectable
enactment: like solemnising the marriage some
time after the christening of the second and third
child and perhaps the grandchildren."4

Nevertheless, the government lost no time in providing
several categories of white employees with statutory
protection. Between 1957 and 1960, no less than four-
teen job reservation determinations were gazetted,
which affected employees in the clothing industry, the
iron, steel, engineering and metallurgical industries, the
building industry, municipal drivers and passenger lift
operators.5 As will be seen, Section 77 was to set the tone
for labour relations in the South African motor industry
during the 1960s.

2 Growth of Local Motor Car Assembly Industry

The growth and development of the motor car industry
in South Africa has been shaped both by spontaneous
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forces and deliberate policy. After the establishment of
Union, motor car imports grew at a steady pace: there
was a tenfold increase from £289 000 in 1910 to
£2753000 in 1924. Such was the strength of this growth
.that Ford and General Motors established local assem-
bly plants in Port Elizabeth in 1924 and 1926 respec-
tively.6 These moves coincided with the election of the
Nationalist-Labourite Pact in 1924, a coalition govern-
ment which was committed to a policy of tariff protec-
tion for secondary industry. Accordingly, the mid-1920s
marked the beginning of an inward-looking strategy of
import substitution in an economy domi1lated byagri-
culture and mining} Although the local assembly indus-
try did not receive much support by way of tariff protec-
tion during the second-half of the 1920s, the industry
enjoyed a phase of considerable growth: the value of
South African motor car imports doubled from
£2 573 000 in 1924 to £5 365 000 in 1929. The de-
pression years of the early 1930s inevitably brought
about severe contraction in an industry which produced
what was still considered a luxury item. Nevertheless,
recovery was swift: the abolition of the gold standard,
devaluation and increased tariff protection combined to
produce a phase of unprecedented industrial expansion
during the 1930s.8 Motor car imports more than trebled
from £3 024 000 in 1933 to £10 227 000 in 1937. The
strong growth in motor car sales, together with the
incentive offered by enhanced tariff protection, encour-
aged the local manufacture of tyres and glass, items
which were easily excluded from 'CKD' (Completely
Knocked Down) packs and which enjoyed a large re-
placement market. Further evidence of the remarkable
expansion of the 1930s was the establishment of a third
assembly plant: National Motor Assembly in Johannes-
burg in 1939, which was locally owned and assembled
motor cars under licence from several European com-
panies.9After the Second World War, the motor car
industry enjoyed a new phase of rapid growth. Motor car
imports more than trebled from £11856 000 in 1946 to
£39056000 in 1948. Such was the buoyancy in the mar-
ket that four new assembly plants were established dur-
ing the second-half of the 1940s: Car Distributors As-
sembly in East London and Motor Assemblies in Dur-
ban, both in 1946; Chrysler in Cape Town in 1947; and
South African Motor Assemblers and Distributors
(SAMAD) in Uitenhage in 1948. All, except Chrysler,
were financed and controlled by local capital and, like
National Motor Assembly in Johannesburg, assembled
a variety of models under contract to several foreign
manufacturers. 10 In response to the balance of payments
crisis in 1948, a policy of import control was introduced
in November 1948, which tended to encourage local
assembly of motor cars because more 'CKD' packs -
instead of 'SUW' (Stood Up on Wheels) units -could
be purchased with the limited foreign exchange allow-
ances.II During the first-half of the 1950s, motor car



sales averaged 36 000 units per annum, but when import
quotas were increased in 1954-55, sales jumped to over
50 000 units per annum. The fact that demand out-
stripped supply encouraged the British Motor Corpor-
ation to establish an assembly plant in Cape Town in
1955.12

3. Job reservation in the Eastern Cape
Motor Industry

By the early months of 1960, the "Suid-Afrikaanse
Yster, Staal en Verwante Nywerhede-Unie" had been
successful in recruiting some white workers in the Port
Elizabeth assembly plants. On the strength of this sup-
port, the "Unie" wrote to the National Association of
Automobile Manufacturers of South Africa
(NAAMSA) in February 1960 with a request for nego-
tiations on minimum working conditions. The final sen-
tence of the letter contained a sting in the tail: the
"Unie" stated that if NAAMSA did not agree to nego-
tiations, then "either strike action could be taken or job
reservation could be applied for, in terms of the Act".15
NAAMSA refused to negotiate with the "Unie" on the
grounds that it was registered in respect of white
workers only in the Port Elizabeth/Uiten}lage area, and
therefore did not represent coloured employees or em-
ployees in the industry in any other area. 16 NAAMSA's
refusal to be intimidated elicited the following response
from the "Unie" in May 1961: "We have no alternative
but to apply to the Minister for job reservation in the
motor assembly industry as a result of your refusal to
enter into negotiations with US."1?

By the late 1950s -on the eve of Phase 1 Qfthe govern-
ment's local content programme13 -the motor industry
had established itself as an important branch of manu-
facturing. The assembly industry employed almost
10000 workers who earned almost £500 000 in salaries
and wages, while the manufacturers of local components
and the motor services sector employed more than
82 000 workers who earned almost £36 million in sa-
laries and wages.14 It is evident from the data contained
in Table 1 that during the decade of the 1960s -the
period under review here -the four assemblers located
in Port Elizabeth/Uitenhage dominated the industry.
These companies -in order of their market shares,
General Motors, Ford, Volkswagen and Rover -collec-
tively held between 50 and 60 per cent of the total South
African market for motor vehicles. It is not surprising,
then, that when the government and some trade union-
ists sought to implement job reservation in the motor
industry, attention was focused primarily on this branch
of the industry located in the Eastern Cape.

It ought to be noted that the negotiations to which the
"Unie" had referred did not relate to job reservation,
and the fact that NAAMSAwas not prepared to nego-
tiate minimum working conditions could have had no
relevance whatsoever to the necessity or otherwise of a
job reservation investigation. It is evident that the
"Unie" regarded job reservation proceedings as an al-
ternative to strike action. That such a view was based on
a serious misconception of the functions of an industrial
tribunal did not appear to perturb the Minister of La-
bourwho, on 8 September 1961, appointed an industrial
tribunal to investigate the motor industry.I8 Perhaps the
timing of this investigation was guided by a desire to win
over white voters in marginal seats in Port Elizabeth
before the general election of 18 October 1961.19

TABLE I
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In evidence before the tribunal during 1962-63, the
"Unie" stated that "Whites are eager to work in the
assembly industry, but employers are taking little
trouble to recruit Whites". The "Unie" charged assem-
bly plants on the Witwatersrand with the employment
of "large numbers of Bantu workers" at a time when, it
was alleged, that there existed considerable unemploy-
ment amongst whites.20 On the basis of employment
statistics made available by the tribunal, the "Unie"
pointed to the decline in the percentage of whites em-
ployed in the motor industry from 82 per cent in 1949 to
41,7 per cent in 1963. Concurrently, the percentage of
coloureds employed had risen from 4,9 to 40,6 per cent,
and that for Africans had increased from 13,1 to 17,7 per
cent.21
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It was also the Unie's contention that this shift in the
employment pattern had brought with it increased racial
friction. The chairman of the Unie's branch in Port
Elizabeth complained that "I have often seen White and
non-White employees sitting together and conversing
during tea breaks". When it was pointed out by a mem-

Transvaal Total 5,0 9,2 10,0 12,2

Source: I.L. Griffiths, 'The South African Motor Indus-
try', Standard Bank Review, Supplement, June 1968,
p.5.
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ber of the tribunal that this evidence, instead ofsuppor-
ting claims of racial friction, indicated the reverse, the
trade union assessor replied that he deplored the
"friendly relationship which is springing up between
White and Coloured employees". He was adamant that
such "familiarity" justified the introduction of job reser-
vation. To this end, the "Unie" submitted a list of 68
operations which it wanted reserved for white workers,
with the balance of 23 operations to be reserved for
coloured workers.22

for coloureds, but added that "we are opposed to
any type of job reservation whether for Coloured
workers or not".24 Assessors for NAAMSA re-
ported that there was "no evidence whatsoever of
displacement of one race by another".

NAAMSA acknowledged the Wage Board's report of
1954. which had found that "the racial composition in
the industry tended to show a weakening in the number
of Europeans with a more or less corresponding streng-
thening in the number of non-Europeans employed".2S
However, NAAMSA denied that this had been an at-
tempt to take advantage of cheap black labour, but
rather that it was the result of a shortage of white
employees. It pointed to the Board of Trade and Indus-
tries' Report No.613 of 1960, which had estimated that
25 000 employees would be required to produce an an-
ticipated 100 000 vehicles per annum. Given the con-
straint of a white labour shortage at a time when mem-
bers of NAAMSA had already undertaken considerably
increased capital investment in the industry, it was con-
cluded that job reservation would strangle the industry's

growth.26

In its evidence before the tribunal, NAAMSA criticised
the "Unie" for its attempts to harm the interests of
coloured workers. It was pointed out that:

"...a very large number of the jobs which they
requested should be reserved for White workers
are at present being done by both Whites and
Coloureds. If, therefore, these jobs were reserved
for White workers this would result in the CoI-
oured employees being ousted from their em-
ployrnent.23In this regard, NAAMSA referred to
the verbal evidence heard from the Western
Province Motor Assembly Workers' Union (a
union registered for coloured workers only in the
British Motor Corporation plant). This Union
had stated that it was opposed to job reservation
which might restrict employment opportunities

The fact that one unrepresentative trade union wanted
job reservation while all other interested parties had
spoken out against it, did not deter the members of the
tribunal when they drew up their final report and (rec-
ommendations).27 The report paid fleeting attention to
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the absolute increase in employment amongst all races,
but concentrated on the percentage decline in the num-
ber of whites vis-a-vis other races:

"...the White man's position should be safe-
guarded by the payment of equal pay for equal
work. With his better opportunities and greater
skills the White man could then not be replaced
by non-Whites who are prepared to work for less
money.32

The percentage of Whites in proportion to the
total labour force has dropped from 82 to 41,7.
On the other hand, the phenomenal increase in
Coloured and Bantu employment...is re,mark-
able.28

NAAMSA's response was a hastily-called meeting at
which it expressed its "surprise and concern" and issued
a terse statement:

By excluding administrative office staff and labourers
from the total number of workers, the tribunal found
that whites accounted for only 34,2 per cent of produc-
tionworkers as opposed to 41,7 percent of all categories
of employment. The report went on to claim that "This
tendency towards displacement has since 1955 already
caused anxiety among Whites inside and outside the
industry. The non-White races with the lower standard
of living have been able to compete with the Whites...on
an unequal basis."

"The industry is currently spending R 70m[illion]
on expansion and finds itself working under ex-
treme pressure due to an increasing pressure of
labour of all races. Even a cursory glance reveals
that compliance with the Tribunal's dictates will
be impossible unless exemptions are granted."33
The' greatest concern was shown by the Eastern
Cape plants becauSe they had experietlced more
severe labour shortages.34 Not surprisingly,
therefore, when the regional quotas came into
operation on 19 April 1965, these plants applied
for blanket exemptions.

With regard to the shortage of white labour, the report
placed the blame on insecurity resulting from the ab-
sence of a strong trade union which itself was "partly as
a result of the attitude of employers". In its view:

After protracted negotiations with the "Suid-Afri-
kaanse Yster, Staal en Verwante Nywerhede-Unie",
during which employers gave the assurance that they
would not allow coloureds or Africans to replace whites
unless there was full employment amongst whites, an
agreement was reached and a blanket exemption was
granted to the assembly plants in Port Elizabeth/Uiten-
hage in mid-l%8.35 This move made a mockery of the
previous three years of wrangling, and was particularly
galling to the other assembly plants which had not been
at the heart of the original dispute but which still re-
mained subject to the Determination.36

"It must have been humiliating to any employee,
whatever his race, to have to stand and wait in
front of the gates with little more than a vague
hope of getting employment, especially where the
crowd waiting in front of the gates was multi-
racial.29

The report therefore concluded that job reservation was
desirable in respect of the category of "production
workers", It accepted NAAMSA's assurance that ad-
ministrative work was exclusively white, and agreed that
the "physical strength" of the African was required for
the category of "labourers",30

Meanwhile, another hammer-blow struck the motor
industry in the Eastern Cape, this time delivered by the
government in the form of the Physical Planning and
Utilization of Resources Act No.88 of 1967.37 The Act
was intended not only to improve and extend town and
regional planning, but also to promote industrial decen-
tralisation by the control of industrial land proclama-.
tion. That the Act was specifically designed to further
the ends of apartheid was revealed by the Minister of
Planning when he introduced the Bill:

Work Reservation Determination No.16 of 1964 ac-
cordingly stipulated that "supervisory and control work
and welding" were to be reserved for whites. In addition,
there was to be no replacement of currently employed
white workers by coloureds (which included Asians),
and no replacement of coloureds by Africans. Further-
more, within six months of the date of the Determina-
tion, employers were obliged to ensure that a minimum
percentage of their personnel was white. The prescribed
minimum percentage varied from 20 per cent in Durban;
25 per cent in East London, Johannesburg, Germiston
and Alberton; 45 per cent in Port Elizabeth and Bell-
ville; and 65 per cent in Uitenhage. The area of Black-
heath, near Cape Town, where the British Motor Cor-
poration had established a plant employing almost ex-
clusively white and coloured labour, was completely
exempted from all of the foregoing provisions on condi-
tion that coloureds were not replaced by Africans.31

"The Government is determined that there
should be no unrestricted increase in the number
of Africans in metropolitan areas..)t is our inten-
tion whenever possible to freeze, and in due
course to reduce, these numbers, in the interests
of the country as a whole.38 Accordingly, the
Department stipulated that the black/white ratio
in the metropolitan areas was not to exceed 1:2,5.
Furthermore, Section 3 of the Act made it necess-
ary to obtain ministerial approval for any new
factory or factory extension which involved in-
creased black employment in the metropolitan
centres in the Transvaal, Cape and Orange Free
State.39 That the Act gave the Minister effective
control over virtually every job in the affected
urban areas may be seen in the definition of the
term "factory". It included every concern which

The Trade Union Council of South Africa's conserva-
tive reaction to the Determination was hardly calcula led
to enhance its relations with the black unions. Instead
of job reservation, TUCSA argued that:
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1969, it was pointed out that only 71 applications for
additional African labour had been received from the
Port Elizabeth/Uitenhage region since January 1968. Of
these, 50 applications had been approved (12 on a per-
manent basis and 38 on a temporary basis) while the
remaining 21 applications had been refused. "If manu-
facturers want more [African] labour", challenged the
Minister, "why don't they ask us?"46 In reply, one motor
plant stated:

processed any article and employed more than
three persons.40

In January 1968, the Department of Planning issued a
proclamation in terms of the Act which, as can be seen
in Map A, placed the Eastern Cape motor industry
firmly within a "coloured preference" zone. At the same
time, in order to enforce the employment of <;oloureds,
the African labour force in this zone was frozen at the
January 1968 level. The Department indicated that it
was aware of widespread unemployment and poverty
amongst the coloured population of the Eastern Cape,
and it believed that this action would help to ensure full
employment amongst the estimated 110000 coloureds
living in this zone.41 A spokesman for the Department
of Planning claimed in April 1968 that work had already
begun in moving coloureds in outlying areas into the
towns and "endorsing out" some of the Africans. The
only problem, he conceded, was a shortage of some
10000 houses for coloureds.42

The fairly low rate of applications for exemptions
is due to the administrative difficulties and uncer-
tainties involved. Re-applications every six
months, with no guarantee of continuity in the
labour force, is not only an undesirable, but an
impossible situation."47 It appears that it was in
response to this "situation" that, in October
1969, the Depart~ent of Planning informed the
Port Elizabeth City Council that 3 000 morgen of
African land in the direction ofUitenhage should
be converted to coloured use in order to ease the
urban housing shortage.48 Fearful that such a
move would further cripple supplies of African
labour, the city council petitioned the Minister of
Planning for Port Elizabeth to be released from
its classification as a "co loured preference" zone.
This appeal failed,49 but the Deputy Minister of
Bantu Administration, Dr P. Koornhof, mollified
the city council by assuring it that land which had
been earmarked for African development would
remain classified as such.50 The gyrations of the
city fathers appear to have been largely self-de-
feating. They were not prepared to endanger
their supplies of cheap African labour by making
provision for increased coloured housing, the
lack of which had been shown to be at the root of
the "undesirable" characteristics of coloured
workers.

The Midland Chamber of Commerce agreed that the
housing shortage was a serious obstacle, but questioned
whether coloured workers were suitable for employ-
ment in industry. In the case of the motor industry:

"There are alarming tales of the effects on pro-
ductivity: 20 per cent absenteeism in some plants
rising to 40 per cent on night shifts; and manage-
ment standing at factory gates at lunch-time to
prevent the disappearance of the labour force for
the rest of the day, plus frequent reports of drun-
kenness and damage to equipment."43 However,
according to B.D. Phillips' survey on employment
in the region, which had just been released, the
vicious circle of poverty in the Port Eli-
zabeth/Uitenhage region had its origins in the
residential environment. Based on a survey of
20 000 coloured households, Phillips found that
an average of 4,1 coloureds shared one bedroom.
Unemployment was found to be particularly high
amongst the coloured youth, and that approxi-
mately 25 per cent of all coloured work-seekers
had been without a job for more than a year.
Furthermore, for those who were unemployed,
the mean monthly income of male coloureds
stood at R74,10 which just covered the barest
minimum living expenditure in terms of the pov-
erty datum line of R73,68.44 It is not surprising,
therefore, that the inadequacy of the residential
environment, combined with frequent unem-
ployment and low wages, was associated with
"ample evidence" of inadequate work perfor-
mance and work commitment. The inevitable re-
sult, concluded Phillips, was high labour turn-
over, absenteeism and lack of punctuality. Fur-
thermore, the high labour turnover in the motor
industry was singled out for special mention: 24
per cent for Africans and 32 per cent for col-
oureds.4S

4.

Concluding Comments

During the course of 1971, the motor car industry was
launched into Phase III of the local content programme,
a phase which demanded expansion into the local pro-
duction of more sophisticated motor vehicle parts and
accessories.51 Accordingly, the perception of the labour
problem appears to have shifted from one which had
centred primarily on the quantitative supply of labour
to the quality of labour available to the motor industry.
Indeed, a slump in motor car sales during 1971-72 had
forced all the major motor car manufacturers -Ford,
General Motors, Volkswagen, Chrysler and Leyland -
to engage in retrenchment.52 On this occasion, however,
there were not the same strident calls for the protection
of whites at the expense of blacks. In fact, numerous
pleas were made for the training and use of blacks in
semi-skilled and skilled jobs in the motor industry. For
example, Mr P. Haak, chairman of the "Motorhandels-
kamer" in the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut, said in April
1971 that while he did not favour "the opening of all the
labour gates to all races...a new approach to the training
of apprentices would put White brain-power to its full
use and allow non-Whites to make a greater contribu-
tion".53

Despite such convincing evidence, the Department of
Planning was adamant that a "crisis situation" did not
exist in the Eastern Cape motor industry. In August
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The opportunities for the maintenance of profit margins
in a depressed market by the increased use of cheaper
labour probably did not go unnoticed by employers. The
new Industrial Council Agreement for the Motor Indus-
try (excluding assembly plants), presented in September
1971, made provision for wage increases which ranged
from 4,5 per cent for unskilled labour, 10 per cent for
semi-skilled workers, and 22,5 per cent for skilled oper-
atives.54 Whatever claims have been made 'about the
narrowing of the white/black wage gap,55 it is evident
that the gap was not in the process of being closed in the
motor industry. Furthermore, the Agreement widened
the scope of both "operative" and "labourer" so that
Africans were permitted to perform more semi-skilled
functions. But they remained in the same category of
worker, and thereby provided a significantly cheaper
source of labour for the new categories of work per-
formed.

Cape.

This narrowly exploitative approach -whereby em-
ployers sought to gain the best advantages within the
protective strictures of the apartheid system -was re-
flected in the White Paper on the Riekert Committee
Report tabled in June 1971.56 In an effort to bring about
a "more effective implementation" of the government's
policy of industrial decentralisation, the White Paper
recommended concessions for employers in border
areas. While it favoured the retention of the principle
of job reservation, the White Paper indicated that "The
Government is prepared to consider granting exemp-
tions for the employment of Africans on more advanced
types ofwork".57

In line with government policy, however, such con-
cessions would only be granted on condition that Afri-
cans were not placed in positions of authority over
whites, that "different national groups" were not em-
ployed on the same level of work, and that separate
facilities were made available for the different race
groups.58

Meanwhile, pressure from external sources gathered
mbmentum as the disinvestment campaign gained
ground. It was becoming clear that a considerable body
of opinion had ranged itself against the apartheid sys-
tem, particularly "unfair labour practices".59 In 1971-72,
Charles Diggs, chairman of the Mrica Sub-Committee
of the Congressional House Committee on Foreign
Mfairs, and the United Nations Association of the
United States both issued policy documents which, in
part, foreshadowed the Sullivan Code of July 1978.60
Both documents contained clauses which called for a
ban on the establishment of new United States busi-
nesses in South Mrica, and that the United States gov-
ernment should force American businesses already lo-
cated in South Mrica to adopt "fair employment prac-
tices and to refuse to adhere to racial policies".61 It was
as a direct result of this pressure that Ford, General
Motors and Chrysler embarked upon various pro-
grammes in their South Mrican plants.62 Thus the de-
cade of the 1970s marked the beginning of the end of an
extraordinary phase of blatantly discriminatory labour
relations in the motor industry, especially in the Eastern
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