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COSATU was born in 1985 at the height of the struggle against apartheid, 
in the context of heightened imperialism. It is for that and related reasons 
that COSATU recognised from its very inception that the struggle against 

apartheid is at the same time a struggle against capitalism. Apartheid, like fascism, 
is a variant of capitalism and therefore, cannot be separated from the broader 
global working class struggle against capitalism. Since then, the world economy 
and our domestic situation have undergone changes that include the 1994 
democratic breakthrough, which changed the composition and balance of global 
power in some ways. But equally neo-liberalism consolidated itself on a global 
scale and unleashed unprecedented waves of vicious anti-working class attacks 
that both fragmented it, but also strengthened its resolve to fight back.

In that regard, COSATU has never entertained the illusion of the struggle against 
apartheid as an end in itself, but as a component part of a broad, deeper and 
profound struggle against the whole system of capitalism, at whose disposal 
apartheid was in active service. Therefore, the 1994 democratic breakthrough in 
the country did not mean laying down our weapons and tools of struggle, but their 
further sharpening and re-orientation to carry out our tasks under new conditions. 
In this regard, the struggle for a better life and working class power in South Africa 
is directly linked to and expressing the intensification of the global struggle for 
working class power and a new and just world order.

Introduction

1

The struggle 
against apartheid 
was part of a 
global struggle 
for working class 
power and a just 
world order. 

A concerted effort is required 
in order for the international 
work of the federation to deal 
successfully with current 
changes in our material reality. 
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Our struggle against apartheid taught us that solidarity is a two way process; 
it is about receiving solidarity from others and also giving support to those still 
involved in similar and other struggles elsewhere. It means sharing in the pains 
and sufferings of others, whilst also carrying their burdens as yours. In that way, 
the struggles become inter-connected, linked and mutually reinforcing towards a 
common goal of a new and just global system, which must be achieved at both 
local and international level through struggle.

The development of COSATU’s International Policy Framework is set against 
this background. Reflections on the past international work of COSATU have 
indicated that a concerted effort is required in order for the international work of the 
federation to deal successfully with current changes in our material reality. Likewise 
a concerted effort is required in the endeavour to contribute to the struggles to 
“build a better world based on equitable redistribution of resources and closing the 
growing gap between the rich and poor within and between countries.”1  

COSATU has developed this Policy Framework as a means to design a 
consolidated and integrated approach to its international work, which will serve to 
guide the federation and affiliates’ work in terms of principles, perspectives, focus, 
strategic approaches and general orientation.2  

1  COSATU. 2011. Report to the 5th Central Committee, p. 128.
2  COSATU. 2011. 5th COSATU Central Committee International Resolutions. 
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COSATU has from its beginnings, in the midst of apartheid, emphasised 
the centrality of international solidarity as a core founding principle. 
COSATU’s internationalism was built on the traditions, struggles and 

legacies of its predecessors; its evolution can be divided into three core periods. 
These include: the emergence of COSATU’s internationalism from its beginnings 
in the context of apartheid hostilities, the consolidation of internationalism during 
the transition to democracy between 1992 and 1997, and finally, the building of a 
coherent approach to internationalism from 1997 to the present. The core features 
of each period are outlined below.3

2.1  Historical emergence of internationalism in COSATU: 1985 – 1991

The brutality of the illegitimate Apartheid regime and the imperatives of survival 
in this period played an important part in shaping COSATU’s early phase of 
internationalism. The hostile environment in which COSATU was formed required 
that COSATU look beyond the borders of South Africa, and seek economic and 
political solidarity from its sister unions internationally. In this period, COSATU’s 
internationalism was relatively small and fragile – given the primacy of building and 
organising internally under an extremely repressive state. 

COSATU’s involvement in international solidarity built on the traditions of its 
predecessors, notably SACTU and FOSATU, for which internationalism played 
a central role. In the mid-1980s FOSATU coordinated its struggles to link up with 
other international political movements, through an approach it termed “direct 
links”.4 “Direct links” emphasised international worker-to-worker contact – in 
line with FOSATU’s tradition of worker control. When FOSATU merged to form 
COSATU in 1985, many of these novel features were incorporated into the new 
formation, which was likewise actively involved in the struggle to end the apartheid 
regime.

During the 1980s, COSATU strengthened its international relationships primarily 
because it required support from international allies to weather the political 
and economic hardship it was facing. COSATU and affiliates received support 
in various ways from the international trade union movement, which in many 

3  NALEDI. No date. “COSATU International Review”. Unpublished Paper.
4  Plaut, M. 1992. “Debates in a Shark Tank: The politics of South Africa’s non-racial trade unions” in African Affairs, No.   
   91.

Tracing the historical evolution of 
COSATU’s internationalism

COSATU’s 
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international 
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notably SACTU 
and FOSATU, 
for which 
internationalism 
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instances extended beyond financial and material support, including study visits 
and exchanges, workshops and seminars and other practical actions aimed at 
supporting COSATU’s struggle for the overthrow of apartheid. Although COSATU 
was on the receiving end of a lot of international solidarity, it also played a part 
in supporting struggles elsewhere, for example by supporting Namibia’s first 
democratic elections through mobilising resources and support for the South West 
Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) and the Namibian trade union movement. 
It was active in the mobilisation of resources for Cuba, particularly because of the 
reality that with the demise of the Soviet Union, Cuba lost a lot of material support.

The integration of the South African economy into the global, largely due to the 
emergence and spread of neoliberalism, meant that by the 1990s COSATU had 
identified, for “very concrete reasons”,5 further important reasons for strengthening 
international solidarity. COSATU therefore underlined the importance of “sharing 
common problems, particularly where there is an unbridled move to free market 
systems”.6  

Cold War tensions were an important factor in COSATU’s advocacy of a position 
of ‘active non-alignment’, which entailed a pragmatic connection to many ICFTU 
affiliates, but not the confederation itself. COSATU developed strong bilateral 
relations with national centres that they felt they shared common values. To a 
more limited extent COSATU also developed relations with the WFTU. COSATU 
supported the idea of a unified international trade union movement, but attempts to 
unify the WFTU and ITUC were unsuccessful.  

COSATU also worked closely with OATUU and SATUCC, and maintained its 
historical relations with ICFTU affiliates and WFTU. With the end of the Cold War 
and the dawning of democracy in South Africa these dynamics soon started to 
change. 

2.2  Internationalism in a dawning democracy: 1992 – 1997

By the early 1990s COSATU had begun to respond more effectively to its own 
emphasis on the importance of strengthening international trade unionism. During 
this period COSATU’s approach to international work was compelled to evolve 
from focussing on generating support for the anti-apartheid struggle, to fighting 
capitalism and promoting worker’s rights and socialism (although the latter had 
always been an important part of COSATU’s ideological framework). The transition 
to democracy in 1994 meant that the anti-apartheid struggle could no longer be a 
focus of COSATU’s internationalism. 

At this stage there was still no overarching international programme in COSATU. 

5  Jay Naidoo, COSATU General Secretary cited in NALEDI. Op cit.
6  ibid.

Although COSATU 
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lot of international 
solidarity, it also 
played a part 
in supporting 
struggles 
elsewhere, such 
as support for the 
Namibian trade 
union movement 
and mobilising 
resources for 
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The federation in this period continued to be bedevilled by a lack of consensus 
around affiliating to the ICFTU (or indeed the WFTU). In 1994 several affiliates 
proposed that COSATU should resolve to re-affirm their position of non-alignment 
as “the international centres are perpetuating disunity” and that COSATU should 
“play a role in uniting the international union movement”.7 Others argued for 
affiliation to the ICFTU on the grounds that COSATU should not isolate itself from 
the largest trade union movement. It was not until 1997 that this issue was resolved 
and COSATU affiliated to the ICFTU – with a goal to transforming it. At the same 
time COSATU decided to maintain strong links with the WFTU, without affiliating to it.

2.3  Building a coherent international programme: 1997 – current

By the late 1990s COSATU had started to develop a more coherent and holistic 
approach to trade union internationalism. Although the Federation focussed 
on similar issues as it had in the past, such as worker solidarity in Africa and 
trade issues, it did so from a more sophisticated and nuanced point of view. The 
impact of globalisation and international economic policies as well as the power 
of multinationals and International Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as the WTO, 
World Bank and IMF assumed a central place in much of COSATU’s international 
work. The Federation also demonstrated a greater understanding of its role in 
the international trade union community and global affairs generally. In this vein 
specific countries were also targeted, where COSATU wanted to demonstrate 
international solidarity with workers whose rights were being violated. By 2003 an 
international programme, based on the three pillars of ‘building an international 
working class movement’, ‘international solidarity’ and ‘struggle for a just world 
order’ had been developed. 

COSATU’s re-orientation toward a more coherent international programme ran 
alongside the sophistication of its understanding of and approach to labour 
internationalism. The long evolution of COSATU’s internationalism was an organic 
process; it arose in the context of struggle and encountered many milestones. 
One of those was the transition democracy, through which a new set of priorities 
emerged. Today COSATU’s internationalism is guided by a commitment to 
workers’ rights and socialism. In this regard it responds to the demands for a 
new form of labour internationalism. COSATU is seen as key example of social 
movement unionism internationally – a type of unionism broadly associated with 
the labour movements in the global South, and concerning itself with issues that 
extend beyond workplace concerns, locating itself within a broader movement for 
change, while placing emphasis on building links with forces outside of the labour 
movement.

7  COSATU. 1994. Draft Composite Resolutions, 5th National Congress. Unpublished.
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It is important that COSATU’s international outlook and approach is 
responsive to key issues facing the international labour movement and the 
contemporary era and is informed by the environment in which COSATU is 

operating. Although the context is continuously changing, certain broad themes in 
the international arena can be briefly highlighted.8

3.1  Globalisation, neoliberalism and crisis

Since the 1970s there have been deep structural changes in the global order. 
Globalisation and the emergence of neoliberalism have meant that configurations 
of power have changed in all their respects – capitalist, military, state, imperial, 
technical, and patriarchal. These changes warrant deep and critical reflection. 
However, the fundamental relationships between labour and capital remain the same.

The spread of neoliberalism must be understood against the context of the global 
crisis of profitability that began in the 1970s, through which neoliberalism provided 
a means by which to open up new markets, tap into vast reserves of cheap and 
docile labour, and cut back on the rights won by organised labour in the “golden 
age” of capitalist growth. In the current phase, its continued expansion is being 
driven by a powerful coalition of nation-states, transnational corporations and 
IFIs, including the WTO, IMF and World Bank, whose agenda revolves around 
expanding the market and increasing profits for a few powerful countries and 
companies by forcing developing countries to open their economies.

The recent crisis is a product of this system. Never in its entire history has the 
capitalist system run so deep into crisis. Ruling elites and their counterparts in the 
form of banking and industrial bosses are forcing workers to pay for the global 
economic crisis by cutting jobs, wages and pensions. Poverty, destruction of the 
environment and war continue to largely define the character of the globe. 

The skewed and wasteful character of capitalism is manifested in its priorities and 
expenditure patterns. For instance, in 2012 about US$ 8 billion was spent annually 
in the US on cosmetics; military expenditure in the US was approximately $780 
billion, while only US $6 billion was spent on basic education for all – and we 
expect that the picture of expenditure will simply worsen.9 

8  Largely drawn from COSATU. 2012. International Conference Draft Concept Document.
9  COSATU General Secretary Address to the International Policy Conference, May 2012.

3
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Millions of people are beginning to question the logic of this 
inhumane system; a system that puts profits before people.

3.2  The history of capitalism is a history of class struggle

Classical Marxist theory of imperialism affirms that capitalism in its imperialist stage 
is defined by two potentially conflicting, yet inter-related tendencies:

•	 The internationalisation of production, circulation and investment

•	 The interpenetration of private capital and the nation-state

It is in the nature of capitalism that states act as the premier weapon of their 
respective monopoly companies, to compete with each other in their search 
for markets, raw materials and cheap labour all over the globe, such that an 
increasingly integrated world economy and competition between different sections 
of capital now takes the form of geo-political conflict among states. 

The historic achievement of the American state during the 1940s was the 
construction of a transnational economic and geopolitical architecture that unified 
the entire advanced capitalist world under US leadership. However, we should 
not be tempted to take for granted the destabilising effects of conflicts among the 
advanced capitalist states themselves.

The Chinese boom has played an important role in reorienting the global political 
economy. The emergence of BRICS is another noteworthy occurrence. On the one 
hand, the rise of BRICS has the potential to tip the balance of forces more towards 
the South, and has facilitated opportunities for regional integration that are not 
based on the neoliberal model (this has materialised to some extent in the form of 
ALBA10). However, at the same time, it has facilitated the outwards expansion of 
multinationals based in those countries. These realities prompt a deeper discussion 
about our understanding of the architecture of imperialism, particularly in light of 
South African capital on the African continent.

Although some analysts argue that China will at some point emerge as a pole of 
inter-imperial power, it will remain very far from reaching such a status for a good 
many decades. A few rich northern states, headed by the US, and concentrated 
in the Group of Eight (G8), continue to control and use a vast network of the most 
powerful global institutions, like the IMF, World Bank and WTO, to shape the 
pattern of investments and trade in developing countries and thereby dominate the 
world in all spheres, particularly the economic arena. 

10  The Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America.

The rise of BRICS 
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Riots in Greece. Photo: Grigoris Siamidis.                                                          Protests in Brazil.
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Various mechanisms ensure the stability of this global economic order. For one, 
developed countries peddle deregulation and trade liberalisation, which gives 
them access to foreign markets, sources of raw materials, fields of investment 
and spheres of influence while they continue to protect their own industries 
through subsidies and tariffs. Another is the use of political and military might by 
the global powers in asserting control over economic resources (the most blatant 
expression being the Iraq war). Imperialism therefore continues to deeply affect 
the face of the global South, and as a result Africa continues to suffer from chronic 
underdevelopment.

New neo-colonial configurations have meant a renewed assault on both the 
economic and political sovereignties of developing countries. The nation-state and 
national sovereignty therefore remain sites of struggle. This is particularly important 
in the global South, where imperialist ambitions continue to shape political and 
economic life (a key example being NATO’s involvement in Libya). 

The architecture of the colonial political economy is still fundamentally in place in 
much of Africa. The lack of transformation of production relations, and the centrality 
of nationalism in anti-imperialist struggles has played a large role in suppressing 
and distorting a working class perspective, a reality that remains in place.

3.3  Opportunities for the working class in the era of capitalist globalisation

Whilst the challenges of globalisation and the global crisis are many, they 
have produced contradictory effects. Global processes have opened up new 
opportunities for organised labour. The increased integration of the global 
economy and the fact that workers are enmeshed in integrated production 
processes presents new opportunities for disruptions in the supply chain and 
flow of production. Of course, having the power to disrupt requires stronger and 
more cohesive international organisation. To this should be added the enormous 
potential offered by the new forms of communications technology, which facilitate 
the building of new cross-border networks and linkages and worker-to-worker 
sharing, thus potentially democratising internationalism. 

There have also been signs that the centre of gravity economically is tipping to 
the “global South” (largely as a result of the rise of the BRICS phenomenon). 
Combined with the fact that certain Asian and Latin American countries have begun 
asserting the need for a new economic and political architecture, this implies a 
potential increase in the available leverage for progressive forces within those 
regions, although this is contested.

Furthermore, the resurgence of popular struggle, including the movements in North 
Africa and the Middle East, and the global impact of Occupy X movement have 
provided inspiration for the many witnessing the power held by ordinary people 
in taking control of the future. Processes unfolding in parts of Western Europe, 
including the near financial collapse of Greece and Italy have produced large-scale 
protest in those parts of the world. In some cases we have seen a deep-seated 
dissatisfaction and questioning of the capitalist system, which has gone beyond 
an attack on the neoliberal, free-market form. On the other hand, neoliberalism 
has simultaneously facilitated the re-emergence of deeply reactionary ideologies, 
including fascism, militarism and religious fundamentalism. We need to grab the 
opportunities that exist for progressive forces in advancing an alternative model of 
global economic justice, and opposing the spread of these racist ideas. 
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COSATU’s vision is set by the larger (and fundamentally interconnected) 
principles of the federation as outlined in the constitution and elsewhere. 
Like our objectives therefore, our principles stem from our holistic 

understanding of the social reality from a working class perspective and cannot be 
considered separately.

4.1  Working class internationalism
The internationalism we practice is informed by, and resting on, our vision of a 
world freed from exploitation and oppression. While working class internationalism 
includes extending international solidarity, it is broader than this; it is about 
changing the world in a very fundamental way. Our internationalism reaffirms that 
the interests of the domestic and international working class, despite the uneven 
development of capitalism, are fundamentally aligned; they are part of the same 
struggle against one global system. 

COSATU envisions a culture of internationalism that is politicised and class 
conscious, democratic, participatory, and worker-controlled. Our internationalism 
has been termed shop floor internationalism, and is located firmly in the tradition of 
international social movement unionism.

4.2  Practical and concrete solidarity activism
International solidarity is just one component of internationalism; it entails 
supporting and linking up with struggles for rights and against exploitation and 
oppression, sharing ideas and experiences, promoting working class culture, 
and building networks, organisations and structures to facilitate collaboration and 
contact between workers. 

The politics of our internationalism determine the type of international solidarity that 
we extend. Ours is an internationalism that seeks to instil within the working class 
a sense unity and militancy by involving workers in each other’s struggles. The 
international solidarity we practice must therefore be expressed in these terms; by 
building mass campaigns, by creating living and vibrant worker-to-worker contact 
for sharing and learning, and by promoting combined action – including in basic 
trade union struggles and collective bargaining – at the international level. This 
type of practical and concrete solidarity activism is driven by shop stewards and 
workers at the workplace and surpasses, while not excluding, “political” solidarity 
based on symbolic activism.

4
Principles guiding COSATU international 
perspectives and solidarity work
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4.3  Anti-capitalism and anti-imperialism
COSATU’s internationalism and international solidarity are founded on a firm 
and unwavering anti-capitalist stance and a principled opposition to imperialist 
domination. All our international work is guided by a firm commitment to the 
realisation of our primary objectives of abolishing capitalism and imperialism, and 
all the forms of exploitation, inequality, oppression, domination and aggression 
inherent in them.

4.4  Working class unity 
The power of the working class rests in its unity. COSATU believes that it is only 
through the combined action of the united and international working class that its 
ultimate vision of a new socialist world order can be achieved. 

We stand by the international working class slogan “Workers of the world, unite. 
You have nothing to lose but your chains!”

4.5  A rejection of racism, sexism, homophobia and all other forms of inequality and 
oppression

We reject, in principle, all forms of racism, sexism, homophobia and other 
oppressions as abhorrent in their own right. We also recognise that capital 
deliberately perpetuates and profiteers from divisions between genders, races, 
nations, ethnicities, organised and unorganised workers, amongst others by  
sowing division in our ranks. 

We recognise that the nature of our struggle will determine the outcome: only 
though the collective struggle of the united, global working class against all forms 
of oppression and division will the liberation of the working class become a reality.

4.6  Democratic worker control and leadership
COSATU strives for worker control of all of its activities. This means that workers 
must control the structures and committees of the federation. Worker control is 
fundamentally about maximising participation in activities at the shop floor, which 
necessitates transparency and accessibility of information at the workplace. It is 
also about ensuring that all decisions, programmes and activities are driven from 
workers operating at the workplaces, and ensuring the accountability of leaders 
through rigorous mandating and reporting. 

In a similar way, COSATU strives to broaden control by workers and the poor to 
control of industry and communities, nationally and at the international level, as 
a fundamental part of building worker power for a different world, informed by the 
type of internationalism that we strive to practice.  

4.7  Alliances with other progressive social forces
COSATU understands the broad and varied nature of the working class, especially 
in the current period of globalisation. While we recognise the important role of 
workers and trade unions in the struggle for a new world order, we believe that 
this struggle must take up issues affecting the broader working class, and must 
be carried out in alliance with other progressive social forces. This entails linking 
workplace and community struggles – building on COSATU’s founding tradition.
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COSATU is committed to building global working class power for 
socialism. COSATU’s vision is of a world “freed from oppression and 
economic exploitation”.11 We are guided by the universal slogan of working 

class solidarity: “an injury to one is an injury to all”.12 It is our firm belief that this can 
only be achieved by a sustained and profound struggle fully expressing the three 
strategic anchors of COSATU’s international programme: 

•	 Building a progressive global trade union movement

•	 Building and supporting global working class struggles and popular alternatives

•	 Building socialism as a new and just global system

Our international agenda must not be understood as separate to our domestic 
agenda, but rather as an extension of it to a broader sphere. The struggles we fight 
locally are intimately connected to the struggles fought internationally – as part 
of a global struggle. This struggle is not confined to economic exploitation; it is a 
struggle that recognises the integrated and co-dependent nature of all struggles, 
including the eradication of imperialism, racism, sexism, homophobia and all 
other forms of oppression. It is simultaneously a struggle for equality and social 
and political freedoms and rights for all. Furthermore, it is a struggle that is not 
confined to the human terrain but is integrally intertwined with the struggle against 
environmental destruction and climate change. Because these problems are rooted 
in the capitalist system, true human and environmental emancipation can only be 
achieved through a deep-seated transformation of the domestic and international 
political economy, and its reconstruction along democratic socialist lines. 

This entails a sustained struggle by a united, international working class for the 
fundamental improvement of the conditions of its life in all spheres – economic, 
political and social. It is a fundamental to the working class struggle that the 
tangible gains made in daily struggles must be linked to the broad struggle for 
socialism. This requires the massive expansion of worker power and hegemony. 
It is a global struggle because capitalism is a global system. More than ever, the 
fact that the ruling class is no longer just national makes it necessary to fight the 
struggle on an international terrain, and to consolidate and build on the gains won 
by workers at local, national and global levels. 

11  ibid.
12  COSATU Constitution.
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What is our international vision and 
agenda?
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Objectives of COSATU’s international 
mission

COSATU’s objectives are a practical expression of its principles and 
agenda. The international programmes and all international work of the 
federation must therefore be guided by this perspective and be aimed at 

changing the balance of forces in favour of the working class with a view to the 
ultimate overthrow of the current economic and political system. 

There is a lot of work to be done, and COSATU must recognise that it cannot do 
all of it. Likewise, these are not separate objectives but rather integral parts of 
a broader objective, containing overlapping and cross cutting issues. Working 
effectively in the international terrain requires understanding the intersections 
between them, and prioritising and focusing our international efforts effectively. In 
doing this, COSATU’s objectives and priorities should inform the strategies and 
programmes that are developed.

In its pursuit of this mission, COSATU has identified the following core objectives:

Objective 1: Building a strong, united, worker-controlled and   
  progressive international trade union movement.

Objective 2: Fighting for global economic justice.

Objective 3: Fighting for human and trade union rights, an end to   
  all forms of oppression, and the pursuit of social justice  
  all over the world.

Objective 4: Fighting against climate change and for environmental  
  justice.

Objective 5: Building, promoting and defending working class   
  alternatives to neoliberalism and capitalism.

Objective 6: Building the required capacity, systems and    
  infrastructure to effectively pursue our international   
  objectives.

6
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COSATU has 
an important 
historic legacy 
in its traditions 
of militancy 
and worker 
control, which 
are an important 
resource in 
revitalising the 
African trade 
union movement.

6.1 Objective 1:  Building a strong, united, worker-controlled and progressive   
       international trade union movement

The transformation of the international trade union movement into an effective and 
fighting force that builds worker power in the struggle for socialism is a key priority 
for COSATU. This must be underpinned by the struggle to improve the material 
conditions of workers everywhere, to defend them against exploitation and the 
violation of their rights, and to contribute to the building of consciousness, unity and 
solidarity at a global level.

6.1.1  Strengthening, transforming and uniting the African trade union movement

COSATU has identified building a strong and militant trade union movement in 
Africa as a core priority in its programme to transform the international trade union 
movement into a strong, vibrant, worker controlled and progressive fighting weapon 
of the global working class movement.

This entails:

•	 Reorienting and reprioritising resources and efforts towards the African 
continent.

•	 Building unity in action of African workers and the poor on the global stage and 
deepening the struggle to overcome the legacy of colonialism for the working 
class on the continent.

•	 Confronting the current fragmentation within the African trade union movement, 
and expanding unity and class-consciousness.

•	 Deepening and expanding the tradition of worker control. COSATU has an 
important historic legacy in its traditions of militancy and worker control, which 
are an important resource in revitalising the African trade union movement. 

•	 Playing an effective role in ensuring working class influence in continental 
governance structures and regulatory institutions, including the AU and SADC.

•	 Placing a conscious and deliberate focus on Southern Africa. This entails 
strengthening the Southern African trade union movement, including SATUCC 
as a regional body able to drive a progressive and effective working class 
agenda.

•	 Deepening and harnessing our influence in trade union structures at the 
continental and regional level in the global South as a means to building and 
strengthening and democratising unionism on the continent, and transforming 
the organisations of the class into fighting organisations of worker power.

•	 Deliberately positioning the African trade union movement as a radical voice of 
the South against the moderating tendencies of the North in the context of the 
struggle against neoliberal globalisation and capitalist economic crisis.

•	 Working for improved relations with Lusophone and Francophone unions.
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Strategic considerations:

1.  The legacy of colonialism means that there are a number of challenges in 
this regard, including a lack of democracy, conflicts over resources, and 
economic underdevelopment, all of which hamper vibrant and worker-
controlled unionism. Furthermore, the under-development of the continent, 
part of which is related to infrastructure and communications, often makes 
building relations with our African counterparts difficult. (For example, it is 
cheaper to fly to Europe than it is to most parts of Africa). What do these 
realities mean for the realisation of this objective? 

2.  Under these conditions, how does COSATU build unity and strengthen the 
trade union movement without playing a big brother role?

3.  How do we ensure a reprioritisation of resources and energies towards 
building the African trade union movement as a crucial emerging force in 
the global trade union movement?

4.  Has there been a weakening of COSATU’s worker control tradition? What 
does this mean for our efforts to assist in strengthening democracy in the 
African trade union movement?

6.1.2  Strengthening and promoting South-South relations

COSATU has identified working towards strengthening and deepening South-
South co-operation as a key priority. Building alliances with progressive unions in 
the global South is essential for the process of transforming the international trade 
union movement into a strong and united force. The global South is also a key site 
of struggle against imperialism and capitalism and contains important practical 
and living examples and experiments in building alternatives – both in the sphere 
of trade unionism, where new forms have emerged – and in other spheres outside 
of it. In many cases, these provide important lessons for building alternatives to 
market-driven development. 

This entails:

•	 Prioritising work in the global South and directing resources accordingly – 
thereby ensuring that our stated priorities are backed up organisationally. 

•	 Developing and deepening bilateral and trilateral co-operation with progressive 
and like-minded Southern trade unions.

•	 Sharing resources, knowledge and expertise to deepen working class power 
and ensure greater cohesion of international work across the global South.

•	 Deepening participation in international forums, organisations and networks that 
provide a platform for South-South co-operation and horizontal networking. 

Building alliances 
with progressive 
unions in the 
global South 
is essential for 
the process of 
transforming the 
international trade 
union movement 
into a strong and 
united force.
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Considerations:

1.  There are existing networks (principally SIGTUR and others) and forums 
that bring together movements from the global South. Some of these are 
rooted in a democratic and Southern radical perspective, but also exist in 
organisational forms challenging the culture of bureaucracy and diplomacy 
that characterises much of the mainstream labour movement. What should 
be done to ensure that COSATU continues to play a leading role in these 
forums?

2.  How can SIGTUR be strengthened to ensure that it asserts working class 
power in the global South?

6.1.3  Working with progressive allies in the global North and transforming unequal power relations

COSATU has recognised the imperative of addressing the uneven power relations 
that exist within the international trade union movement and the dependent and 
subservient position of African trade unions at the international level. 

Dependency of the trade union movement based in Africa and the global South 
hampers the possibility of building a strong and global movement: it frustrates 
feelings of solidarity and unity, can buffer undemocratic leadership (and entrench 
bureaucracy) and therefore plays a major role in stifling the militancy of the working 
class in these regions. Building a strong Southern voice is vital in ensuring that the 
agenda of Africa finds expression in the international trade union movement. 

This entails:

•	 Providing practical solidarity as a means to assisting weaker unions (primarily in 
Africa and the global South) to increase their internal capacity and financial self-
sufficiency as a means to neutralise financial influence and dependency.

•	 Working with like-minded sister unions in the international trade union 
movement from both North and South in developing effective strategies and 
working towards countering the disproportionate power held by dominant unions 
in this sphere.

•	 Admitting that COSATU suffers from its own internal problems and remaining 
wary of assuming that we have all the answers. But also recognising the vast 
knowledge and set of experiences that COSATU has accumulated, which 
can be shared – in the spirit of solidarity – with our African and Southern 
counterparts. In particular this relates to our tradition of accountability, which 
could go a long way to assist workers on the continent in struggling against 
corruption and bureaucracy in their organisations.

•	 Participating fully and effectively in decision-making processes and structures 
of the organisations of the global trade union movement, whilst still working 
towards their transformation.

•	 Maximising the power we derive from the strategic positions we occupy in the 
global trade union movement and ensuring that they are used for the purposes 
of addressing the uneven patterns of power in the global trade union movement.

Building a strong 
Southern voice is 
vital in ensuring 
that the agenda 
of Africa finds 
expression in the 
international trade 
union movement. 
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Critical concerns:

1.  What are the prospects for advancing this agenda in the international terrain 
given the real disparities in access to finances?

2.  What are the implications for advancing a more progressive agenda given 
that many dominant Northern unions are ideologically tied to their ruling 
classes and are reluctant to cede power to the interests of Africans? What is 
COSATU’s role in this?

6.1.4  Working towards the unity of the international trade union movement

Unifying the international trade union movement is a key objective for COSATU. 
This means advancing the cause of a single continental, and a single international 
trade union movement. However, we must approach the question of unity from a 
principled position linked to our project of transforming the international trade union 
movement in line with our principles and overall agenda.

This entails:

•	 Extending COSATU’s advocacy of one union per industry, one federation 
per country to the international arena, and call for “one world, one united 
international trade union movement”. 

•	 Encouraging joint activities, programmes and campaigns between rival trade 
union structures and organisations in Africa and globally, as part of a process 
towards unity, parallel to efforts for unity in the various regions and countries in 
which we work.

Concerns:

1.  What are the possibilities realistically of achieving unity between the main 
(currently two) trade union internationals given the long-standing divisions 
that were results of the Cold War, and different ideological outlooks that 
continue to exist between these organisations? 

2.  What could COSATU’s role be in promoting unity?

6.1.5  Building a radical and fighting international trade union movement through practical solidarity

COSATU’s principles include the commitment to a practical, genuine and shop floor 
based solidarity and an active campaigning and responsive approach. Practical 
solidarity has the ability to reveal to workers, through their own direct experience, 
the global nature of capitalism and the interconnectedness of all. In the context in 
which globalisation has produced fierce competition between workers in different 
countries, practical solidarity provides a powerful tool for instilling within the 
working class a sense of solidarity and unity.

This entails:

•	 Building forms of solidarity that go beyond symbolic acts, diplomacy and 
bureaucratic processes, and into concrete campaigning work that builds 
awareness within the class of its own international identity and helps enable the 
emergence of an internationalist working class culture. 

A key objective 
for COSATU 
is unifying the 
international trade 
union movement.
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•	 Self-awareness and reflection with regards to the type of solidarity we offer, and 
committing the necessary resources and energies to ensuring that our solidarity 
work is meaningful and practical.

•	 Decentralising international work by creating and deepening platforms for the 
participation of international work at the regional and local levels.

•	 Mass education on various issues related to our international work. Not only 
will this capacitate workers to be able to participate confidently, but it also 
allows them to identify the struggles of others with their own in a way that 
adds meaning to international campaigns at the grassroots and builds class 
consciousness. 

•	 Prioritising and promoting worker-to-worker and people-to-people contact, 
solidarity and combined action. This should underpin all international visits 
and missions, but also the most basic aspects of trade union work, including 
collective bargaining, for the purposes of sharing revolutionary and practical 
perspectives and lessons. 

Considerations:

1.  Are the necessary resources and energies available in order to see this 
objective realised? What needs to happen for this objective to become 
reality?

2.  Can COSATU’s internationalism so far be considered to constitute this sort 
of internationalism?

Practical solidarity 
has the ability 
to reveal to 
workers, through 
their own direct 
experience, the 
global nature of 
capitalism and the 
interconnected-
ness of all. 
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Confronting 
underdevelopment 
in South Africa 
and on the 
continent takes 
a central place 
in COSATU’s 
international 
policy. 

6.2 Objective 2:  Fighting for global economic justice 

The struggle for a new socialist world order cannot be located on the factory floor 
alone. COSATU must ensure that its practice of internationalism goes beyond the 
workplace, not only to communities, but to the national and international level – 
while recognising the linkages between these. This includes a focus on broader 
macro-economic and policy-making processes as an integral part of the bigger 
struggle for global economic justice. 

6.2.1 Confronting underdevelopment for industrialisation and job creation in Africa

There is a correlation between the building of a strong African working class 
presence in the international terrain and the development of African productive 
forces. While transforming the structure of the forces of production is important, 
COSATU also seeks to change the ownership and control patterns and to radically 
change the way the South African economy interacts with the global economy.

Underdevelopment and the persistence of colonial infrastructure in Africa (where 
infrastructure serves the purpose of the export of raw materials to the industrialised 
world) also places a severe constraint on the core aim of strengthening the trade 
union movement on the continent. Confronting underdevelopment in South Africa 
and on the continent therefore takes a central place in COSATU’s international policy.

This entails:

•	 Devising and campaigning for the adoption of a holistic approach to 
industrialisation and development for Africa that moves away from piecemeal 
solutions, export led growth models and economic policies based on attracting 
FDI. These models do not benefit the working class; they offer “development” 
at the expense of workers, the poor and the environment. Instead, we must 
advocate developmental economic models that control capital and resource 
inflows and outflows, use and beneficiate African resources for development 
and job creation in Africa, and are geared toward satisfying needs over profit 
motives.
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•	 Fighting for infrastructure development that is accessible to ordinary people of 
Africa, and does not favour business – whether foreign or domestic.

•	 Recognising that the adoption of the above will be met with opposition from 
the world powers, as has happened elsewhere in the world, and preparing the 
workers and the poor for this eventuality.

•	 Defending these macroeconomic shifts necessitates that there exists a sense 
of ownership by the mass of workers and the poor, which will only occur if the 
project is driven and controlled by the masses and is not an elite project.

•	 Learning from and sharing experiences with those countries that have pursued 
alternative economic models.

•	 Recognising that a whole paradigm shift in values is necessary to defend such 
a shift in economic orientation. We need a set of values that can challenge the 
capitalist culture promoted by media and ourselves unwittingly, and which is 
based on individualism, greed and personal enrichment. 

•	 Committing to directing resources into mass education within our own 
movement, targeting young workers specifically, and fighting for a new school 
curriculum that will instil and promote values of solidarity, communalism, and 
humility within the broad mass of workers and the poor. In addition, we need to 
fight against stereotyping reactionary ideas and the entrenchment of negative 
attitudes by the dominant sections of the media, and for more coverage of 
international progressive struggles and Southern alternative perspectives. 

•	 Fighting against the commodification and distortion of revolutionary heroes 
(including Mandela) and movements in the popular imagination, in such a way 
that they retain their dignity and character as part of the progressive struggle of 
people against injustice.

6.2.2 Transforming and democratising global governance and multilateralism

As it stands, the international multilateral system is skewed in favour of the global 
powers based in the global North, which often claim a monopoly on decision-
making processes at the international level, and are able to unilaterally set the 
terms in matters of international political and economic significance. Transforming 
the unjust multilateral system, including the institutions of global and financial 
governance is therefore a precondition for development and industrialisation in 
Africa, and central to COSATU’s international mission.

The international 
multilateral 
system is skewed 
in favour of the 
global powers 
based in the global 
North, which often 
claim a monopoly 
on decision-
making processes 
at the international 
level.

From Yash Tandon’s 
article: G8 and Africa: 

Some give, plenty of take.
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This entails:

•	 Calling for and taking up action towards the transformation of the international 
multilateral system, particularly the financial and economic architecture and 
its institutions, including the UN, IMF, World Bank and WTO. In particular, this 
includes changes in control, decision-making, governance and accountability 
to ensure appropriate representation of the diverse and pressing interests of 
developing countries and their people. 

•	 Working towards full representation of labour in these institutions as means to 
advance a working class perspective and interests.

•	 Supporting and building alternatives to the World Bank and IMF that can assist 
development in underdeveloped countries.

•	 Campaigning against the imposition of macroeconomic policies and agreements 
by these institutions that do not benefit poor countries.

•	 Ensuring participation by ordinary workers in international debates and 
campaigns aimed at the transformation of the international multilateral system, 
which includes demystifying the issues of global governance and trade through 
accessible popular education.

•	 Working for ascendance to, and effective use of strategic levers of power in the 
global arena (including the UN Security Council and ILO) as a means to further 
a working class agenda and to facilitate transformation of global multilateralism.

•	 Working with our alliance partners to influence the South African foreign policy 
in a way that benefits ordinary people on the continent and globally, and fighting 
for an “activist foreign policy” that is not simply an exclusively state project but 
is driven by popular participation. This is necessary to position South Africa in 
such a way that it dismantles, rather than simply integrates itself into, the global 
undemocratic power structure, and is able to pursue a developmental foreign 
agenda.

•	 Campaigning for the delinking of peace building from a military project and 
involving popular forces on the ground.

6.2.3 Fighting unequal trade relations for global economic justice

International trade plays a primary role in perpetuating and even deepening 
colonial relations, and keeping African and Southern economies locked into 
dependent relations that are difficult to escape. The terms of trade are largely 
determined by a few powerful countries, which are able to make use of the 
undemocratic nature of the multilateral system, and the WTO in particular, to 
advance their own narrow trade and investment interests to the detriment of those 
of developing economies. There is an urgent need to redress these imbalances. 
This is necessary for the upliftment of Africans, for overturning the generalised 
architecture of underdevelopment plagues most of Africa, and in advancing the 
workers’ struggle in pursuit of a socialist alternative.

This entails:

•	 Defending and fighting for the sovereign right of African countries to protect 
their industries through tariffs and other protectionist measures, and to pursue 
independent development paths and to explore alternative economic models 
based on the beneficiation of Africa’s natural resources.

Terms of trade are 
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•	 Calling for the adoption of continental industrial policies in Africa that will serve 
these ends.

•	 Campaigning against the hypocritical peddling of “free trade” by the 
industrialised countries and multinational corporations through WTO, while 
making use of the worst kinds of protectionism to protect their own industries.

•	 Campaigning against the dumping of surplus goods and capital on developing 
countries by developed countries as a means to ensure favourable trade 
relations for their own multinational corporations.

•	 Campaigning for the use of export taxes as a critical instrument to support 
inward industrialisation.

•	 Promoting fair trade, and exploring options such as the labelling of products that 
support worker-friendly and environmentally sustainable practices.

•	 Calling for debt cancellation for underdeveloped countries and for breaking the 
cycle of indebtedness that keeps economies dependent.

•	 Participating in global negotiations and structures concerned with international 
trade and global governance to ensure that the voice of labour is foregrounded.

•	 Ensuring that our participation in negotiations is linked to active campaigns 
involving workers at the base, and that COSATU plays a role in their co-
ordination.

•	 Intensifying our research on international trade issues.

•	 Engaging sister unions internationally to understand how we promote fair trade 
and introduce more structured procedures to protect worker rights, especially 
the rights of farm workers and other vulnerable workers.

•	 Strengthening our participation at NEDLAC where trade agreements and their 
impacts are dealt with.

•	 Prioritising work with progressive forces particularly (though we must still 
maintain some strategic contact with others who might not necessarily be our 
allies) to develop a BRICS trade union platform, based on an anti-capitalist 
left alternative and socialist strategy as part of a counter-hegemonic project, 
to promote people-centred development and the anti-imperialist content of the 
BRICS political agenda.

6.2.4 Transformation and strengthening of the AU and SADC to ensure people-centred development and 
regional integration

The AU and SADC have important roles to play in the development and 
industrialisation of the African continent. However, these bodies need to be 
strengthened and transformed. This includes ensuring that AU and SADC 
processes occur in the interests of African workers, and not only to benefit 
business. Regional integration in SADC must be based on the common pursuit of 
developmental goals that benefit all countries and people in the region. Regional 
integration based on free market logic will only serve to further entrench regional 
inequalities and be to the detriment of workers and the poor in all countries.

This entails:

•	 Campaigning for the transformation of SADC and the AU and their institutions 
to ensure their efficiency, responsiveness, relevance and capability in the 
discharge of their responsibilities, and to benefit all countries and people.

Regional 
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•	 Support the initiative aimed at building of the SADC People’s Justice Campaign 
to unite all organs of civil society throughout the region into a cohesive force for 
struggle, economic justice and democracy.

•	 Joint work with trade unions and social movements in order to make an impact 
on regulatory frameworks and policy formation within the institutions of SADC 
and the AU. 

The new arrangement for regional integration within SADC must:

•	 Link South Africa’s problems to Africa’s problems in devising solutions to the 
underdevelopment of the continent, while working to erode the perception of 
South Africa as somehow separate to the rest of Africa.

•	 Not disadvantage small economies.

•	 Promote the free movement of people.

•	 Prioritise the harmonisation of labour standards and human rights, which entails 
a focus on undemocratic and dictatorial regimes in the region.

•	 Take account of the danger of unequal development resulting from South 
Africa’s economic might.

•	 Effectively transform the apartheid political economy – which positions South 
Africa as a sub-imperialist power – in order to work in harmony with the region.

•	 Be linked to the need to effectively fight national chauvinism and xenophobia.

•	 Facilitate the enhancement of working class and trade union unity throughout 
the region.

6.2.5  Confronting multinational corporations

Multinational corporations (MNCs) are at the centre of processes driving 
globalisation. Trade agreements are negotiated in the interests of MNCs by the 
multilateral institutions – which are effectively their class instruments. Furthermore, 
MNCs are the face of “neo-imperialism”; within the context of Africa, their role 
must be framed in the context of the scramble of the continent’s resources. 
Related, MNCs have been principally associated with all sorts of anti-worker and 
environmentally unsustainable practices and violations of worker rights – driving 
down wages and working conditions by relocating to where labour is cheap 
and docile (and thus often female). Confronting MNCs and ending their reign of 
domination is a central concern for COSATU and must be approached with urgency. 

This entails:

•	 Working for the harmonisation of working conditions globally but with a specific 
focus on Africa as a means to fight retrenchments and the super-exploitation by 
MNCs of vulnerable sections of the working class. 

•	 Assisting in research on the location and functioning of MNCs and the logic and 
logistics of global production.

•	 Investigating and pursuing opportunities for international multinational collective 
bargaining and global framework agreements (GFAs) within MNCs, as well as 
opportunities for strategic international organising and disruptions along supply 
chains. The capacity and impact of GFAs need to be expanded; this entails 
improving comprehensive research, undertaking impact studies, and promoting 
the monitoring and implementation by involved unions.
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•	 Fostering a sense of class unity on the continent and globally to minimise 
feelings of competition between national working classes. This can be achieved 
through education, joint actions, worker-to-worker contact, information sharing 
and exchanges and other activities; it should always aim to involve shop 
stewards and workers at the local level.

•	 Encouraging, promoting, and maximising involvement in international 
multinational networks and other structures (like international shop stewards’ 
councils) many of which are being run by GUFs, that facilitate united action 
against MNCs at the international level.

•	 Promoting practical, cross border solidarity, including reviving regional 
leadership schools and organising solidarity strikes and other internationally co-
ordinated strike action against companies that undermine labour standards.

•	 Working to ensure that MNCs contribute to local production and beneficiation.

•	 Opposing the sub-imperialist role, real or perceived, of South African MNCs on 
the continent where they are responsible for the violation of trade union rights 
and freedoms, and providing active and practical solidarity for African workers 
struggling against these companies.

•	 Pursuing bilateral agreements with international sister unions on key aspects 
related to the operations and behaviour of MNCs in various countries.

•	 Campaigning for compliance by member states of ILO conventions and other 
internationally recognised standards, through the effective monitoring by trade 
unions regarding their implementation.

•	 Research and develop a database concerning the operations of MNCs for 
monitoring and strategising purposes.

6.2.6  Promoting and supporting struggles and campaigns for economic justice 

Building and strengthening the various initiatives for economic justice being run 
at the global level is important, both in its own right and as a means of providing 
space for the sustained struggle for socialism.

This entails:

•	 Participating in the co-ordination, together with other progressive forces, of 
activities, campaigns and initiatives that strive for economic justice.

•	 Campaigning for environmental justice and the protection of indigenous 
resources and livelihoods.

•	 Assisting and providing solidarity to unions in Africa by deepening and sharing 
research and education concerned with issues of economic justice.
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6.3 Objective 3:  Fighting for human and trade union rights, an end to all forms of   
       oppression, and the pursuit of social justice all over the world.

COSATU has identified the fight for social, political, human and environmental 
rights as a key area of concern in its broader mission. This entails building a united 
working class movement that embraces and links struggles for a broad array of 
political and human rights, struggles for equality and democracy, struggles against 
occupation and national oppression, abuse, corruption, racism, xenophobia, 
homophobia, sexism, discrimination, subjugation and environmental justice and 
for peace and stability (particularly in Africa). This requires that the working class 
collectively takes up issues affecting some sections of its ranks more than others 
as part of a broader struggle against capitalism.

6.3.1  Promoting gender equality and defending the rights of all women, working class women in particular

Fighting for a future in which women participate equally in the economy and society 
without barriers, and where women are emancipated from all forms of oppression 
in the household, the workplace and in broader society is an important goal of 
COSATU’s domestic and international work. Gender oppression and the special 
conditions faced by women workers, and the lack of full and equal participation in 
the trade union movement resulting from the absence of enabling and empowering 
conditions, is a fundamental barrier to the emancipation of all workers. 

This entails:

•	 Ensuring that gender is mainstreamed in all international work of the federation.

•	 Fighting against the discrimination of lesbian, gay, transsexual, bisexual and 
intersex workers (LGTBI) and working to make the international trade union 
movement conducive to the participation of these groups.

•	 Campaigning and actively working for a global trade union movement that 
serves as a home for women workers. This involves actively fighting against 
sexism and promoting the leadership of women at all levels of the international 
trade union movement, including in COSATU.

•	 Providing practical and meaningful workplace-based solidarity to women 
workers facing oppression or sexism by their male counterparts in the working 
class movements.

•	 Paying special attention to the specific issues faced by women workers on the 
shop floor and in broader society and actively campaigning against gender 
oppression and sexism at the global scale.

•	 Providing education and training that foregrounds gender equality and the 
centrality of the struggle against gender oppression in the broader struggle 
against capitalism.
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6.3.2  Defending migrants and combating xenophobia

International work does not only refer to work done outside our borders. COSATU 
recognises widespread migration as a permanent feature of the changing global 
political economy, and commits to defending the rights of migrants and fighting 
against xenophobia, particularly within South Africa.

In Africa, migration is historically tied to the onset of colonialism, which divided the 
continent along artificial boundaries, and initiated a process of uneven capitalist 
development. Capitalism is a system based on extreme inequalities and massive 
poverty, hence the inevitability of social tensions and division. In South Africa, 
these were reinforced by apartheid, which systematised racial and tribal relations 
and fostered separation, competition and individualism in society as part of the 
accumulation process.

In the context of neoliberal globalisation and capitalist crisis, migration has become 
a typical characteristic feature of the integrated global economy. The relative 
development of South Africa, combined with the collapse and decline of many 
African economies under the pressure of neoliberalism and structural adjustment, 
means that South Africa continues to be at the centre of in-migration in the region. 
What is unique to the current era of globalisation is that the transfer of wealth from 
the South to the North (and arguably from the rest of Africa to South Africa) is 
occurring against the backdrop of decades of economic stagnation and crisis. This 
means that migrants often tend to increase job pressures in the receiving countries, 
by increasing the reserve army of labour.13  

This intensifies competition between workers, creates bitter divisions, and induces 
xenophobic sentiments, which undermine the unity of workers’ struggle and the 
potential for their emancipation. Political elites exacerbate these tensions to deflect 
attention away from the failures of services delivery. The media also play a role 
in promoting negative images of Africans. But more fundamentally, this situation 
benefits capital – which actively promotes xenophobia while enjoying ever-
expanding profits as workers fight amongst themselves for the crumbs.

The struggle for a strong, united and progressive working class movement in Africa 
that can challenge the legacy of capitalism and imperialism rests on the existence 
of a strong and united working class movement that understands the role of capital 
in promoting disunity and xenophobia. This entails:

•	 Providing mass education that builds popular consciousness, class unity 
and pride, and broadens awareness of the conditions facing people in 
other countries in Africa. This includes challenging the generalised lack of 
understanding of root causes of persisting socio-economic ills, by locating them 
in capitalism, the apartheid legacy, and the post-1994 failure to fundamentally 
bring about economic redress.

•	 Condemning sporadic attacks on foreign nationals in South Africa in the 
strongest terms, and fighting for justice for the victims of such violence.

•	 Working to ensure that blame for social ills is not directed at our working class 
brothers and sisters from other countries. We must strive to underscore the 
divisiveness of xenophobia and the role it plays in undermining our struggle.

13  See Hlatshwayo, M. no date. COSATU’s Responses to Xenophobia, University of Johannesburg, Centre for So-
ciological Research; COSATU. “Declaration of the COSATU/UNHCR convened Public seminar against xenophobia in 
Johannesburg, 29-30th September, 2010.”
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•	 Placing primacy on organising migrant workers as a means to combatting the 
super-exploitation of these vulnerable sections of the working class.

•	 Condemning and exposing the widespread abuse and exploitation of the 
migrant workers by employers, agents and other intermediaries.

•	 Fighting for and defending migrants’ rights and equal access to social 
protection. This entails extending solidarity, social justice, equal treatment and 
gender equality to all migrant workers regardless of legal status, in order to 
secure non-discrimination and equal treatment of all, including non-nationals 
themselves.

•	 Calling for the review and transformation of our migration dispensation 
away from the racist and exclusionary apartheid-style policy towards a more 
progressive, inclusive and humane approach, based on equal rights for all 
as enshrined in our own constitution and the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights.

•	 Promoting African heritage and affirming the positive values of Ubuntu, while 
challenging negative imagery and false linkages between migration and crime in 
the media.

•	 Linking xenophobia to the call for a comprehensive development plan for the 
African continent as a means to fight the underlying causes of xenophobia, as 
well as campaigning against undemocratic regimes and human rights abuses 
which force people from their homes.

•	 Calling for the tightening of security to ensure that criminals escaping the 
laws of their countries are not able to hide amongst honest migrants and asylum 
seekers in South Africa.

•	 Fighting for the development of policies that protect foreign nationals working in 
the country, and for their right to organise and be organised into unions in order 
to enjoy the dignity afforded all workers by the LRA and other policies in the 
country.

•	 Facilitate and promote skills transfers between and amongst African and 
other countries, particularly in the global South. This includes focussing on 
the targeted recruitment of skilled people from sister countries, who should be 
allowed to equally enjoy rights and make a contribution to the development of 
the country.
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6.3.3  Building a progressive movement anchored in the axis of revolutionary and working class 
struggles by linking workplace, community and social struggles

COSATU’s commitment to international social movement unionism means 
extending the struggle beyond organised labour and linking struggles happening 
inside and outside the workplace, both domestically and internationally. This is 
necessary because of the context in which we are operating: where informalisation, 
casualisation and other processes underpinned by neoliberal globalisation have 
seen the emergence of broad, varied and complex international democratic 
movement, typified by the splintering of the traditional and formal working class into 
a multiplicity of social movements, engaged in struggles around a variety of issues. 
Although the trade union movement remains a central and key force, it is not 
possible to win the battle of transforming the international working class movement, 
or the global economic system, from the level of the workplace alone. To this end, 
COSATU must work towards the building of a movement that unites trade unions, 
social movements, student organisations, NGOs and other formations into a 
progressive movement anchored in the workers’ movement and aimed at profound 
transformation of society. 

This entails:

•	 Revisiting, rebuilding and reinforcing COSATU’s social movement unionism 
credentials.

•	 Strengthening COSATU’s participation and capacity to co-ordinate with 
international solidarity organisations driven by the Alliance. This includes 
building and consolidating links and joint activities with progressive 
organisations and movements outside the trade unions, as well as with NGOs, 
research institutes and individuals towards the formation of a progressive 
movement anchored in the workers movement.

•	 Pursuing a culture of shop floor-based internationalism that builds links 
at the grassroots level: between workers and members of the community, 
and between trade unions and social movements and other progressive 
organisations and their structures. This requires strong workplace structures 
and a shop floor tradition as the base for the formation of these relationships.

•	 Providing concrete solidarity to struggles for democracy, and against corruption.

•	 Deepening participation in international social movement structures, networks 
and organisations.

•	 Broadening co-operation with struggles happening outside of the workplace, 
both domestically and internationally, and harnessing these energies in such a 
way that they feed into the mainstream progressive working class movement.

Considerations:

1. Is COSATU still an exemplar of this tradition? Or has its role in bridging 
trade unions and community movements declined? 

2. What needs to happen to ensure that COSATU plays an effective role in 
exporting this tradition?
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6.3.4  Human and trade union rights solidarity programmes 

COSATU has highlighted the need for prioritising and directing international 
solidarity efforts and developing programmes and campaigns aimed at certain 
strategically identified struggles. COSATU has prioritised providing solidarity to 
a set of struggles against domination and oppression at the international level, 
although these do not constitute the full extent of COSATU’s international solidarity 
work. These include:

•	 The struggle against Israeli Apartheid and in solidarity with the people of 
Palestine through the Boycott Divestment Sanctions (BDS) Campaign and other 
global and local solidarity activities against the apartheid state of Israel.

•	 The struggle for democracy, economic justice and fundamental alternatives to 
the failed and oppressive Tinkhundla system in Swaziland. This includes the 
demand for the unbanning of political parties, release of political prisoners, 
unconditional return of all exiles. This implies concrete support for PUDEMO as 
the leading force, the newly established progressive federation, TUCOSWA and 
the rest of the progressive movement in Swaziland.

•	 The struggle for the democratisation of Zimbabwe and the consolidation of 
peoples’ alternatives to the failures of neoliberalism and oppression. In this 
regard, we need to develop concrete programmes with ZCTU and the broad 
democratic movement towards the full implementation of the Global Political 
Agreement (GPA) and guaranteed rights of all the people of Zimbabwe.

•	 The struggle against the illegal occupation of the Western Sahara by Morocco. 
We recognise POLISARIO Front and the UGTSARIO as our key allies, which 
requires that we do all possible to concretely support their struggles.

•	 The release of the Cuban 5 comrades from US jails and for the dismantling 
of the US embargo against Cuba, in defence of the sovereign right of the 
Cuban people to determine their own development path, free from imperialist 
interference and aggression.

•	 The struggle against human rights abuses and against the military Junta in 
Burma, towards the full democratisation of the country.

•	 The struggle for workers’ rights and popular alternatives to the murderous 
and neoliberal regime in Colombia, which, like Israel, is a client state of US 
imperialism.
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Given the nature of the global political economy, and the specific configurations of 
capital on the continent and in the broader world, we need to continually assess 
whether these are the most strategically important struggles to support if we are 
going to meaningfully advance our vision. Our international programme must be 
grounded in theory and guided by our overall objectives. 

Considerations:

1.  What should inform COSATU’s approach to choosing where to give 
solidarity, given that there are dozens of admirable and exciting struggles 
occurring all over the globe that deserve it? Is it correct that COSATU’s 
programme should be driven by an underlying theory guiding COSATU’s 
choices (for example in attempting to find the weakest points in the 
international capitalist system)? Or should these choices be made on 
another basis, for example the need for solidarity actions and assistance? 

2.  Is a revision of this programme necessary?

6.4  Objective 4:  Fighting against climate change and for environmental justice

Climate change poses a fundamental threat to the future of our planet. Capitalist 
accumulation has been the underlying cause of excessive greenhouse gas 
emissions, and therefore global warming and climate change. Fighting its 
causes and mitigating its impact has therefore been highlighted as a central 
aspect of COSATU’s international work. Any alternative economic order must 
be environmentally sustainable, and therefore the struggle for alternatives must 
foreground the issue of climate change and environmental justice. This entails:

•	 Recognising the reality of climate change and the destruction of the 
environment and integrating this into all COSATU’s work, domestic and 
international.

•	 Linking environmental justice and sustainable development to the imperatives 
of economic development and industrialisation on the continent so that 
development does not occur to the detriment of the environment.

•	 Working with our African counterparts to develop a comprehensive African 
response to the deepening crisis of climate change through the effective 
measures for mitigation, adaptation, and other means, to counter the 
devastative effects of this growing phenomenon.

•	 Rejecting and exposing the fallacy of market-based solutions to climate change.

•	 Fighting for environmental justice and working to ensure that the worst effects of 
the environmental crisis are not transferred to the working class and poor.

Denmark, COP15, 2009. 
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•	 Advocating a just transition to a new green economic model such that workers 
do not stand to lose in this process.

•	 Providing active and practical solidarity to communities and workers suffering 
from the effects of environmental destruction, pollution and climate change.

•	 Engagement in international negotiations and presenting the voice of labour in 
regulatory frameworks and international policy formations on climate change.

•	 Arguing for developed countries to pay for their climate debt and fighting for 
those who have contributed most to climate change to take responsibility for this 
by compensating developing countries – which carry the least blame but suffer 
the worst effects of climate change.

•	 Empowering workers and communities through popular education on the 
dangers of and solutions to climate change so that they are able to defend their 
interests and participate fully in discussions at the international level. This is 
important so that climate change does not become something for technocrats 
and experts.

•	 Supporting campaigns aimed at job creation through the development of a 
green economy.

•	 Addressing the position of South Africa as the number one polluter on the 
continent, and calling to account those South African MNCs responsible, and 
urging them to do their part towards a clean, renewable and green energy 
development path.

From: “Talk Left, Walk Right – South Africa’s Frustrated Global Reforms” by Patrick Bond, 2006. Cartoon: Zapiro
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6.5  Objective 5:  Building, promoting and defending working class alternatives to   
       neoliberalism and capitalism

Leading and sustaining a consistent fight for the dramatic shift in the balance of 
power in favour of the global working class is a key objective for COSATU. This has 
both an organisational and ideological component, requiring class-consciousness 
and strong, democratic and vibrant working class organisations. We must expand 
and consolidate the scope of worker control in all spheres of society and across 
institutions. Wherever they are won we must defend our gains and translate these 
victories into working class power. 

This entails:

•	 Exploring, promoting and defending existing experiments in building alternatives 
to market-led development and committing to learning from the lessons that 
they offer. 

•	 Making links and forming programmatic alliances with countries, movements 
and organisations, including in Africa, and in Latin America (where success has 
been experienced) as a means to building popular alternatives.

•	 Building the African working class as an independent motive force for socialism, 
which entails the strengthening of the unity and organisational, political and 
ideological capacity of the trade union movement in Africa.

•	  Facilitating the growth of a working class politics, consciousness and culture 
that challenges the ideological hegemony of capitalism. This means exposing 
ordinary workers to alternative experiences and experiments with alternatives 
to neoliberalism and capitalism, and deepening worker control of international 
work such that it trains and prepares workers for the fight against global capital.

•	  Addressing the weak state (ideological and organisational) of much of the 
international trade union movement and committing to transforming it into a 
fighting, class-conscious organ of worker power that can build momentum for 
alternatives.

•	  Deepening participation and increasing COSATU’s effectiveness in initiatives 
that are involved in exploring alternatives to capitalism and neoliberalism.
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•	  Building of a progressive bloc of social and political forces outside the pole of 
imperialism and neoliberalism to build working class power for socialism.

•	  Constantly evaluating and theorising both victories and setbacks with regard to 
challenging neoliberalism and capitalism and alternatives.

•	  Critically analysing and researching the experiences of the BRICS political 
alliance, promoting a platform for the trade union movement of the BRICS 
countries to organise themselves around a radical anti-capitalist agenda of 
socio-economic transformation, and rebutting the anti-majoritarian liberal 
analysis of the BRICS phenomena.

•	  Recognising that trade union investment can pose a challenge and potential 
obstacle. Clear conditions should be attached to investment. Trade union 
investment mandate should be developmental and not operate to further the 
neoliberal project.

•	  Take political education amongst our members more seriously, with specific 
reference to inculcating internationalism amongst young workers. In addition, 
ensure that we work towards creating links with schools, universities and 
other educational and cultural institutions in popularising socialist history and 
progressive ideas and incorporating these more centrally into curricula and 
socialisation processes.

6.6  Objective 6:  Building the required capacity, systems and infrastructure to   
                  effectively pursue our international objectives

COSATU must strive for increased coherence of its international work by 
maximising and synergising its work and the work of affiliates, in addition to 
releasing adequate resources for this task. 

We cannot wage a revolution through good intentions and policy statements alone. 
The objectives outlined in this policy cannot be realised unless we address our own 
capacity and build the necessary infrastructure and systems to facilitate proper co-
ordinated implementation.

6.6.1  Prioritising international work and focusing our international efforts

International work must take its rightful place as a central part of our struggle for a 
new world. COSATU and affiliates’ international work and programmes should be 
in line with the vision, principles, and general strategic approach and orientation 
outlined in this Policy as a means to ensure focus and synergy.

This entails:

•	 Designing mechanisms to ensure that international work is placed on the 
agenda and is allocated adequate attention at all levels of the federation. 

•	 Focussing international work and avoiding the tendency to hop from one 
issue to another through clear and systematic planning that is achievable and 
realistic.

•	 Designing mechanisms to ensure the active participation of affiliates and 
relevant office bearers (both COSATU and affiliates) in the structures of the 
federation designed to co-ordinate international work.
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6.6.2  Ensuring effective co-ordination and integration of the different levels, structures and areas of our 
international work

COSATU has identified a key area for concern being the effective co-ordination and 
integration of its international work. Developing a worker-controlled, practical and 
responsive internationalism means that COSATU must work towards ensuring that 
international work is not the preserve of the international department operating at 
national level, but draws in the various departments, regions, provinces and locals, 
and affiliates in a co-ordinated manner. This is necessary to make international 
work an integral part of COSATU’s daily work.

This entails: 

•	 Regular joint planning and collaboration between the international and the 
various other COSATU departments to avoid operating in silos.

•	 Where affiliates belong to the same international organisations, mechanisms 
need to be established to ensure that this participation is complementary and 
co-ordinated. 

•	 Ensuring the coherence at policy and programme level between COSATU and 
affiliates to maximise and enhance the work, and developing mechanisms for 
synergising the international work of COSATU and affiliates.

•	 Avoiding parallelism and duplication of international work between affiliates 
horizontally and between affiliates and the federation. 

•	 Ensuring that the development of COSATU’s international programme takes 
account of the international plans and programmes of affiliates. 

•	 Developing mechanisms to ensure that affiliates plan their work programmes 
with knowledge of and in tandem with COSATU’s international programme.

•	 Developing mechanisms for ensuring the timeous submission of planned 
programmes for international work to the international department, which must 
be integrated into the international programme of COSATU.

•	 Regular planning meetings to facilitate joint strategising and discussion and to 
minimise duplication of international work between COSATU and affiliates.

•	 Promoting the sharing/pooling of resources between affiliates and COSATU to 
maximise effectiveness of the overall international programme of the federation.

•	 Developing mechanisms to ensure that international work is decentralised to 
facilitate participation and promote capacity building of worker leaders to deal 
with international work at the regional and local levels.

•	 Sharing information and ensuring transparency of the international work by 
COSATU and affiliates such that it reinforces and strengthens COSATU’s 
overall impact internationally.

Possible considerations:

 Platforms and forums dealing with international work outside of formal 
structures are useful for information and experience sharing and could 
promote active collaboration of affiliates. 

 Should COSATU explore the option of establishing platforms of this sort?
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6.6.3  Building the capacity of the IRC to play an effective oversight role

The IRC is the structure responsible for co-ordination of COSATU and affiliates 
international work and needs to be transformed and capacitated in order to play an 
effective oversight role. This could include:

•	 Developing mechanisms to ensure that the IRC functions as a strategising 
platform and not simply a forum for reporting.

•	 Empowering the IRC to make the necessary decisions to effectively take 
forward COSATU’s international programme. For this to occur, the participation 
of NOBs is essential. COSATU must develop mechanisms to ensure the 
participation of the delegated members of the IRC.

•	 Broadening the IRC to include other departments, organisations and partners 
such that the co-ordination is maximised and synergy can be achieved.

Strategic considerations:

1.  How can international work be decentralised if the IRC, operating at national 
level, is responsible for the international programme of the federation? How 
can the IRC be structured to ensure that international work is driven by shop 
stewards, facilitates worker-to-worker contact?

2.  What is COSATU’s role in co-ordinating and providing support to the work 
of affiliates?

3.  What are the possibilities for the pooling of resources such that they can 
be distributed to enhance the international programme of COSATU and 
affiliates as it is described here?

6.6.4  Addressing the capacity needs of the COSATU International Department

The changes in the nature of the global economy and the increasingly integrated 
nature of the capitalist system under the era of globalisation require that COSATU 
reassess its operational outlook to ensure the centrality of the international 
department in its programme. This entails:

•	 Recognising the centrality of internationalism for achieving our objectives, and 
prioritising accordingly.

•	 Equipping the international department with the necessary intellectual, 
administrative, human resource and financial capital to drive its international 
agenda. This means the international department must be adequately equipped 
with administrative staff to support its political programme.

•	 Re-conceptualising international work such that its political nature is 
foregrounded. COSATU’s international officers should not play the role of travel 
agents and administrators.  

Questions and concerns:

1.  Does the political will, capacity and resource base exist in order for 
COSATU to truly meet its international commitments and vision?

2.  Many federations at the international level employ several staff members to 
deal with the different aspects of and regions in which international work is 
carried out. Should COSATU consider doing the same?
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COSATU perspective on the African 
Agenda

COSATU’s strategic thrust, perspective and role on the African continent 
to advance a new progressive agenda together with its allies shall be 
anchored in the following fundamentals:

•	 Industrialisation, integration and people-centred development.

•	 Building the capacity of African countries to manufacture and beneficiate their 
natural resources for the development of the continent and all its people.

•	 Promoting inter and intra-regional trade for integrated and sustainable 
development, fully cognisant of the uneven levels of development and towards 
balanced, just and equitable alternative economic models.

•	 Drawing from the experiences of other developing countries in other parts of 
the world and our own history, we seek to promote and explore alternative 
development models, and in the process also consider seriously the issues of 
building infrastructure and capacity to finance our development. This requires 
a decisive paradigm shift away from the failed solutions offered by the current 
hegemonic financial institutions, such as the IMF and the World Bank and the 
African Development Bank (ADB).

•	 Democratising the ownership and control of our natural resources in order to 
end monopolisation, massive looting and plunder by MNCs and corrupt elites.

•	 Building a democratic developmental state in order to bring about a new 
culture of popular participation in policy and decision-making processes, create 
effective structures to leverage a peoples’ agenda and support democratic 
governance. This will help end wars, injustices, inequalities, corruption and the 
generalised crisis facing our body politic on the continent. 

•	 Critical to our perspective is the urgent need reverse the political economy 
of apartheid – by which South Africa was designed the role of being a sub-
imperialist power or a semi-Western country, delinked from the developmental 
and related processes taking place on the continent (hence the common 
perception of South Africa as fundamentally separate from “Africa”).

African countries must build the capacity to manufature and beneficiate their natural 
resources for the development of the continent and all its people.

7
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8.1  Affiliations

The following considerations will guide COSATU in establishing and maintaining 
international affiliations:

•	 Shared ideology, values and/or commitment to the struggle for socialism and 
popular alternatives to capitalism.

•	 A commitment to the politics and practice of working class internationalism and 
solidarity demonstrated by the particular organisation under consideration.

•	 Compatibility with or close alignment to the six principles of COSATU as 
espoused in our constitution.

•	 The possibilities offered by that affiliation in creating further avenues and 
spaces to advance our own objectives.

•	 Access to networking with like-minded trade unions and those that have the 
potential to share our values.

•	 Strong organisation and the extent to which the organisation prioritises the 
class and related interests of workers generally. This could be demonstrated 
by a proven commitment to worker control and by the extent to which workers 
are actively involved in campaigns, decision-making and working together with 
other progressive forces to advance fundamental social change.

8.2  Bilateral and multilateral trade union relations and alliances

Bilateral, and Multilateral relations and alliances with other progressive trade 
unions are an important mechanism for the advancement of COSATU’s 
international agenda and must constitute a part of COSATU’s international 
agenda. COSATU currently has two trilaterals upon which we seek to expand our 
cooperation and synergies:

•	 KCTU (Korea) – CUT (Brazil) – COSATU (South Africa)

•	 TUC (Ghana) – NLC (Nigeria) – COSATU (South Africa)

8
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alliances
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COSATU must work to strengthen and broaden existing bilateral and trilateral 
relations and build new relations with progressive trade unions such that it 
enhances its overall objectives and agenda.

8.3  International alliances, networks and forums

COSATU’s alliances and relations are not confined to the trade union terrain alone. 
Because the working class is organised into a broad movement with many varying 
forms, tendencies and strands and levels of consciousness, we need to develop, 
expand and consolidate relationships with movements outside of the trade union 
movement, and participate in networks and forums which facilitate the combined 
action between the various organisations of labour and the broader working class – 
as part of our commitment to social movement unionism.

This includes:

•	 Building and consolidating alliances with trade unions and social movements in 
line with our strategic orientation and priorities.

•	 Deepening our participation and role in networks and forums that bring together 
workers from across borders.

•	 Taking seriously the need for links with organisations, forums and networks 
outside of the formal trade union movement and reorienting and prioritising our 
programme and resources in order to facilitate this.

•	 Deepening our participation in the World Social Forum as a key site of struggle.

•	 Continuing and deepening our participation and co-ordination of SIGTUR and 
exploring ways to strengthen and invigorate it such that it can become a site of 
working class militancy and power.

Important considerations for our international strategy:

1.  What does COSATU envisage SIGTUR’s role to be moving forward, beyond 
just a loose network? In that regard, what are the material, financial and 
human resource implications that should accompany the scenario we opt 
for?

2.  How does COSATU define its relationships outside of international trade 
union bodies, and in what way do they complement our broader efforts and 
work for a just world order within the international trade union movement?
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COSATU and its affiliates are highly respected and influential at the 
global level, yet the extent to which this has been leveraged and used to 
our advantage remains a subject of further discussion and is questionable 

at times. On the other hand, we must guard against exaggerating our influence 
internationally to the detriment of our strategies and impact thereon. Nevertheless, 
we hold many strategically important positions in the international trade union 
movement and are involved in key discussions and initiatives that shape the form 
and content of the international movement. COSATU’s tasks in this regard are 
twofold:

First, we must ensure that we are involved in the development and capacitation of 
cadre and affiliates such that their confidence and effectiveness in these areas is 
maximised. 

This entails:

•	 Training and skills development for all our structures and cadre involved in 
international work.

•	 Providing education on current international issues and the nature of the 
political economy.

•	 Developing mechanisms for effective briefing in advance of international 
engagements and trips.

•	 Providing support to affiliates to enhance the effectiveness of international 
programmes.

Second, harnessing and maximising COSATU’s influence and consolidating its 
power at the global level requires that it fully exploits the strategic opportunities 
presented by the appointment of COSATU cadre to leadership positions in 
international organisations. 
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This entails:

•	 Developing effective mechanisms for the development, deployment and 
mandating of all our international cadres and structures.

•	 Developing clear strategies for advancing COSATU’s objectives within 
international organisations.

•	 Developing effective systems for accountability, transparency and clarity on the 
roles and responsibilities as well as rights and duties of all COSATU personnel 
involved in one or the other form of international work.

•	 Consistency, systematic engagements, as well as ensuring proper planning and 
preparations for all international undertakings.

•	 That deployment to international structures is based on clear objectives and that 
the cadre deployed are fully capacitated with the knowledge and skill for taking 
them forward.

•	 That deployed cadre are aware of and constantly fight to advance the objectives 
laid out by COSATU and affiliates, in line with COSATU’s Policy.

•	 That all cadre are mandated and report back with regards to their work in the 
international trade union movement to ensure the effective co-ordination at the 
international level.

•	 Taking these positions seriously and ensuring effective and adequate 
participation in all structures.

•	 Deliberately supporting and promoting well-calculated deployments of cadres 
from sister trade unions in Africa and the rest of the global South to the 
international trade union movement, where we are under-represented as a 
result of the dominance of our Northern counterparts.

Critical consideration:

 We must be careful not to over-exaggerate our influence and weight at 
the international level given the complex dynamics and forces shaping the 
international political economy and the trade union movement itself. In this 
regard we will be required to develop a very sophisticated and carefully 
crafted, yet decisive strategy.
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10.1  The role of NOBs and officials

•	 COSATU needs to clarify the distinct and interrelated roles and responsibilities 
of its NOBs, CEC members and officials in undertaking international work. In 
doing so, it must take into cognisance the strengths, interests, capacity and 
requirements involved in the particular terrain as determined by the dynamics 
involved at that particular level.

10.2  The role of the Alliance and the Mass Democratic Movement

The Alliance must always be actively involved in co-coordinating individual and joint 
solidarity programmes of the Alliance partners and the rest of the MDM. 

In this regard, the following stand out as critical engines or tools towards that end:

•	 The building of an International Solidarity Forum that will be able to harness 
all our efforts, co-ordinate all our work, pull together all our resources and 
prioritise critical areas of focus and interest, wherein the role of COSATU and 
the SACP shall be to consciously advance an agenda based on proletarian 
internationalism. The centrality of working together to build a progressive 
movement on the African continent, co-ordinate with progressive forces in global 
South, and link up with our genuine allies in the global North must constitutive 
a critical anchor of the programme that must arise from the creation of the 
international solidarity forum. 

•	 The immediate development of a commonly shared Alliance international 
programme that outlines clearly what the areas of convergence are, but also 
isolates the critical areas of either sector interests to each alliance partner, or 
different perspectives on the particular issues. This will allow us collectively 
to maximise our effectiveness. In this regard, issues such as Palestine, 
Swaziland, Cuba, Western Sahara, Zimbabwe, as well as the development 
and industrialisation of the African continent, trade, climate change, MNCs, and 
the transformation of multilateral institutions seem to stand out as critical and 
priority areas that require our collective discussion.

Strategic and technical considerations  
of policy significance for our  
international work

The role of 
COSATU and the 
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on proletarian 
internationalism.
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•	 There should be transparency in the manner our government conducts 
international relations – to the Alliance and to the people of South Africa in 
general in order to avoid narrow and most often corporatist/business interests 
driving our foreign policy disguised as national interest. The latter has a 
tendency to create a disjuncture between our anti-imperialist outlook and the 
interests of the poor on the one hand, and against the class interests of a 
narrow, well connected, powerful and profit seeking interest on the other.

•	 In due recognition of the ANC post-Polokwane process resulting in the 
creation of the South African Partnership for Development Agency (SAPDA), 
we must engage the ANC towards effective resource support of Alliance and 
other progressive international solidarity initiatives. In this regard, the urgency 
of creating the already agreed-to International Solidarity Forum, led by the 
Alliance, should be prioritised as a matter of urgency.

•	 Our movement, and in particular the Alliance, should be at the centre of 
defining and driving foreign policy for government, with active participation and 
contributions from all partners. 

10.3  Engaging with civil society formations and other possible avenues

We must recognise that there are many civil society organisations including think 
tanks, academic institutions, research bodes NGOs, business, and sometimes 
even community based organisations that are actively involved in international 
work. COSATU must consider:

•	 How we take advantage of that reality to harness those massive energies, 
capacity and infrastructure towards the effective realisation of our international 
objectives. 

The need to clarify the relationship with some and all of these structures taking into 
cognisance the fact that we will not always agree on priority areas, on approaches, 
on methods and even on focus areas. This should not necessarily be a reason for 
why we cannot work together; it is more a reason for collective engagement and 
enriching each other. The fact is that that there are broader, national, class and 
progressive issues that we almost all agree on.

10.4  Engaging other stakeholders, such as DIRCO and other state and multilateral   
 institutions

•	 Clarify our relationship to DIRCO in order to define how workers and ordinary 
people should relate to foreign policy and the positions of the country at the 
international level.

•	 Campaign for a progressive, developmental, activist and human rights-
based foreign policy. This requires a paradigm shift away from that based 
on the narrow economic interests of the bourgeoisie (including the national 
bourgeoisie), towards one based on the true principles of solidarity and 
progressive internationalism.

•	 Practically explore the idea of a COSATU International Solidarity Fund that will 
co-ordinate, harness, and synergise our programme to pull together our limited 
resources in all the international activities we are involved in.
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•	 We must deepen our clarity on how to engage pan-African state actors such as 
the AU and regional bodies such as SADC through our various continental and 
regional trade union bodies.

•	 COSATU must define its position on meeting and relating to state actors 
and multilateral institutions, both national and international, particularly the 
controversial ones such as the World Bank, IMF, and WTO.

Things to consider:

 This often consumes large investments of (both financial and time wise). 
Should COSATU set a policy on engaging these institutions? What is the 
purpose of these engagements, and how do they contribute to the workers 
struggle?

10.5  Per diem policy considerations

•	 We need to clarify the criteria that inform the per diem rate and whether it 
should be uniform across regions, and ensure that we are maximising our 
resources effectively.

•	 COSATU needs to make explicit its position on the receipt of per diem by 
comrades from more than one source.

•	 All per diems must be declared to avoid multiple receipts, which simply 
undermine COSATU’s commitment and effectiveness, specifically in relation to 
accountability, transparency and honesty.

COSATU demonstration at Swaziland’s embassy in Johannesburg. Photo: William Matlala
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Conclusion

“The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over 
the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish 

connections everywhere… The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market 
given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country.”  

(Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. 1848. The Communist Manifesto)

The vision and overall objective of our engagement in international 
working class solidarity is for the fundamental transformation of the current 
global system towards a new, just, democratic and environmentally 

sustainable world order. This can only find profound expression in working class 
terms if it is founded on the basis of socialism. We must ensure that all our 
work, both in the domestic and international terrains contribute decisively and 
significantly to the expansion and building of working class power and hegemony 
in all spheres of society. This includes the paramount task of consolidating already 
existing radical alternatives to neoliberalism and capitalist globalisation, which are 
also fundamentally anti-imperialist in form and content.

In this regard, the daily struggles workers wage at the workplace, in communities 
and in all other key sites of power must be understood and deliberately built as 
critical elements of a broader working class challenge for real power and the 
overthrow of the global system of capitalism.
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