
Helen Suzman Talks 
to JANET SAHLI 

Janet: Can you sum up your general impressions 
of this last Parliamentary session? 

Helen: It was very disappointing. Although I was 
never optimistic that we were going to see much 
in the way of reform — I knew PW and Co. had 
been scared out of their wits by the support gained 
by the HNP in the April general election — never­
theless I always retain a sort of sneaking anticipa­
tion that something good will happen — even after 
28 years! In the event, nothing whatsoever was 
forthcoming, with one exception in labour rela­
tions legislation. For the rest the government's 
behaviour — especially Koornhof's — over the 
Nyanga issue was utterly appalling. 

Janet: You've anticipated my next question. The 
PFP has been strong in its condemnation of the 
government's handling of Nyanga. You yourself 
have said that the government must come to terms 
with the urban problem. How would you have 
handled the whole Nyanga question? 

Helen: Well, you see Nyanga is the outcome of 
the government's hopelessly unrealistic policy of 
believing that it can stem urbanisation by influx 
control and failing to provide accommodation. This 
is particularly so in the Western Cape, where the 
'Coloured' labour preference policy prevails. 

The government has got to accept the fact that 
people are coming to the cities to look for work — 
there is none in the homelands — and adapt 
housing standards to the existing critical shortage 
by site-and-service schemes, core-housing etc. 

Janet: Could you elaborate on your previous 
point about labour relations? 

Helen: What it did was to remove three major 
deficiencies in the big Industrial Conciliations 
Amendment Act of 1979. Firstly, all workers can 
now join a registered trade union, including mi­
grant workers. It is now a right, not something 
granted by a permit. Secondly, the Minister's per­
mission does not have to be sought in order to 
form a multiracial trade union. Thirdly, sex discri­
mination has been removed from Wage Board 
determinations. 

I don't belittle the changes, but if they are not 
accompanied by avenues for political expression 
the dangers are that industry will become a battle­
field for political rights, as well as for the normal 
worker demands for better employment conditions. 

Janet: Much time is spent in Parliament in what 
I feel to be wrangling, wasting time on points of 
order, such as the fuss about Mr Eglin's alleged 
visitor who disturbed one session. Isn't this a clas­
sic case of fiddling while Rome burns? 

Helen: You must realise that these are dramatic 
incidents played up by the media. Most of Parlia­
mentary discussion is routine and often boring. 

•> Helen at Nyanga with Tjaan van der Merwe (left) and 

Soger Hulley (r ight) , PFP MPs. 

These are colourful diversions and don't take up 
an enormous amount of time. 

Janet What are the implications of the Bill on 
private schools? 

Helen: That's two-sided. On the one side it al­
lows provincial administrations to subsidise private 
schools that take Black pupils. That, of course, is 
a good thing. On the other side is a Catch 22 pro­
vision. It enables the Minister to declare a private 
'White' school Black if it admits any Black pupils 
at all. The repercussions of this could be pretty 
frightful in that 'White' schools are located in White 
group areas, and they could then, of course, be 
closed down. 

Janet: To move away from the Parliamentary 
session, you have said that big business must 
bring more pressure to bear on the government. 
How do you envisage this being done? 

Helen: Well, South Africa must be one of the few 
countries in the world where the men who provide 
the greater part of the revenue which flows into 
State coffers have so little influence over policies. 

Here, unlike the US for instance, the government 
seems to ignore big business. The only lobby 
which functions efficiently is the farmers' lobby. 

I only hope that at the second conference ot 
captains of industry and the Prime Minister in 
Cape Town in November these tycoons will emerge 
from their cocoons and speak up in no uncertain 
terms. 
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It's high time that these people used their in­
fluence to tell the Prime Minister that they are dis­
appointed at his failure to follow through on the 
Carlton Conference. 

Marshalling free enterprise to solve problems 
means more than providing housing and services 
for urban Blacks on the shoulders of businessmen 
who have already paid heavy taxes precisely to 
provide for these. It also means releasing business 
from all the restrictions on the hiring of labour. 
such as the Planning Act, and from the operation 
of laws that prevent the vertical and horizontal 
mobility of labour. 

Janet: What do you think of the granting of in­
dependence to the Ciskei? 

Helen: A disaster — unmitigated. I mean — this 
independence is phony. Two-thirds of the people 
live outside of the Ciskei. Over 75 percent o* the 
Ciskei's income comes from the earnings of mi­
grants in the RSA and from grants from the central 
government in the RSA. 

It means in effect that 2,1 million people will be 
deprived of their South African citizenship on 
December 4th. That means that all hope of parti­
cipation in the political processes of the country 
in which they earn their living — ie the RSA — 
will disappear forthwith. 


