
Interview with four 
sacked Tidwell workers 
Tidwel l Housing, a subsidiary of an American company, 
opened up at Peters near Ladysmith on February 1984. 
Peters is a decentralised area fa l l ing under KwaZu lu — 
although the KwaZu lu authorit ies deny this. The Metal and 
Al l ied Workers Union soon after recrui t ing most of the 
workforce sent a letter t o the company int roducing itself 
and asking for a meeting t o discuss recognit ion. The union 
never had any response t o th is letter. O n Ju ly 16 t he wo rk 
ers approached management in order t o c lar i fy problems 
they_had w i t h their wages. Workers were to ld that if they 
were" no t satisfied they should leave the premises and then 
announced that they were dismissing five key union act
ivists. FOSATU Vvorker News spoke t o fou r of the sack
ed union members (Zakhele Malinga, Thulani D lamin i , 
Christopher Hadebe and Sif iso Mthethwa) about condit ions 
at the factory and about the events on Ju ly 16. M A W U is 
at present taking legal action against Tidwel l on behalf o f 
the four in a b id to have them reinstated. 

Tidwell- Housing 
S A.lPty) Ltd 

When did people start joining 
the union? 

A shop steward from the nearby 
Dunlop factory started recruit* 
ing workers at the gates. He 
would travel w i th us on the 
buses and explain about the 
union. We called a meeting in 
June and at that meeting 
elected a steering committee* 

What were the workers' main 
grievances? 

Wages. 

Were people finding i t diff icult 
to live on the money they were 
paid? 

It was very diff icult as rents and 
transport costs are very high 
here. We were paid about R25 
a week and out of that we had 
to pay the rent of R14 a month 
and bus fare of R15 per month. 

Were there any other problems 
in the factory? 

Yes, they didn't give out pay 
slips beforehand so you never 
knew how much you were going 
to be paid. You didn't even 

know how much you earned per 
hour. People also used to get 
private increases. One person 
would go and talk to the fore
man and then he would be given 
an increase. 

How do the wages compare to 
the nearby factories like 
Dunlop? 

The wages are much lower. In 
fact a worker at Dunlop gets 
three times more than a worker 
at Tidwell. Tidwell is among the 
lowest paying factories in the 
area. 

Let's move on to where the 
steering committee approached 
management? 

On a certain Friday we were told 
that we were to be given the day 
off which was strange so we 
went to management to ask 
why. Management told us that 
only Indian and coloured work
ers would be working as it was 
stocktaking. They told us not to 
worry as we would get our ful l 
pay. But in the following Frid
ay's pay packet we found that 
we weren't paid for the Friday 

Tidwell Housing in the decentralised 
the factory. 

and some found they were RIO 
short. On the following Monday 
a whole lot of workers approach
ed management to f ind out why 
we hadn't been paid. Manage
ment told us that we hadn't 
worked so we were not getting 
paid. 

There was a general conf
usion about how this had been 
deducted so the workers sent 
the steering committee t o go 
and ask how much we were 
paid per hour. Management sim
ply told us to calculate the rate 
of pay ourselves. 

We then asked management 
for an increase so that after al l 
the deductions we would at least 
have something left* To this they 
replied that production was very 
low. But we replied that in some 
departments workers had run 
short of material, so it wasn't 
our fault. 

Were workers working while you 
were meeting with management? 

No, when workers arrived at the 
factory they clocked in but ref
used to start work. Workers were 
waiting for the steering comnv 
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ittee to tell them what happen
ed. 

What happened after that? 

Management refused to do any
thing. They said that before we 
proceed wi th any negotiations 
they would like to inform us 
five members of the steering 
committee were f ired. A sheet 
o f paper was then given t o 
the security guard with the clock 
numbers of the five, Immmed-
lately workers heard that the 
five had been fired they demand
ed to know why. Management 
simply said that before they 
talk to the workers those five 
must be outside the gates. 

Soon after that management 
said the entire workforce were 
now fired* They were told to 
bring back their overalls the 
next day. 

When we took back our over
alls, we were told to come and 
reapply for jobs. But when we 
five members of the steering 
committee came in , the manage* 
ment chased us away and phorv 
ed the police t o have us 
removed. 

Those who were taken back 
were asked lots of questions like 
were you a member of the 
union. Those who said, yes, were 
sent out. And now the starting 
rate has dropped f rom R25 to 
R18 per week. 

Does i t look like the company 
wanted the union? 

No. In fact there isn't any conv 
pany which wants a union in 
this area. 

Why do you think this American 
company came and bui l t a fact
ory in KwaZulu? 

A t first we thought it came to 
KwaZulu to boost the govern
ment and to offer jobs. But now 
we think they were just moving 
to a place of cheap labour. 

I t there much chance of getting 
another job in the area? 

It's not easy at al l . As it is now 
we have already been chased 
away from one company. Once 
they see your pass stamped Tid
wel l , they chase you away. 
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