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1. Background and Methodology 

In 2022 COSATU will hold its 14th National Congress to evaluate and assess the work of the 

Federation, adopt a four-year plan to guide programmes and campaigns, and further adopt Gender 

Resolutions that will mandate the Federation on advancing gender equity and women’s 

empowerment in the union, workplace and society.  

COSATU National Gender Coordinating Committee (NGCC) identified the need for a COSATU Gender 

Review to assess gender equality gaps and achievements in preparation for the COSATU National 

Gender Conference and National Congress taking place in 2022. This work revolves around research, 

consultation and the development of documents to be discussed at National Gender Committee 

meetings and COSATU Central Committee September 2021 and to be endorsed by the National 

Gender Conference for adoption by COSATU National Congress in 2022. 

The COSATU Gender Review will be presented to the COSATU National Gender Conference in 2022, 

and form the basis of discussions in the Conference, with the COSATU Strategy Framework on 

Gender-based Violence and Harassment. 

The identified objectives of the COSATU Gender Review include the following: 

• To review gender equality achievements and identify important gaps 

• To collate COSATU gender resolutions from 1985 to date  

• To evaluate implementation of COSATU’s policies and perspectives on gender, identifying 

important advances, setbacks and stagnation 

• To identify significant changes in these perspectives and strategies over time 

• To highlight barriers to implementation of policies and resolutions and identify strategies to 

overcome these 

• To review the role and achievements of gender structures in COSATU 

• To highlight selected examples of women’s activism and gender struggles/victories  

• To ensure the active participation of COSATU and Affiliate activists in the review process 

The approach to the review is participatory and draws on the ILO participatory gender audit 

methodology.  We are adapting this approach to the COSATU context, taking account of the time 

limitations of this project.  We make use of the ILO gender audit methodology in four main ways. 

This includes the identification of areas of analysis, evaluation methods, participatory review 

activities and methods for analysis. 

The ILO participatory gender audit identifies three important areas of analysis – the three S’s – 

including Substance, Structure and Staffing.  These three areas were identified as important “action 

fronts” for mainstreaming gender. The goals for the organisation to aim towards ultimately would 

be: 

• to ensure gender analysis and mainstreaming in the substance of the organisation’s work 

• to ensure that in terms of structure there are systems and mechanisms for planning, 

implementation, monitoring and accountability on gender mainstreaming 

• to ensure that there is gender equity and equality in staffing 
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Given the fact that the review cannot cover every aspect of COSATU’s work, we will focus on certain 

main thematic areas, as identified by the COSATU National Gender Coordinating Committee. The 

review will identify some of the key advances and areas for improvement in the following areas: 

• Women’s representation in leadership, staff and participation in unions 

• Gender structures and strategies 

• GBV and Sexual harassment in the workplace and unions 

• Gender and collective bargaining  

• Organising vulnerable women workers and marginalised groups 

• The role of men in gender struggles (and structures) 

 

Project Methodology and Timeframes 

Deliverable Timeframe Responsible Focus Status/Details 

Presentation on 
Project 
methodology 

10 Sept 2021 NALEDI COSATU NGCC 
Workshop  

Project methodology 
presented to 
COSATU NGCC 
workshop 

Inception Report 20 Sept 2021 NALEDI Report to ILO Complete  

Literature 
Review 

July – 30 Sept 
2021 

NALEDI National and 
International research 

Complete  

Statistical 
Analysis 

Sept –  Oct 
2021 

NALEDI Employment and 
unionisation trends 

In progress 

Documentary 
Review 

July – Sept 
2021 

NALEDI COSATU Gender 
Resolutions 

Resolutions collated 
into a booklet 
Key thematic areas 
summarized 
Analysis of 
implementation  

Survey Sept – Oct 
2021 

NALEDI/COSATU COSATU Affiliates & 
Provinces 

Survey of COSATU  
Affiliates and 
Provinces 
 

Individual 
Interviews 

Sept – Oct 
2021 

NALEDI/COSATU Key Informants  6 Interviews 
completed with 
former and current 
union gender 
activists, and labour 
support gender 
experts 
 

Focus Groups Oct 2021 NALEDI/COSATU 1. Gender 
coordinators 

2. Women leaders 
3. Young women 

workers 

FGs completed in 
Oct 2021.  
Male gender 
champions workshop 
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4. Male gender 
champions 
(workshop) 

held 27-28 
November 

National 
Workshop  

20-22 Oct 
2021 

COSATU Participatory gender 
review 

Participatory gender 
review conducted on 
5 focus areas 

Draft Report 19 Nov 2021 NALEDI Draft Report and 
Recommendations 

Complete  

Submission of 
Report to ILO 

30 Nov 2021 NALEDI Final Report In progress 

Presentation of 
Report 

2-3 Dec 2021 COSATU NGCC 
workshop 

Feedback and 
Validation  

 

 

Survey of Affiliates – Response Rate 

Only 4 affiliates responded fully and comprehensively to the Survey, whereas 4 affiliates provided 

partial responses, with some information still to be provided. Therefore 8 affiliates (47%) provided 

responses on at least part of the Survey information.  However, 9 out of 17 affiliates (53%) did not 

respond. We had expected that at least 12 affiliates (70%) who attend the COSATU NGC would 

complete the Survey.  We must ensure that the outstanding data is collected urgently for 

presentation to the COSATU National Gender Conference. 

Name of Affiliate Complete Response  Partial Response  No Response 

1. AFADWU   X 
2. CEPPWAWU   X 
3. CWU   X 
4. DENOSA  X  
5. NEHAWU X   
6. NTM   X 
7. NUM  X  
8. PAWUSA   X 
9. POPCRU   X 
10. SACCAWU X   
11. SACTWU  X  
12. SADTU  X  
13. SAEPU   X 
14. SAMATU   X 
15. SAMWU   X 
16. SASBO X   
17. SATAWU X   
Sub-totals 4 (23.5%) 4 (23.5%) 9 (53%) 
Total 8 (47%) 9 (53%) 

 

2. Introduction – COSATU Women Workers Struggles  

Trade union women impacted significantly on the democratic transition. Many of the laws and rights 

for women workers and workers in general were the result of women workers struggles in the 1970s 
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and 1980s. Tshoaedi (2012) shows that women’s activism in trade unions in COSATU’s early years 

enabled them to advance an understanding of black working class women’s “intersecting and 

multiple experiences on the basis of their gender, race and working class status.” 

Firstly, women trade unionists challenged the invisibility of women and women workers struggles. 

For example, Tshoaedi (2012) points out that COSATU women activists strongly challenged unions 

on the draft new COSATU logo, which initially only had male figures (see Mashinini 1989,7 118). 

The new Federation logo was amended to include a woman with a baby on her back and a raised 

fist, carrying a banner, and pushing the wheel of the economy. This 

figure, together with the male workers depicted, symbolised the 

triple challenges of economic exploitation, and gender and racial 

oppression.  Women trade union activists also challenged the 

domination of men in union leadership, demanding representation 

of women.  Secondly, they challenged sexism and discrimination in 

workplace policies, taking up struggles for equal pay, maternity 

rights and against sexual harassment (Tshoaedi, 2012:3). Thirdly, 

COSATU women activists fought political domination and the sexism 

in the apartheid policies, and pushed for gender demands in the 

transition to democracy.  

Tshoaedi (2012) describes the struggles over the COSATU logo as 

follows:  

Women opposed the gendered power relations, unequal access to leadership positions and 

gender inequality within the trade unions. For example, in the early 1980s during the 

negotiations for the launch of COSATU, women made demands for COSATU to recognise 

women’s presence and contribution to workers’ struggles in South Africa. They opposed the 

drafting of a logo that had images of men only. Voicing her disappointment about the 

proposed logos, Mashinini (1989:118) states ‘it means that our presence, our efforts, our 

work, our support was not even recognised’. The COSATU logo that was eventually adopted, 

after heavy criticisms from many of the women activists, included an image of a woman 

carrying a baby on her back with one fist raised. 

When COSATU was launched in 1985 it adopted resolutions that committed the Federation to fight 

oppression and discrimination against women in all spheres, including workplaces, unions and 

society.  

In 1988 COSATU held its first women’s National Conference, bringing together women trade union 

activists, women in community organisations, and university-based intellectuals. The Conference 

took comprehensive resolutions on a range of issues including the fight for equality in the workplace 

regarding wages and occupations, maternity and childcare leave, sharing of household 

responsibilities between women and men, women’s right to safe, free and legal abortion, dealing 

with sexual harassment in workplaces, unions and communities, fighting violence against women, 

and dealing with the failure of police to treat such cases as serious offences (COSATU Women’s 

Conference, 1988). 

COSATU Women’s Conference, 1988 
 
The conference provided a comprehensive overview of the problems faced by women under a 

patriarchal society and it allowed women to exchange knowledge and ideas on broader issues of 
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inequality. The conference was significant in boosting women’s struggles within the unions. It was a 

historic moment in the liberation battle. For the first time women had a national gathering where 

the debates focused ‘specifically into the problems facing women in our organisation and to forge a 

decisive programme of action’ (Chris Seopesengwe, COSATU Women’s Conference, 1988).  

The conference came up with resolutions including to fight for equality in the workplace in terms of 

wages and occupations, maternity and childcare leave, sharing of responsibilities between women 

and men, women’s right to safe, free and legal abortion, fighting sexual violence against women and 

the failure of police to treat such cases as serious offences. The conference further noted sexual 

harassment as a problem that affects women at work, in the unions, and in their communities and 

resolved to fight against these at all levels (COSATU Women’s Conference 1988).  

3. COSATU Women Worker Activists Influence on National 

Developments 

The narrative of workers struggles and broader political engagement is often gender blind, making 

women’s role invisible. The stereotypical assumption is that women were marginalized and sidelines 

in political processes. However, the influence of trade unions and women worker activists on 

national political developments was, in fact, significant. 

From the mid-1980s, in communities and within unions, women activists took up new forms of 

organization, forums in which women could articulate their own demands and drawing on new 

resources available for women's organizations. With increased institutional support for a 

gendered perspective, women activists began to raise issues in broader organizations, and these 

issues were gradually incorporated into the broad political agenda of the anti-apartheid 

movement. (Seidman, 1993). 

It is important to note that despite the view that women’s struggles were subordinated to the 

liberation struggle, in practice, trade union women put forward important gendered demands that 

took account of the multiple roles of women in the home, in communities and at work (Tshoaedi, 

2012). Women in the labour movement were able to articulate an understanding of the lived reality 

of black working class women, where production and reproduction intersect: 

… linked to the rise of community activism, the labor movement reflected members' 

understanding of the links between work and family life and made demands on the state that 

reflected the sphere of reproduction as well as production. (Seidman, 1993) 

COSATU women engaged actively with the formation of the Women’s National Coalition, and played 

an extremely important role in ensuring that working class women’s voices, needs and demands 

were heard, and that bourgeois women’s interests did not dominate. Tshoaedi (2012:18) reflects on 

an interview with Rachmat Omar, who noted that COSATU women held their own in the WNC and 

the negotiations toward the new Constitution: 

‘COSATU women were very strong… we had very strong representatives ’ (Rachmat Omar, 

Interview 2005) who were able to engage in the debates at the WNC: COSATU women were 

highly experienced unionists and they had fought many, many battles in the workplace and 

in the unions ... and in many ways they could assert themselves, and they did fight … So in 

that sense I think they had a big impact in influencing the content of the constitution. 

(Rachmat Omar, Interview 2005). 
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COSATU’s women structures were an important space where women activists were able to 
strategies about taking forward struggles within the federation as well as in broader political 
engagement.  Rachmat Omar, a COSATU education officer in the 1990s, reflected in an interview 
conducted by Tshoaedi (2012), that when the ANCWL returned from exile, all UDF women 
organisations were absorbed into the ANCWL. At the time the ANCWL proposed disbanding the 
COSATU women’s forums on the basis that the “ANCWL represented women.” However, Omar 
stated that “As you can imagine that was a position that was not supported in COSATU women’s 
structures.” (Rachmat Omar, Interviewed by Tshoaedi 2005). 
 
According to Tshoaedi (2012): 

COSATU women’s structures were more than about representation of women workers’ 

rights within the workplace. These structures represented the history of women’s 

organisation within the workplace and trade unions.  They symbolised their struggles against 

male domination of working-class politics, and consequently access to the public political 

space. The women’s structures had a symbolic value and women were proud of this 

significant achievement. Therefore ‘they were not about to throw away a victory, a gain, 

which they earned through hard struggles’ (Rachmat Omar, Interview 2005).  COSATU 

women’s resistance to disbanding their structures was also about maintaining their 

autonomy and access to the public political sphere. 

The transition period provided many opportunities for COSATU women activists to influence 

legislation and institutional frameworks.  

COSATU was actively involved in thinking and strategizing around the national gender machinery as 

part of the struggle to build the capacity of the state to respond to patriarchy and unequal gender 

relations. As one gender activist recalled: 

We had to discuss the CGE, as part of the gender machinery, and we were very much part of 

ensuring that there is a CGE. And sometimes history just forgets about the role that women 

in COSATU have played. And I recall us discussing at those meetings how we would like to 

see women and gender being taken on board, and we discussed when the idea came out 

from the ANC as well that we would establish the CGE.  So we were very involved in 

establishing the CGE, and we pushed for a Labour representative, at that time we said 

Labour must be represented. And it was largely COSATU representatives that were part of 

the commissioners, up until today. 

COSATU played a significant role in influencing new labour legislation and national legislation during 

the transition to democracy. As one former woman worker leader explains: 

Towards 1994 and with the negotiations towards a new dispensation and a new constitution, 

then COSATU played a major role in making sure that the bill of rights and the new constitution 

speak about equality, and that led to COSATU making sure that we reflect a range of different 

things, and these were hard battles.  We had to fight hard to have the kind of Labour Relations 

and the Basic Conditions of Employment Act that we wanted.  We had a very serious battle 

around the maternity leave provision and they were not easy negotiations, they were very 

hard negotiations.  It didn’t come automatically it was very hard bargaining. 

Another trade unionist confirms the significance of COSATU’s role in negotiating the labour 

legislative framework, noting that the Federation did not win all of its demands, but was able to 

make a significant impact: 
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All of those processes with the new dispensation, we as COSATU were very involved in all 

those processes, the LRA, the BCEA, the Employment Equity Act, and so on.  COSATU drew 

on its affiliates bargaining work in certain areas, such as SACCAWU’s model agreements on 

parental rights, to put forward demands in the BCEA regarding 6 months paid maternity 

leave, and the inclusion of adoption in maternity leave. COSATU won the provision that 

workers could claim lost wages from the UIF while on maternity leave with an adopted child. 

Unfortunately, the demand for 6 months fully paid maternity leave was not won, despite the 

fact that COSATU embarked on a national strike on this. The outcome was 4 months 

maternity leave without the requirement that this be paid. Workers would be able to claim 

from the UIF for maternity benefits, however in the absence of a collective bargaining 

agreement a worker would only get paid 45% of their wage, which is extremely difficult 

given the financial demands of parenting. It is of great concern that COSATU and its affiliates 

have not yet achieved 6 months paid maternity leave, even for their members. Another 

important advance that COSATU made was to ensure that the UIF separated the maternity 

benefit from the unemployment benefit, so that women workers were not being 

discriminated against by only being able to access maternity or unemployment. 

In the late 1990s, the ANC government began to shift away from the RDP and towards neo-liberal 

policies in the form of the adoption of GEAR.  COSATU, with support from NALEDI, developed a 

gendered critique of GEAR, which highlighted a range of issues. This analysis was taken on board in 

numerous forums, including the WNC, parliamentary subcommittees and in collaborative work with 

NGOs and other organisations.  However, this analysis did not feature strongly in direct engagement 

with the ANC. 

In the same period, COSATU, through NALEDI, produced a series of papers for the National Jobs 

Summit, including a paper on Women and Job Creation, which helped to guide labour’s participation 

and input in the summit and beyond.   

After the disbandment of the WNC, COSATU women pushed for a working class-led women’s 

movement, which ultimately resulted in the PWMSA. Although COSATU had strongly articulated the 

need for an organic, campaign-based grassroots movement that was not bureaucratised, the 

PWMSA had limitations in living up to this vision. Nevertheless, the Federation has continued to 

engage the ANCWL and other organisations to take forward working class women’s demands, and 

campaigned for equal pay for equal work, rights for domestic workers, and against gender-based 

violence and sexual harassment in the workplace. Currently, COSATU is the convenor of the PWMSA. 

With the ascendancy of neo-liberal policies, the role COSATU and women activists in influencing the 

national political agenda became constrained because of the pressures on working conditions and 

worker organisations, as highlighted by Tshoaedi (2012): 

The pressures exerted by neo-liberal global capital are having varied effects on trade unions’ 

support for their potentially diverse members, including women (Franzway and Fonow 

2011:4). Strained by the burdens of globalisation and workplace restructuring which has 

resulted in massive retrenchments, unemployment and erosion of workers’ rights, unions 

have been in a defensive mode. The agenda of the unions in recent years has largely been 

defined by the neo-liberal onslaught. Unions have invested their time and resources largely 

on measures aimed at defending the surviving job opportunities and demanding decent 

work and wages. Thus globalisation has not only reversed gains made by the general 

working class, but it has also overturned the limited victories by women in trade unions. 
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Women’s struggles to insert a feminist agenda in trade unions and working class struggles 

are undermined by globalisation. 

More recently, COSATU played a significant role in national struggles and initiatives against GBVF, 

such as the #TotalShutdown campaign. COSATU played an active role in conceptualisation of the 

demands, mobilisation for marches, and in the development of the National Strategic Plan on GBVF. 

The Federation has also participated actively in the NSP collaborative and in the development of 

legislation for the establishment of the national Council on GBVF.  In a recent COSATU workshop, 

COSATU’s role in these processes is analysed in more detail in Section 10 on GBV. The case study on 

the campaign for ratification of ILO C190 is also contained in the section on GBV. 

COSATU sees itself as a social movement union, which is more than representing workers’ interests 

in the workplace through its affiliates (although this is a crucial role in itself). As the COSATU 

President Cde Zingiswa Losi stated in her closing address to the NGC Workshop in 2021: 

COSATU is not just a trade union federation, but we are part of society that we live in from 

our communities.  So building our locals is also very, very critical and ensuring that the 

programmes that we have spoken to, the ones that we have adopted as we move towards 

our National Congress must find expression in our localities.  Provinces have taken up GBV 

cases in their localities. That is the visibility that we want ourselves to be seen and felt by the 

communities that we are coming from.   

4. Gender Statistical Analysis of Employment Trends from 1985 to 

2021 

This section provides a brief review of employment, income and unemployment trends in relation to 

gender. In some instances, we provide analysis of trends since COSATU’s establishment, and where 

data are not easily comparable we include statistics from 1995 to 2021. We also provide some 

analysis of the current situation, using 2019 or 2021 figures. In some cases, we include both 2019 

and 2021 data to show the impact of the pandemic on employment and unemployment. In later 

sections of the report we provide statistical analysis on trends in relation to unionisation, gender and 

vulnerable employment, bargaining and working conditions.  

Table 1 shows the number of women per 100 men across different labour market indicators. For 

instance, there were 53 women employed to every 100 men in 1985 and by Q2 2021 this has risen to 

77 women for every 100 men. This is still a considerable gap. There are fewer women unemployed 

than 100 from 2010 onward however these numbers are hidden in the discouraged and long term 

unemployment of women. In 2021, there were 127 women for every 100 male discouraged work 

seekers. 

Table 1 Women per 100 men in main labour market indicators 

  1985 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2019 2021 

employed 53 62 76 74 75 78 79 77 

Unemployed 109 120 110 118 95 98 93 93 

Expanded 
unemployed 

 130 130 142 112 109 101 106 

Discouraged  141 181 183 130 125 110 127 

Not economically 
active 

144 159 152 150 148 142 139 137 
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Employment 

Consistently fewer women have been employed in the labour market, and therefore available for 

organisation into trade unions over the period. The numerical difference is fairly stable between 

1985 and 1995 at about 2,4 million more men employed than women, dropping in 2005to 

approximately 1,9 million and remaining between 1,9-2 million.  

Table 2 Employment 1985-2021 

(000)s 1985 1995 2005 2008 2010 2015 2019 2021 Pande
mic 
differe
nce 

financi
al 
crisis 
differe
nce 

Wome
n 

2,679 3,880 5,339 6,280 5,859 6,912 7,242 6,480 -762 -421 

Men 5,093 6,272 7,203 8,268 7,788 8,916 9,133 8,462 -671 -480 

Total 7,772 10,152 12,542 14,54
8 

13,64
7 

15,82
8 

16,37
5 

14,94
2 

-1,433 -901 

Differe
nce 

2,414 2,392 1,864 1,988 1,929 2,004 1,891 1,982   

 

Employment before the financial crisis in the table above is at roughly the same level as at Q2 of 

2021. Only 393 thousand jobs have been added over the 13-year period. Despite the number of jobs 

difference in the pandemic period specific analysis of the difference in this period shows the nature 

of the pandemic being multifaceted in terms of the nature of job losses and also the loss of time 

between women and men with women experiencing significant disadvantages in the period. 

 

Figure 1 Number of employed persons by sex 1985-2021 
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The proportional representation of women and men sees an improvement from 1995 to 2021, 

however there is a deterioration as a result of pandemic related layoffs that tended to impact 

women more heavily than men in the movement from Q3 2019 to Q2 2021. This reverses the 

marginally positive trend in the proportion of employed women over the period. 

Figure 2 Proportional employment by sex 1995-2021 

 

Formal and informal employment 

Table 3 Formal and informal employment 2001-2021 

(000)
s 

 2001 2005 2010 2015 2019 2021 

wom
en 

Informal sector including 
agriculture and private 
household 

2,132 2,300 2,098 2,349 2,403 2,075 

 Formal sector (Non-
agricultural) 

2,642 3,014 3,761 4,563 4,838 4,405 

 Informal employment as % of 
total employment 

44.7% 43.3% 35.8% 34.0% 33.2% 32.0% 

men Informal sector including 
agriculture and private 
household 

2,054 2,098 2,070 2,549 2,758 2,667 

 Formal sector (Non-
agricultural) 

4,442 5,057 5,720 6,367 6,376 5,795 

 Informal employment as % of 
total employment 

31.6% 29.3% 26.6% 28.6% 30.2% 31.5% 

Informal employment1 has dropped by 12,7% as a proportion of total employment for women over 

the past 20 years where there has not been any significant net change for men. A small decline was 

                                                           
1 The QLFS categorizes persons who are in precarious employment situations under informal employment. In this case, 

they include all persons aged 15–64 years who are employed and work in private households or helping unpaid in a 

household business or in the informal sector or working for someone else for pay and are not entitled to basic benefits 

from their; otherwise they fall under formal employment. While employers and own-account workers are included in the 

category 'Other'. 
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noted for men of 5% by 2010 but this has been reversed over the past 10 years. Informal sector 

employment is relatively difficult to quantify and the large shift between 2005 and 2010 for women 

could have some basis in the change in survey from the biannual labour force survey to the quarterly 

labour force survey in 2008.  

Figure 3 Sector of employment and sex 2001-2021 

 

Industry based differences in employment opportunities see ongoing differences between 

industries. Increases in women’s employment is limited to a few specific industries with the largest 

of these being in trade, Finance and community and social services (largely government) and private 

households. With the exception of government, male nominal increases outpace the growth women 

in this grouping. The difference in employment across industries shows marginally more women 

become employed over the period than men, however given the impact government employment 

has made in this regard if that is eliminated the private sector developed 2,6 million jobs for men but 

only 1,8 million jobs for women. In the absence of government direct economic intervention the 

market would have created greater disparities between men and women.  

Figure 4 Main Industry Employment by sex 2019 (annual) 
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The 2019 labour market dynamics data set provides the annualized gender proportions of 

employment over the main industries with private households and government and community 

services proportionally employing most women. 

Occupations 

The nature of occupations within the labour market is also distinctly gendered. There has been 

virtually no progress even in nominal terms for women in categories such as craft and trade and 

machine operators mostly associated with manufacturing. Occupations such as clerk where women 

made up 64% of workers in this category in 1995 have in fact become more feminized where women 

make up 75% of this category by 2021. Women have made progress in the first three categories of 

manager, professionals and technicians. Here there has been a 12% an 6% and 5% improvement in 

the proportion of women in these categories over the period. 

 

Table 4 Occupations by sex 1995-2021 

(000)s 1995 2005 2010 2019 2021 

 Me
n 

Wom
en 

Men Wom
en 

Men Wom
en 

Men Wom
en 

Men Wom
en 

  Manager 462 124 631 255 765 337 983 453 941 465 

  Professional 226 139 338 261 382 330 452 509 557 435 

  Technician 553 602 571 640 674 800 652 743 568 751 

  Clerk 
438 782 370 827 473 

1,00
9 478 

1,21
7 

368 
1,10

6 

  Sales and services 
678 457 910 725 1,098 855 

1,44
1 

1,33
5 

1,28
9 

1,03
2 

  Skilled agriculture 120 18 187 156 60 24 51 14 29 16 

  Craft and related 
trade 

1,08
4 134 

1,47
3 296 1,502 184 

1,68
4 

228 
1,40

8 
190 

  Plant and machine 
operator 

1,00
2 160 

1,00
1 143 1,072 180 

1,17
3 

170 
1,08

4 
158 

  Elementary 1,62
0 

1,41
6 

1,67
6 

1,19
1 1,732 

1,20
7 

2,16
3 

1,59
6 

2,13
8 

1,46
7 

  Domestic worker   29 840 31 934 54 972 49 843 

  Total 6,18
3 

3,83
2 

7,18
6 

5,33
5 

7,788 5,85
9 

9,13
3 

7,24
2 

8,46
2 

6,48
0 

 

By 2019, the percentage of both employed women and men who were working in low-skilled 

occupations fell to 35 percent and 23 percent respectively, consistent with a general trend towards 

more skilled employment in South Africa. However, the decline among women was driven 

particularly by changes in paid domestic work. For women, the number employed in domestic work 

increased in absolute terms (207 000) but by relatively less than the overall increase in female 

employment, producing a considerable fall in the percentage of employed women in domestic work, 

to 13 percent. Nonetheless, domestic work became even more feminised over the period because 

by 2019, there were also almost no men employed in this category. 
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Income 

The type of work, the work status in terms of type of contract and differences in hours all impact on 

income. Figure 6 shows the proportion of earners at different income levels where in the higher 

earning levels men dominate well over 60% whilst at low salary levels women are found in greater 

numbers than men. 

Figure 5 Monthly salary by sex 2019 (annualised) 

 

 

 

Figure 72 below shows a marginal improvement on women’s earnings from 1994 to 2019. Median 

monthly earnings move from 69% to 77% over the period while mean monthly earnings show a 

more significant gain because of the low mean base of 61% in 1994. This data is to be treated with 

caution as it spans different base survey sources and databases. It is meant to indicate that there has 

been a marginal closing of the wage gap but due to the different elements of employment such as 

hours, wage discrimination, formality of employment etc, women remain significantly disadvantages 

in terms of income even where employment gaps have been reduced.  

Figure 6 Women’s Mean and median monthly earnings as a % of men’s earnings 

                                                           
2 Source for 1994-2017 is based on calculation of data presented in Casale, D Posel, D and Mosomi, J (2020) 
Gender and work in South Africa using the palms 3 database whilst the 2018/19 figures are based on QLFS 
annualized data from Statsa.  
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Unemployment 

The difference in unemployment rates declines from 7,2% to 4,4% between 1985 and 2021 and was 

at its lowest in Q3 of 2019 at 3,2%. The gaps are larger for expanded unemployment suggesting that 

women proportionally suffer long-term unemployment and discouraged job seeker status more so 

then men. Women outnumber men as discouraged work seekers by a substantial margin the 

difference being at its lowest in 2019. The vulnerability of many of the jobs occupied by women is 

apparent in the significant rise in the gap between men and women between 2019 and 2021.  

Table 5 Unemployment and expanded unemployment rates 1985-2021 

 1985 1995 2005 2010 2015 2019 2021 

Expanded Unemployment rate 

Women   38.00% 46.20% 41.00% 38.60% 41.70% 48.70% 

Men   20.20% 31% 31.90% 30.90% 35.90% 40.60% 

Difference  17.80% 15.20% 9.10% 7.70% 5.80% 8.10% 

Unemployment Rate 

Women 15.20% 21.50% 31.30% 27.90% 27.90% 30.90% 36.80% 

Men 8% 11.00% 22.20% 23.50% 23.50% 27.70% 32.40% 

Difference 7.20% 10.50% 9.10% 4.40% 4.40% 3.20% 4.40% 

Discouraged job seekers (000)s 

Women  1,316 2,143 1,176 1,236 1,460 1,855 

Men  936 1,174 903 991 1,333 1,462 

Difference  380 969 273 245 127 393 
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Figure 7 Proportion of men and women in the labour market 

 

 

There are more women in absolute terms that are discouraged work seekers despite them making 

up a smaller portion of the labour force through the different years. Women have remained with a 

much lower participation rate than men be it that the gap has shrunk to some extent over the 

period. Women’s participation rises from 22,6% to 32,4% while the rate for men declines slightly 

from 44,1% to 43,1%. The impact of the pandemic is apparent from the drop in participation which 

reached 50.1% and 37.7% for men and women respectively in 2015. A difference in the male and 

female labour force of over 2,2 million workers has remained a feature despite the overall labour 

force more than doubling in the period. 

Table 6 % working age population employed 

 

 1985* 1995 2005 2015 2019 2021 

% of working age men and women employed 

Women 22,6% 28,7% 32,1% 37,7% 37,2% 32,4% 

Men 44,1% 48,3% 47,5% 50,1% 47,8% 43,1% 

 

Length of unemployment 

Table 7 Long term unemployment Q2 2021 (expanded definition) 

 Male  Female  Total 

Long-term unemployment (1 year 
and longer) 

2,989,92
1 

73.8% 3,005,26
5 

79.4% 5,995,18
6 

Short-term unemployment (less than 
1 year) 

1,063,27
9 

26.2% 777,872 20.6% 1,841,15
1 

Total 4,053,20
0 

 3,783,13
6 

 7,836,33
7 
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36,8% of African women who are unemployed have been so for longer than 5 years. African males at 

32,6% suffer very long term unemployment but short term unemployment makes up a larger 

proportion of the unemployed with 13,3% as opposed to African females at only 8,1%.  

Youth Unemployment 

Table 8 Youth Unemployment amongst African males and females Q2 2021 

(000) Unemployed (expanded) Unemployment rate 

Age Men women Men women 

15-24 1,046,183 1,115,977 74.8% 84.0% 

25-34 2,045,580 2,193,048 51.5% 62.0% 

 

Youth unemployment is the most significant crisis confronting the working class in South Africa. 

Table 8  above focuses on African youth and sex, showing the staggering unemployment rate for 

Young African women below the age of 25 of 84%. For both the age groups the difference between 

the rates of unemployment are close to 10%.  

Not in Employment, education or training   

The number of people not in employment or education and training has consistently risen in nominal 

terms from 2012 at 13 and a half million to 2021 at over 18 million. Nominally, the difference 

between. Women and men, for those not in education, training or employment, has declined slightly 

between 2012 and 2021. The gap between genders is still significant in 2021 at over 2.3 million. 

 

Table 9 Profile of those not in education and not in employment 

 Jul-Sep 2012 Jul-Sep 2019 Q2 2021 

Both sexes 13,665 15,971 18,173 

  Women 8,200 9,109 10,263 

  Men 5,466 6,863 7,909 

Difference 2,734 2,246 2,354 

Age group 13,665 15,971 18,173 

  15-24 yrs 3,181 3,286 3,384 

  25-34 yrs 4,094 4,901 5,721 

  35-44 yrs 2,547 3,135 3,826 

  45-54 yrs 1,923 2,267 2,629 

  55-64 yrs 1,920 2,382 2,613 

     

Population groups 13,665 15,971 18,173 

  Black/African 11,359 13,488 15,374 

  Coloured 1,239 1,390 1,669 

  Indian/Asian 333 376 429 

  White 735 717 700 

 

This section has shown that although there is some progress, gender discrimination in employment, 

unemployment, occupation and income remains persistent.  
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5. Women’s Participation and Representation in Trade Unions 

This section will reflect on women’s representation in trade union membership, and in leadership 

positions, and it will highlight the debates and developments concerning issues of representation. 

UNI Global union highlights the fact that there are some key strategic objectives that contribute 

towards the overall purpose of increasing women’s participation in unions. These objectives include: 

 Organising women workers to increase women’s trade union membership 

 Increasing women’s participation at all levels of the union 

 Creating specific structures for women, to promote gender activism and ensure the 

mainstreaming of gender 

The objective of organising women workers into trade unions is the essential foundation for 

increasing women’s participation, leadership and activism in unions. It requires that unions and 

organisers understand the particular challenges faced by women workers and their priorities for 

organising and bargaining. It also requires focused attention to vulnerable and precarious workers. 

Increasing women’s participation in unions must be a focus at all levels from the workplace to 

national and international levels. As a number of focus group and interview participants highlighted, 

the election of women as shop stewards is a basis for election of women to higher decision-making 

structures. 

Creating specific structures for women is important as a space for women to strategise on 

mainstreaming gender, to develop programmes for gender equality, and to promote gender 

activism. 

5.1. Gender Gap in Access to Unions: Women and Union membership 

Of the x no of affiliates surveyed xx responded to the survey with data on union membership and 

gender. Section 5.3 provides the statistics on women membership and leadership for COSATU 

affiliates. 

Table 10 Women proportion of employment and membership by union sector 1998-2021 

 1998 2021 Change  

Sector % 
women 
by 
industri
es 

% of women 
members (all 
unions) 

% 
women 
by 
industri
es 

% of women 
members 
(all unions) 

% 
women 
by 
industrie
s 

% of women 
members 
(all unions) 

Construction 9% 11% 16% 10% 7% -1% 

Chemical, paper, 
printing and 
wood 

26% 16% 28% 26% 2% 10% 

Communication 36% 34% 30% 38% -6% 4% 

Food and fishing 27% 22% 41% 42% 14% 20% 

Government 
(Admin, Health, 
etc) 

65% 58% 76% 74% 11% 16% 

Educators 64% 64% 66% 63% 2% -1% 
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Mining and 
energy 

6% 4% 21% 21% 15% 17% 

Metal and auto 18% 16% 20% 17% 2% 1% 

Police and 
correctional 
services 

24% 18% 34% 34% 10% 16% 

Agriculture 28% 31% 29% 25% 1% -6% 

Retail, Catering 
and Hotels 

49% 47% 51% 55% 2% 8% 

Clothing and 
textile 

72% 74% 74% 77% 2% 3% 

Local Authority 23% 21% 44% 41% 21% 20% 

Banking 61% 55% 61% 64% 0% 9% 

Transport 15% 10% 16% 20% 1% 10% 

 

Gender targets were set in 1998/99 based on proportional employment and membership for women 

(all unions however not only Cosatu) based on grouped subindustries intended to reflect union 

scope of registration. Unions do not necessarily organize across even these subindustries in their 

entirety however these figures were intended as a proxy. The table updates along similar 

subindustry groups for 2021 tracking the difference in proportion of female employment and union 

membership proportionality. There are relatively small changes in overall employment in most 

industries and where there are large changes such as in mining and construction these industries are 

nominally still small employers of women. Government administration and local authority 

employment however reflect large proportional and nominal changes. In most areas gender 

composition of membership matches or exceeds employment composition proportional changes 

with the exception of agriculture and construction. 

Table 11 Union membership by sex 2001-2021 

 Sep-2001 Jul-Sep 2010 Jul-Sep 2019 Apr-Jun 2021 

  
Wom
en 

 Me
n 

  
Wom
en 

 Me
n 

  
Wom
en 

 Me
n 

  
Wom
en 

 Me
n 

 

Trade 
union 
members 

1,02
2 

27.
1% 

1,8
93 

35.
6% 

1,356 27.
1% 

2,0
69 

31.
9% 

1,78
0 

28.
2% 

2,2
91 

30.
3% 

1,779 31.
5% 

2,3
46 

34.
4% 

Not trade 
union 
members 

2,63
4 

69.
8% 

3,1
95 

60.
1% 

3,515 70.
2% 

4,1
80 

64.
3% 

4,36
4 

69.
1% 

4,9
99 

66.
2% 

3,737 66.
2% 

4,2
95 

63.
0% 

Don’t 
know 

116  232  136  247  170 2.7
% 

265 3.5
% 

126 2.2
% 

177 2.6
% 

 3,77
2 

 5,3
20 

  5,006  6,4
96 

 6,31
3 

 7,5
55 

  5,642  6,8
18 

  

 

Women have come to represent an increasingly significant proportion of the total number of 

organized workers over the period increasing from 35,1% to 43,7% by 2019 and then declining 

slightly to 43,1% in 2021. This pandemic related decline is further illustrative of the fact that women 

bore a disproportionate impact of work losses during the pandemic.  

Table 12 Women as a % of all union members 1985-2021 

women % of all union members 
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1985 1995 2001 2010 2019 2021 

 36.4 35.1% 39.6% 43.7% 43.1% 

 

Women became more consolidated in union membership up to the mid-1990s, and then after a 

small drop off in 2001 which could well be a statistical sampling variance in the move from the 

October household survey questionnaire to that of the labour force survey questionnaire there is an 

ongoing growth as a proportion of women within trade unions to 43.7% by Q3 2019 with a slight 

drop-off to Q2 2021 due to job losses amongst women. Women remain the minority of union 

members.  

Summary male % male 
union 
members/ 
qualificatio
n 

Female % Female 
union 
members/ 
qualificatio
n 

% of union 
members in 
qualification 
category 

trade union members with 
less than matric 

717,220 31.8% 308,495 17.6% 25.6% 

trade union members with 
matric  

825,843 36.6% 548,727 31.3% 34.3% 

trade union members with 
a post matric qualification 

714,519 31.6% 894,474 51.1% 40.1% 

Total 2,257,5
82 

100.0% 1,751,69
6 

100.0% 4,009,278 

 

The qualification profile of union members is distinctly different between women and men. 51,1% of 

female union members have a tertiary qualification compared to 31,6% of men whilst only 17,6% 

have less than a matric as opposed to 31,8% of male members. A large portion of the 51,1% with a 

tertiary qualification are located in the public sector which has also been the area of biggest nominal 

growth in women’s employment. Unions have had less success in reaching lower qualified women 

perhaps as a result of them occupying more vulnerable jobs in the labour market.  

Union density has tended to mirror employment rates fairly consistently, showing that although 

there is occupational segmentation and gender discrimination in employment, unionization rates are 

comparable for women and men.  However, unionisation rates are severely affected by precarious 

and informalised employment, where there are significantly lower unionisation rates. 

The lack of reliable union data on membership disaggregated by sex is a problem. This is an 

important area of data gathering that must be addressed. Unions must ensure that they collect and 

maintain sex disaggregated data on union membership. 

In many countries globally women membership has increased. In a Solidarity Center Report (Cobble, 

2012) it was found that women’s membership was over 40% in two-thirds of the countries where 

data was available. The report highlights the fact that this does not necessarily point to an increased 

focus on organising women workers, but rather reflects changing employment patterns and union 

overall growth. In many countries, the feminization of trade union membership is the result of the 

decline of private sector unionism (linked to a decline in manufacturing), which tends to be male-

dominated, and a rise in public sector unionism, where large numbers of women are employed.  
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When looking at union membership figures by sector, it becomes clear that unions are highly 

segregated by gender. National data may give the impression that unions are moving towards a 

gender-balance, however the picture by sector is highly segregated by sex. 

Ruth Milkman (2017) found sharply distinct pattern of trade unionism in the United States, with 

membership either significantly male or female. These patterns mirror the persistent occupational 

segregation by sex in the world of work (Cobble, 2012). 

Many researchers have reflected on the limited effects of feminization of union membership in 

relation to policies, bargaining demands and union leadership. Having a majority of women 

members in a union “does not guarantee greater attention to gender equality” (Cobble, 2012:17). 

Yet, in many countries unions with majority women membership (especially in the public sector) 

there is stronger push for women’s leadership and more inclusive gender-sensitive trade union 

agenda, and policies and practices. 

There are also a number of studies that show that having a majority of women members does 

correlate with gender equity/equality policies and practices.  In many countries, unions with 

majority women membership “have most energetically promoted women leadership and a more-

inclusive gender-sensitive trade union agenda.” (Cobble, 2012:17). 

Another important global trend to note, is that there are growing numbers of new organisations, 

networks and associations organising women informal workers. Thus, the reflections on traditional 

union statistics do not capture the full extent of unionization of women globally. 

5.2. The culture of male domination in union leadership 

Globally, unions continue to be dominated by men in leadership and in organisational culture 

(Cobble, 2012). This domination includes control over positions of power, decision-making and 

resources 

Hearn (2001) refers to ways in which patriarchal power is “the normal way” and seen as “non-

gendered”—it is invisible and accepted, a “taken-for-granted” expression of male power and 

authority. 

The majority male leadership has consistently utilised dominant masculine identities within 

the unions to define politics that are relevant for the labour movement, therefore silencing 

women on gendered issues such as sexual harassment of women members in the trade 

unions.  The patriarchal relations and discourses within the unions promote a hegemonic 

masculine culture that devalues women’s presence in the unions, relegating them to an 

inferior status and therefore ignoring their gendered concerns (Franzway, 2001:106) 

A challenge for gender activists, feminists and trade union leaders is to address the patriarchal 

nature of our organisations.  Trade unions remain male-dominated in culture, practices and 

leadership.  As pointed out by one of the research participants in a study conducted by NALEDI (Orr, 

2010):  

“The advancement of the demand for increased representation of women in leadership 

without corresponding organisational change often leads to the inclusion of women in 

unchanged structures.” 

The current decline in trade union density and the diminishing of worker control, as well as the 

increased social distance between leaders and members calls for new models of leadership. 
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Women (and men) in unions have been exploring feminist and democratic approaches to leadership 

and activism. 

Batiwala (2010) provides a composite definition of feminist leadership: 

“Women with a feminist perspective and vision of social justice, individually and collectively 

transforming themselves to use their power, resources and skills in non-oppressive, inclusive 

structures and processes to mobilize others – especially other women – around a shared agenda 

of social, cultural, economic and political transformation for equality and the realisation of 

human rights for all.”  

Leadership in this context refers not only to leadership positions, but to activism in general that 

promotes change in an organisation and society.  

Batiwala (2010:13) describes how, in the South Indian context, the focus was not on building 

women’s leadership, but rather on building collective leadership models and collective power, 

“rather than individual ‘heroines’ who would inevitably succumb to the politics of domination and 

control.” 

5.3. Women’s Leadership Statistics 

This section reports on the current leadership statistics in COSATU, its Provinces and Affiliates, and 

compares changes over time. The current statistics are from a survey of COSATU provinces and 

affiliates, and the statistics from 1999 and 2010/2012 are from previous NALEDI surveys on women’s 

leadership. 

COSATU Provinces 
 
Table 13: Representation of Women in COSATU NOB and POB Positions: 1999 and 2021 

  

NOBs ROBs/POBs Secretaries 
President/Chairs 
  

Deputy 
Pres/Chairs 

Treasurers 

1999 16% 25% 0% 0% 30% 66% 

2021 50% 26% 9% 20% 30% 78% 

 
Table 13 above shows a mixed picture. On the one hand, there has been very little change in the 
composition of office bearer positions at national and provincial levels in COSATU. However, the 
most significant change is that the representation of women amongst the National Office Bearers of 
the Federation has increased from 16% to 50%. For the first time in COSATU’s history there is gender 
parity in the national office bearer committee. COSATU elected a woman as President for the first 
time, which has affected the organisation in a number of ways, included enabling greater awareness 
of gender issues and improved mainstreaming of gender. 
 
Representation of women in COSATU Provincial Office Bearer Committees has not increased, and 
remains at around 1 out of 4 on average. Only one province has achieved 50/50, that is Gauteng 
Province. Gauteng Province has a woman in the position of Provincial Secretary for the first time in 
the history of COSATU.  
 
Figure 8 below depicts the statistics in Table 1 visually. We can see that the proportions of POBs 
(previously known as ROBs) has remained more or less the same, as with the proportion of Deputy 
Presidents and Deputy Provincial Chairpersons. However, the proportion of Treasurers has increased 
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by more than 10%, and we see the representation of women in secretary and President positions for 
the first time.  
 
Figure 8: Changes in Representation of Women in Leadership positions 1999-2021 

 
 

Table 14 shows the representation of women in COSATU Provincial and local leadership, specifically 

amongst POBs, PECs and LOBs.  

Table 14: Women’s Representation in COSATU Provincial and Local Leadership by Province, 2021 

Province EC FS GP KZN LP MP NC NW WC Average 

POB 25% 25% 50% 25% 25% 25% 0% 25% 25% 25% 

PEC 33% 37% 35% 38% 21% 35% 22%  48% 34% 

LOB 34% 30% 39% 29% 29% 41% 19%  51% 34% 

 

All provinces apart from Gauteng and N Cape have 1 out of 4 women elected to serve as provincial 

office bearers (25%). Gauteng is the only province that has achieved 50% in the POB, as pare the 

COSATU Constitution. The Northern Cape currently does not have a woman in its POB committee. 

The Northern Cape has a vacancy in its POBC, with only 3 out of 4 POB positions currently occupied. 

The average representation of women in provincial office bearer committees across provinces is 

25%. 

As we can see in Table 14 and Figure 9, only the Western Cape has managed to achieve close to 

50/50 representation (48%) in the Provincial Executive Committee. Eastern Cape has 33% women in 

the PEC, GP and MP have 35%, while FS and KZN are approaching 40% (with 37% and 38% 

respectively).  The average across provinces for women’s representation in the Provincial Executive 

committees is 34%. 

Western Cape has 51% women elected as LOBs, which is a significant achievement. Gauteng 

Province and Mpumalanga both have around 40% women’s representation in the LOB committees.  

Eastern Cape, Free State, KZN, Limpopo Province all have around one-third women’s representation, 
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while Northern Cape has less than one in five women (19%). The average representation of women 

across provinces in local office bearer committees is 34%. 

Figure 9: COSATU Provincial and Local Leadership by Province, 2021 

 

Error! Not a valid bookmark self-reference. shows the proportion of women in membership 

compared with national leadership in COSATU Affiliates for 2010/2012.  

Figure 10: COSATU Affiliate Women Membership and National Leadership 

 

The data for 2021 is contained in Table 15. Currently, the responses from COSATU affiliates to the 

Survey do not give us enough data for a clear reflection of progress. The outstanding information 

from affiliates will need to be collected prior to the COSATU National Gender Conference for 

reflection. It is important to note that the affiliates that were able to submit information timeously 

are those that provide regular reports and monitoring on gender statistics, and those that have full-

time gender coordinators, including DENOSA, NEHAWU, SACCAWU, SACTWU, SADTU, SASBO and 

SATAWU.  
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Table 15: COSATU Affiliate Membership and National Leadership 2010/2012 & 2021 

COSATU 
Affiliates 

2010/2012 2021 

Union 
% Women 
Members 
2010/2012 

% Women 
in NEC 
2010/2012 

% Women 
NOBs 
2010/2012 

% Women 
Members 
2020/2021 

% Women 
in NEC 
2020/2021 

% Women 
NOBs 
2020/2021 

CEPPWAWU 22% 20% 17%       

CWU 56% 36% 17%       

DENOSA 91% 54% 71% 89% 37% 57% 

NEHAWU 54% 22% 33% 74% 13% 33% 

NUM 9% 9% 27%   12% 37% 

POPCRU 37% 36% 33%       

SACCAWU 55% 16% 33% 60% 20% 33% 

SACTWU 85% 53% 38% 75%   38% 

SADTU 65% 15% 50% 68% 23% 50% 

SAMWU 35% 37% 33%       

SASBO 68% 41% 20% 70% 41% 29% 

SATAWU 18% 35% 17% 27% 36% 33% 

 

Initial observations on the data from COSATU Affiliates that have responded are as follows: 

 DENOSA membership has remained at similar levels (at around 90% with a slight decline 

from 91-89%), however representation in leadership has declined significantly from 54% to 

37% in the NEC, and from 71% to 57% in NOB committee 

 NEHAWU membership has increased from 54% to 74%, however representation in the NEC 

has declined from 22% to 13%, and has remained constant at 33% in NOB committee 

 NUM has increased representation in the NEC from 9% to 12%, and it has further increased 

representation in its NOB committee from 27% to 37% 

 SACCAWU women’s membership has increased from 55% to 60%, representation in the CEC 

has declined from 29% to 21%, however representation in the NEC has increased from 16% 

to 20% and has remained constant at 33% in NOB committee. SACCAWU now has a woman 

President and 1st Deputy President, which is an important advance. At local levels, SACCAWU 

estimates it has 40% representation in LOB committees, and 45% representation amongst 

shop stewards. 

 SACTWU representation of women in membership has decreased from 85% to 75% with the 

changes in the union’s scope. Representation of women in the NOB committee remains at 

38%. SACTWU has conducted a comprehensive audit of gender representation amongst its 

shop stewards. In 2021, the audit showed that 52% of its shop stewards nationally are 

women. This is down from 55% in 2019, as presented to the SACTWU National Congress. 

 SADTU women’s membership has grown slightly from 65% to 68%, representation in the 

NEC has increased from 15% to 23%, and has remained constant at 50% in the NOB 

committee (NWC national working committee in SADTU’s case, since the national leadership 

collective includes portfolios, which increases women’s representation) 
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 SASBO women’s membership has increased very slightly from 68-70%, while representation 

in the national executive remains constant at 41%, and at the NOB level has increased from 

20% to 29%. 

 SATAWU women’s membership has increased significantly from 18% to 27%, while 

representation in the CEC (NEC figures were not provided) has increased slightly from 35% 

to 36% and more significantly from 17% to 33% in the NOB committee. 

The most significant change that has happened in terms of COSATU leadership levels is increased 

representation in the COSATU NOB and COSATU CEC. 

NALEDI (2010) provided the following assessment of COSATU’s progress regarding women’s 

leadership in 2010. Much of this assessment remains relevant ten years later.  

In terms of the advancement of women’s leadership in unions, there are some indications of 

progress, with an increased number of women now represented in COSATU’s Central 

Executive Committee.  However, there is still a need for radical improvement in this regard.  

International literature shows that the most effective approach to women’s representation 

combines various strategies (see Cockburn, and NALEDI review of international literature on 

women’s representation3) Therefore, critiques and reviews of COSATU progress on gender 

issues (by NALEDI and COSATU NGC) have identified the need to combine strategies to 

increase women’s representation, such as quotas and ex-officio representation, with 

strategies to change the structures themselves, as well as to provide support to women in 

leadership positions.  The most basic starting point which has long been identified is the 

importance of COSATU’s campaign to elect women as shop stewards to ensure a growing 

base of women leaders within the federation (Nyman, 1995).  To assess progress, it is also 

important to develop systems for data collection and monitoring in unions, as well as to 

include a gender breakdown in membership systems.4 

The key point to take from this is that quotas and targets for women’s representation are important, 

however they will not succeed on their own. Quotas and targets must be constantly driven to ensure 

effective implementation, monitoring and evaluation. They also need to be part of a combination of 

strategies to build women’s leadership.  

Some COSATU Affiliates have adopted quota systems, including NEHAWU and SADTU. Other 

affiliates have implemented other strategies to increase women’s representation, such as ex-officio 

representation and additional seats for women in executive structures. SADTU has 50% 

representation in its NWC (national working committee) and PWCs (provincial working committees) 

through the inclusion of desks/portfolios (specifically, gender, education and benefits). SACCAWU 

has company-based gender coordinators and gender structures to ensure that gender issues are 

integrated in collective bargaining. The company-based gender co-ordinators form part of the 

negotiating teams, thus improving the representation of women in collective bargaining. 

5.4. Women’s Representation in Union Staffing 

COSATU Provinces – Gender Breakdown of Staff 2021 

                                                           
3 Orr, Daphne, Horton (1997) The Quota as a Strategy to Advance Women’s Representation 
4 COSATU Gender Policy, COSATU NGC CEC Discussion Document 
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Table 16 provides a numerical and percentage breakdown of COSATU provincial staff. Women 

constitute 100% of administrative staff (who also serve as gender coordinators), 11% of provincial 

secretaries (1 out of 9) and 38% of educator/organisers (3 out of 8). 

Table 16: COSATU Provincial Staff Gender Breakdown 

Province Women Men TOTAL %women 

Provincial 
Secretary 1 8 9 11% 

Educator/Organiser 3 5 8 38% 

Admin/Gender 
Coordinator 9 0 9 100% 

Intern 2 2 4 50% 

sub-total 15 15 30 50% 
 

Figure 11 reflects the data above in graphic form, showing the gendered occupational segmentation 

in union employment, with men predominating in the role of provincial secretaries and 

educator/organisers, and women predominating in administrative positions. 

Figure 11: COSATU Provincial Staff Number of women and men by occupational category 

 

 

5.5. Building Women’s Leadership – Policy and Implementation  

The COSATU Gender Policy (2015) highlighted key challenges and strategies for building women’s 

leadership. These are contained in the extract below. 

The evaluation of policy implementation by COSATU National Gender Committee, and the COSATU 

Central Committee commission on gender identified the challenges and weaknesses regarding 

implementation of the Federation’s comprehensive strategies and policy commitments, highlighting 

the need for clear monitoring and evaluation of policy implementation. 

The Federation has consistently resolved to implement a range of strategies to build women’s 

leadership. A set of combined strategies to address women’s representation includes the following: 
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1. A dedicated focus on employment of women organisers, recruitment of women workers, 

and election of women shop stewards to build a strong foundation 

2. Setting targets and quotas for women’s leadership, based on proportional representation or 

50/50 

3. Strategies to increase women’s representation, such as ex-officio representation, company 

based gender co-ordinators, women’s representation in collective bargaining teams 

4. Regular (quarterly or annual) reports to constitutional structures on leadership statistics at 

all levels as compared to union membership and employment in the sector 

5. Addressing barriers to women’s participation in unions and leadership 

6. Education and empowerment programmes for women leaders from shop steward to 

national levels 

7. Gender awareness raising for women and men 

 

Extract from COSATU Gender Policy (2015): 

4.2.1.  Building Women Leadership  

Even in unions where women constitute the majority of members, men dominate in leadership 

structures from shop floor to national levels. In addition, unions reproduce the gender division of 

labour in employment of staff. Most influential positions, such as educators, organisers and 

provincial/general secretaries are overwhelmingly male-dominated, while the majority of women 

employed in unions are in administrative positions. Women in elected positions mostly occupy 

deputising and treasurer positions. Women continue to be discriminated against in leadership, 

where they are seen as less capable and competent and not given opportunities to lead, whereas 

the same criteria are not applied to men.   

Historically, a number of resolutions were adopted by the Federation and Affiliates to systematically 

remove barriers to women’s participation. While there has been some progress, more action and 

commitment is required to see real change. We need to campaign for the election of women into 

leadership positions, while simultaneously challenging and transforming the sexist and male-

dominated culture and practices of trade unions. In addition to those identified below, all unions 

should identify particular barriers to women’s participation in their own structures and contexts.  

Specific action to increase women’s representation in leadership 

The following can be used to increase women’s representation:  

 Additional ex-officio position on constitutional structures  

 Portfolio positions  

 Reserved seats for women in decision-making structures of the union  

 Quota systems including fixed and proportional representation  

 Representation of sector co-ordinators on constitutional structures  

 Reserved seats for young women in decision-making structures of the union  

 Recognition of gender structures as constitutional structures  

Unions must take positive action to overcome direct and indirect discrimination against women 

taking up leadership positions in COSATU by:  
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 Identifying barriers, examining structures and removing obstacles that prevent women taking 

leadership roles  

 Addressing meeting times, providing transport, childcare and/or promoting the sharing of family 

responsibilities  

 Ensuring that the provision of childcare at COSATU Congresses and meetings for children up to 

the age of 14 is implemented in all provinces and nationally  

 Including women in negotiating committees/teams at all levels and taking up gender dimensions 

in all items of the bargaining agenda  

 Challenging stereotypes about women as leaders  

 Implementing leadership and mentorship programmes  

 Creating a supportive and encouraging environment  

 Implementing a Sexual Harassment Policy  

 Educating all members and leaders on gender  

 Promoting the sharing of home and family responsibilities between men and women  

4.2.1.1.  Electing women as shop stewards  

COSATU and its Affiliates have recognised that electing women as shop stewards is key to building 

women’s leadership at all levels, since shop stewards constitute the leadership base. The Federation 

and Affiliates should ensure that conditions under which shop steward elections take place are 

conducive to electing women (especially young women), and that the election of women is actively 

encouraged.  

Specific action to ensure that women are elected as shop stewards:  

 Union organisers and provincial leadership should be at the forefront in encouraging workers to 

elect women shop stewards.  

 Gender co-ordinators must be present at shop steward elections to monitor and support the 

process.  

 Where women are not elected as shop stewards, they may be appointed as alternates with a 

mentoring programme in place, drawing on former/ veteran women trade union leaders for 

support.  

 Unions should raise awareness around gender stereotyping as part of their shop steward 

elections campaigns (and general education programmes).  

 Unions should be vigilant in preventing employers from undermining women shop stewards.  

 Unions need to eliminate intimidation and violence in all aspects of trade union work.  

 Unions should actively discourage and discipline organisers and other leaders or members who 

sexually harass women shop stewards.  

 Workplace gender activities and campaign programmes should be developed to empower 

women and to challenge gender inequality in the workplace. Gender co-ordinators must provide 

support to workplace gender structures and monitor programmes. 

6. Building Activist Gender Structures and Effective Coordination 

The COSATU Gender Policy provisions on Building Women’s and Gender Structures highlight the 

importance of gender structures as spaces for strategising and advancing gender struggles. The 

policy also highlights the need for spaces for women to organise and strategies as women. The 

September Commission (1997) identified the importance of building activist gender structures and 

women’s forums in trade unions. 
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When COSATU first established women’s forums, it was in recognition of the need for spaces where 

women could overcome the fear of speaking in front of men, and where women could build 

confidence to raise issues in the union’s structures. Seidman (1993, 309): 

Shop steward Elizabeth Thabethe told an interviewer, "We have found that some of the 

women are more open and prepared to talk when they attend the Women's Forum than 

when they participate in [branch meetings] or in the congresses. They build confidence in 

the Women's Forum and then are able to attend and participate in other structures. They 

begin to understand why they are involved and that women can be leaders too.... From 

there they are able to move to other positions" (Thabethe 1991, 92). And organizer Lucy 

Nyembe said, "The fact of the matter is, so long as there are not women’s structures, 

women's issues are marginalized to the extent that they are not even put on any agenda" 

(Shefer 1991, 55). 

A COSATU unionist reflects on the processes of formalisation of gender coordination and structures 

over time. 

The Women’s Committee that time, it was an ad hoc women’s committee, it wasn’t fully-

fledged yet. So there were prominent activists that really drove the processes to push for the 

formalisation of these structures. Though it is not only them as individuals, it is the process 

that we undertook to get to where we are today, many comrades contributed a lot to that. 

NALEDI produced a report on building effective gender structures in 2001 (Orr, 2001). The report 

reflected on the evolution of the debates and policies concerning women’s forums, women’s 

structures and gender structures, and in particular how the concept of gender emerged and was 

applied in unions. It highlighted some of the ways in which the concept of gender is misused and 

misunderstood. It also contained recommendations for building effective and activists gender 

structures.  

The COSATU Gender Policy articulates the value of women organising separately as women for 

women’s empowerment and strategising, whilst also promoting the need for mainstreaming of 

gender struggles within unions. The policy emphasises that both approaches must be promoted 

simultaneously.  In practice, gender issues have remained located in gender structures, without 

much evidence of mainstreaming. However, the election of a woman as COSATU President, and the 

representation of 50% of women in the national office bearer committee has made a significant 

impact on the mainstreaming of gender issues in the Federation. The COSATU President raises 

gender issues consistently on public platforms and in COSATU activities and constitutional meetings.  

Gender Mainstreaming is defined by the United Nations as the process of assessing the implications 

for women and men of any planned action, including legislation, policies and programmes, in any 

area and at different levels. It is a strategy for making women’s and men’s concerns and experiences 

an integral dimension in the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and 

programmes in all political, and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally, and 

inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality.5  

The COSATU President opened the COSATU Collective Bargaining Conference with reflections on 

challenges regarding gender and collective bargaining. This was the first Collective Bargaining 

Conference where a paper on gender and collective bargaining was presented in the plenary 

                                                           
5 https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/un-system-coordination/gender-mainstreaming  

https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/un-system-coordination/gender-mainstreaming
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discussions. This resulted from the decision by the NGC to develop a resource document on Gender 

and Collective Bargaining to empower gender representatives to the Collective Bargaining 

Conference to advocate for the mainstreaming of gender issues. 

Extract from COSATU Gender Policy (2015): 

4.2.3.  Building Women’s and Gender Structures  

Women’s and gender structures should be built up as dynamic and supportive forums for gender 

activism, women’s empowerment and consciousness-raising. There is still a need to create space for 

women to strategise in separate forums (in addition to existing gender structures).  This forms an 

important part of women’s empowerment and unity.  At the same time, gender equality is the 

responsibility of the trade union as a whole, not just the gender or women’s structure. Thus, gender 

activists need to simultaneously promote separate organising of women and integration of gender 

struggles within trade union structures.  Both are necessary and important.  Separate organising is 

vital to facilitate awareness raising, solidarity and gender consciousness amongst women workers. It 

also amplifies the voice of women and works against the marginalisation of gender issues in trade 

unions.    Furthermore, it is an important tool to organise women into trade unions and to build and 

transform trade unions. Integration of gender issues in constitutional structures helps to build wider 

support and ensure that gender issues become trade union issues, and are not ghettoised. All 

departments within the Federation and Affiliates must integrate gender considerations in their work 

and the gender structures must monitor the extent to which this is taking place.  

Specific action to support building of women and gender structures:  

 Affiliates must establish gender structures at all levels, inclusive of the workplace.  

 Each affiliate must strive to appoint a full-time national gender co-ordinator to actively drive 

gender programmes in the unions.  

 Gender structures, gender co-ordinators and gender office bearers should be represented in all 

constitutional structures. The NGC will take overall responsibility to ensure that this actually 

happens.  

 Gender departments and structures should be accorded the same status as other 

departments/structures.  

 There must be a separate and adequate budget allocation specifically for gender activities and 

gender structures and/or departments.  

 The NGC should develop a clear programme with guidelines, time frames and a budget 

allocation which will be implemented by Affiliates and provinces.  

 There should be a focused and co-ordinated campaign around gender issues that relate to the 

workplace and collective bargaining and can be integrated in education and other union 

activities (for example, on child care facilities or sexual harassment). 

 

COSATU Congress (2018) adopted constitutional amendments which recognised gender structures 

as constitutional structures. This was an important achievement. The full content of these 

amendments in contained in Appendix A, and the summary of the constitutional amendments is 

highlighted in the box below. 
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Constitutional Amendments 

COSATU has made significant amendments to the Constitution, by including gender structures as 

part of the Constitution.  There is commitment to establishing gender structures at all levels of 

COSATU.  These gender structures must be represented in all COSATU constitutional structures. 

The Constitution states that the Federation’s structures and activities must be composed of at least 

50% women.  The CEC is required to monitor the implementation of the COSATU Gender Policy. 

Gender committees retain power to address any matter of gender discrimination and of failure to 

implement organisational gender policies. 

The key challenge is for this policy advance to be realised in practice. The COSATU President, Cde 

Zingiswa Losi highlighted the need to [add quote] 

The COSATU NGC participatory gender review and focus groups highlighted the following advances 

and challenges regarding building activist gender structures. 

COSATU’s most important achievements in this area 

 The Federation has done well by constitutionalising the structure at all levels. This was 

identified as a very significant achievement.  

 Gender structures have played a role in coordination of gender struggles in the Federation, 

whilst also continuously capacitating and equiping women who were previously 

disadvantaged in the Federation’s structures.  

 There is achievement on the women representation on key and strategic positions in the 

Federation and other unions who have 50/50 representation policy e.g. SADTU. 

 The appointment of an active and hardworking gender coordinator has assisted on the 

progress of the structure. 

Gaps and areas that have not been addressed 

 Implementation of the constitution within the affiliates and the funding of the structure. 

 Not all affiliates are active. 

 Affiliates are lacking in sharing and supporting gender programs to promote a culture of 

learning from each other. 

 Failure to implement resolutions and declarations from conferences. 

 Non development of a new layer of leadership, young women in particular. 

 There are no programs of reviving the established structures in the affiliates and some 

provinces of the Federation. 

 Male dominated affiliates still lack gender representation in their structures. 

 In some unions the structure is only active at national level but not at the lower levels. 

 There is a lack of passion/commitment and availability from people who are assigned to lead 

the structure in some affiliates. 

Affiliate progress with implementation 

 Some affiliates have established gender structures e.g. DENOSA, SADTU. POPCRU, SACCAWU 

& NUM, however the funding of the structure remains a challenge. 

 In some COSATU Provinces for an example, most of the unions are active on the 

implementation of the resolutions even though their gender structures are not yet 

formalised e.g. NEHAWU, SACTWU, CEPPWAWU. SASBO, SATAWU & CWU. 
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Barriers to implementation of policy  

 Lack of allocation of budget/finance to the structure 

 Support of lower structures by national structures 

 Access to resources by lower structures 

 Lack of training of shop stewards at workplace level and by affiliates 

 Social inequalities which exist in our society still has a bearing on the progress of gender 

equality 

 Mindset change on issue like LGBTQI is still a challenge in areas where patriarchy, culture 

and traditions are still rife. 

What needs to be done to ensure deeper change and full policy implementation in this area of 

work 

 we need to develop a policy document that will talk to the funding of the structure in the 

affiliates and the federation 

 Secretariat in all structures should be responsible for the implementation of policies and 

resolutions working with gender coordinators without them dominating the structure. 

 The federation should ensure that all affiliates establish the structure and the NGCC should 

develop mechanisms of ensuring the implementation of this resolution. 

 The structure should work very close with the education, organising and collective 

bargaining departments to ensure the implementation of gender issues. 

7. The role of men as allies in gender struggles and gender structures 

The COSATU Gender Policy adopted an approach that emphasises both the struggle for gender 

equality and women’s emancipation. The policy (2015) states that: 

“A ‘gendered perspective’ aims to mainstream and integrate gender struggles, rather than 

seeing these struggles as women’s issues that are taken up in a separate and isolated way. 

Nevertheless, we recognise that women are oppressed and that women are the agents of their 

own liberation who must lead the gender struggle.” 

In other words, the Federation recognises that gender struggles are the responsibility of all, but that 

these struggles must be led by women who are subjected to oppression in a sexist society. At the 

same time, COSATU recognises the importance of men working as allies in the gender struggle. 

The COSATU Gender Policy (revised 2015) committed: 

“To conscientise and raise awareness amongst men in the Federation and Affiliates to be 

sensitive to, support and stand up for women’s rights.” 

In fact, gender oppression affects all human beings, women and men. Men’s lives are limited and 

dehumanised by sexism, and by being placed in the oppressor role. Therefore, while it is women and 

gender non-conforming people who are targeted by discrimination on all fronts, everyone will 

ultimately be liberated through the elimination of patriarchy. 

The role of men in gender struggles and gender structures has been a complex issue in COSATU, with 

some happy to see men being elected into the leadership of gender structures, while others caution 

against the domination of men in gender structures. While there is general agreement that men 

have an important role to play as allies, it is important to note that even the most committed male 

gender champions have to constantly check themselves to make sure that they are not taking over 
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and perpetuating male control in its various forms. This can take extreme forms where men come to 

gender workshops and seek out sexual relationships, and it can also take the form of men 

dominating discussions, and seeing their role as protecting men’s interests. Gender consciousness is 

an ongoing process of challenging the sexism and prejudices that we have internalised from our 

society.  

COSATU held its first workshop for 

male gender champions in 2019, which 

focused on basic gender awareness for 

men, and combatting sexual 

harassment and GBV in workplaces, 

unions and society. The imitative was a 

great success. The COSATU male 

gender champions has very different 

levels of experience and exposure to 

gender awareness training and 

activism, however they were very 

committed to the process. The male 

gender champions signed a pledge 

committing themselves to combatting 

GBV and sexual harassment, and to 

acting as role models in the unions, 

workplaces and society.  

The group has remained active since 

that time. The Federation held a male 

gender champions dialogue online in 

2020. SADTU also held a male gender 

champion dialogue as a union.  

In November 2021, the Federation 

held a workshop for COSATU male 

gender champions, which included the 

previous participants and some new 

participants.  

The workshop discussed the proposed GBVFH framework and the COSATU Gender Review and 

delegates highlighted the following issues: 

 Concerns about the slow pace of change with regard to women’s leadership, with only one 

COSATU province having elected a woman as provincial secretary 

 Delegates shared experiences in their workplaces, unions and communities of taking up 

gender issues 

 The need for clarity on the role and functions of male gender champions 

 The need for training on handling cases of sexual harassment, including skills in how to listen 

and support victims of sexual harassment 

 Training for male gender champions as peer educators 

 The need to identify programmes and activities in unions and workplaces to take forward 

the work of male gender champions 
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One of the issues that was clarified in the workshop was that the male gender champions are not a 

structure, but rather a programme of the Federation and a platform for education and engagement. 

While the male gender champions expressed the commitment to taking forward and implementing 

programmes and activities, they recognised that this must be within the COSATU gender 

programme, and focusing on being gender activists and what can be done to change society. 

The COSATU 1st Deputy President, Cde Mike Shingane provided an input on the role of male gender 

champions, including the following: 

 To support and implement the COSATU gender programme through the COSATU National 

Gender Committee 

 To champion and implement COSATU’s policies and procedures against Sexual Harassment 

and GBVF 

 To work as peer educators with male comrades in the union and federation to conscientise 

other men to stand in solidarity with women against women’s oppression  

 To participate in gender awareness raising programmes, campaigns and action 

 To recognise and challenge all forms of male control over women in unions, workplaces and 

society 

 To promote women’s leadership and voices 

 To spread awareness on the role of men in eliminating gender-based violence 

 To challenge toxic and violent masculinity (which is directed at women, girls, boys, LGBTQIA+ 

and other men) 

 To challenge the abuse of power by male leaders 

 To make sure that gender struggles are visible and mainstreamed as a core part of all our 

union work 

8. Gender and Collective bargaining  

COSATU held a Collective Bargaining Conference in 2020, where for the first time there was a 

presentation on gender and collective bargaining in the plenary. The COSATU Gender Committee 

had commissioned research and the development of a resource document on gender and collective 

bargaining to prepare gender delegates to the Conference. This helped to ensure mainstreaming of 

gender in the Conference.  The COSATU President covered gender issues in her address the 

Conference and set the tone for the discussions that followed. 

Gender and conditions of employment 

Basic standards and rights of employees in the workplace form an integral part of the Decent Work 

Agenda.  This section highlights some key labour market statistics in relation to conditions of 

employment. In the 2nd quarter of 2021, approximately three quarters (75,0%) of employees were 

entitled to paid sick leave. However, the proportion was higher among men (76,4%) than among 

women (73,3%). About 8 in every 10 (83,5%) employees were entitled to maternity or paternity 

leave during this period. The share of men who were entitled to paternity leave (89,0%) was higher 

than the share of women who were entitled to maternity leave (76,8%) in the 2nd quarter of 2021. 

Table 17 Non-wage conditions of employment 2001-2021 

 2001 2010 2019 2021 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 

Pension/retirement fund contribution 43.5% 53.5% 
43.3% 

47,5% 46.4% 49.9% 45,8% 51,3% 
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Medical aid 21.3% 26.9% 27.7% 28.7% 29.8% 29.7% 31.1% 31.2% 

Any form of paid leave 56.1% 61.7% 62.2% 64.6% 65.4% 67.6% 68.2% 70.6% 

Maternity/paternity leave - - 57.1% 50.1% 60.0% 56.1% 76.8% 89.0% 

Written contract 49.0% 58.2% 76.4% 79.9% 80.5% 79.6% 83.4% 83.6% 

 

The proportion of women employed who have their employers contributing to their 

pension/retirement fund improved over the period however a man was still more likely to be 

included in some form of retirement system than a woman by 2019. The gap between sexes had 

closed somewhat with the proportion of women improving by nearly 3% and that of men 

deteriorating by over 3%. Of those in employment that benefit from this social protection 

mechanism overall only 37% were women in 2001 and 44% by 2019. 

The proportion of employees with access to medical aid is generally low. Whilst it was over a 5% gap 

in 2001, woman and men reach parity on this measure by 2019. This continues into 2021. 

Nevertheless, by 2021, only a third of employees enjoy this benefit. 

In the 2nd quarter of 2021, men were more likely to have their employers contributing to their 

pension/retirement fund than women. Just over half (51,3%) of male employees had their 

employers contributing to their pension/retirement fund compared to 45,8% of women. In relation 

to entitlement to medical aid benefit from the employer, there were no gender differences between 

men and women. About a third (31,2%) of both men and women were entitled to this benefit. 

The position of both women and men improved with regard to the reporting of paid leave and the 

proportional gap declined marginally. However, a man was still more likely to receive some form of 

paid leave. Of those reporting some form of paid leave only 39% were women in 2001 and this had 

risen to 44% in 2019. 

Maternity/paternity leave was not captured in earlier QLFS surveys. 57% of Women proportionately 

received maternity leave as opposed to 50,1% of men however despite this improving overall male 

workers tended to enjoy greater compliance by the 2021 survey. This is probably indicative of more 

women loosing employment from amongst more non-compliant employers given these were likely 

to be more vulnerable employment forms.  

A written contract of employment is a useful indicator of formality in employment. Women were 

less likely to have a written contract in 2001 at 49% as opposed to male employees at 58%, however 

a women employee was nearly 1% more likely to have a written contract than a male employee by 

Q3 2019 and was approximately the same in data for Q2 2021. More men are employed in formal 

employment and therefore represent a substantial proportion of those with a written contract 

overall.  The data does suggest that a larger proportion of those with verbal agreements lost work 

during the pandemic seeing a rise in written contracts from  

Gender and bargaining – annual increments  

The following table shows how annual increments were negotiated – between the individual and the 

employer, the union and employer, bargaining council, employer only, or no regular increment. This 

gives us a sense of bargaining power. 

Table 18 How annual salary increment is negotiated 2010-2021 

 2010 Q3 % 2019 Q3 % 2021 Q2  
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 Both sexes 11,502  13,868  12,460  

  Individual and employer 1,652 14.4% 1,336 9.6% 866 7.0% 

  Union and employer 2,660 23.1% 3,084 22.2% 3,154 25.3% 

  Bargaining council 1,115 9.7% 1,117 8.1% 1,146 9.2% 

  Employer only 5,057 44.0% 7,448 53.7% 6,545 52.5% 

  No regular increment 902 7.8% 807 5.8% 732 5.9% 

  Other 117 1.0% 76 0.5% 17 0.1% 

        

 Women 5,006  6,313  5,642  

  Individual and employer 698 13.9% 570 9.0% 384 6.8% 

  Union and employer 1,012 20.2% 1,276 20.2% 1,278 22.7% 

  Bargaining council 521 10.4% 594 9.4% 618 11.0% 

  Employer only 2,326 46.5% 3,473 55.0% 2,977 52.8% 

  No regular increment 401 8.0% 375 5.9% 379 6.7% 

  Other 48 1.0% 27 0.4% 5 0.1% 

        

 Men 6,496  7,555  6,818  

  Individual and employer 954 14.7% 766 10.1% 482 7.1% 

  Union and employer 1,648 25.4% 1,808 23.9% 1,876 27.5% 

  Bargaining council 594 9.1% 524 6.9% 527 7.7% 

  Employer only 2,731 42.0% 3,975 52.6% 3,568 52.3% 

  No regular increment 501 7.7% 432 5.7% 353 5.2% 

  Other 68 1.0% 49 0.6% 12 0.2% 

 

In the period since the item on the source of salary increments has been included in the quarterly 

Labour force survey in 2010 union negotiated settlements are more prominent amongst male 

workers with a marginal decreasing of the gap over the period. Women covered by bargaining 

council agreements were slightly fewer in number in 2010 but are now the majority of workers 

whose last wage increase was negotiated through a bargaining council at 618 thousand as opposed 

to men at 527 thousand in 2021. This reflects the relative strength of the public sector bargaining 

council system where women are in the majority as opposed to the growing vulnerability of private 

sector bargaining councils where men are in many cases in the majority. 

Plant and industry national bargaining forums primarily in the private sector sees between 20 and 

23% of women gaining increments through union representation and a higher proportion of men 

between 25 and 28% in the period. A nominal gap of approximately 600 thousand between women 

and men gaining an increment through union employer bargaining remains across the decade 

despite a nominal uptick of approximately 270 thousand for women and 220 thousand for men.  

By 2021 33,7% of women workers secured increases through union bargaining (employer and 

councils) as opposed to 35.2% of men. This is not a lot more than figures for union density 

suggesting a relatively weak role for the extension of wage agreements to non-parties through the 

bargaining council system but at the same time the relative potential of the use of such mechanisms 

to address a range of gender equity based outcomes in the Labour market including the hours of 

work and the gender pay gap.   
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Parental Rights campaign and Child Care day 

Extracts from COSATU Gender Policy (2015): 

The following areas are included below: 

 National Minimum Wage Campaign 

 Parental Rights 

 Equal Pay for Work of Equal Value 

 Health and Safety 

 Discrimination on the basis of Sexual Orientation 

 Participation of Women in Collective Bargaining 

National Minimum Wage Campaign 

The national minimum wage campaign is part of advancing gender equality, given that women are 

amongst the lowest earners in the economy. The struggle for a national minimum wage should be 

augmented with the struggle for a social wage, and linked with struggle for access to water, 

electricity, land, food, comprehensive social security, and decent work. Women have limited access 

to social security rights, and those in the informal economy, domestic work, and farm work are not 

protected at all when they fall pregnant or lose their income. 

The Gender Policy committed COSATU to struggle for a national minimum wage, with the inclusion 

of women’s representation and a gendered perspective in this campaign. The policy further 

committed to linking the struggle for a minimum wage to campaigning for food security and the 

social wage. 

Parental Rights 

COSATU and Affiliates should negotiate and establish parental rights in all sectors of the economy. 

The issue of parental rights must also be integrated into the social wage as a means of ensuring that 

the social reproduction of labour begins to be taken on board by both the state and the bourgeoisie. 

Parental rights must entail a full package of provisions, and should not be reduced to only 

negotiating some maternity and paternity leave. Nevertheless, we continue to emphasise the 

importance of a basic floor of maternity protection rights and benefits. 

The Gender Policy calls for bargaining on comprehensive parental rights package for workers, 

including 6 months fully paid maternity leave (see Gender policy, page 23-25). 

Equal Pay for work of Equal value 

Equal pay for equal work is a fundamental right for all workers.  Equal pay for equal work means that 

women and men doing the same or similar jobs should be paid equally.  However, in some 

workplaces there is pay discrimination on the basis of gender.  Since this is outlawed it is not done 

overtly, but by creating different job titles and classifications for what is essentially the same work.  

In South Africa, gender and racial pay discrimination are often interconnected.   

Specific action to address pay discrimination based on gender:  

 COSATU and Affiliates, together with the NGC should continue to press for more progress in 

securing equal pay for work of equal value.  

 Emphasis should be placed on the following:  
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o Skills acquired by women on the job and within the family must be more highly valued 

and reflected in remuneration.  

o Education for organisers and shop stewards on the legislation on equal pay for equal 

work and work of equal value.  

o Incorporating equal pay principle in collective bargaining for all full-time workers and for 

part-time workers and casual workers 

o Upgrading of low wages and salary categories where women traditionally work.  

o Eliminating barriers that prohibit women from entering jobs traditionally held by men.  

o Deepening the understanding of this issue amongst membership and leadership.  

o Developing specific campaigns to promote equal pay and including this in the Decent 

Work campaign. 

Health and Safety 

Women are at particular risk of physical and psychological violence both in the workplace and 

outside.  Women are concentrated in occupations which have a higher risk of violence, such as 

working with the public and in solitary settings, for example, teaching, nursing, banking and retail. 

Women are particularly vulnerable to be exposed to incidents of sexual harassment and sexual 

violence.  

Specific action to ensure effective health and safety standards:  

 COSATU and Affiliates must set up a programme of research and support to affiliates on health 

and safety hazards, with special attention to the particular challenges faced by women workers, 

recognising that women and men experience different hazards and impacts.  

 Affiliates to actively fight in the workplace to eradicate health and safety hazards.  

 Affiliates must set up active health and safety committees in the workplace to negotiate health 

and safety agreements. Women must be part of these committees. 

 Affiliates to fight for unsafe substances to be banned and replaced with safe substances. 

 Ensure that women have access to toilets, rest rooms, canteens and nutritious meals.  

 Those whose work requirements place them in isolated spaces should be provided with the 

appropriate security.  

 Where women must do shift work, ensure that these conditions are in place:  

o Safe transport  

o Reduction of shift work hours 

o Proper facilities during night shift, for example, canteens and first aid  

o No shift work for pregnant women – they must be transferred to jobs that do not 

jeopardise their health or that of their unborn child. 

Fighting Discrimination on the Basis Sexual Orientation  

The Constitution, the Employment Equity Act and the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of 

Unfair Discrimination Act prohibit unfair discrimination on several grounds including on sexual 

orientation. In spite of this, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) workers face 

discrimination in law and in fact. COSATU is committed to fight against all forms of oppression. 

Homophobia contributes to very narrow and rigid gender stereotypes which affect the lives of all 

women and men, girls and boys.  COSATU must add its weight and voice to combat unfair 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. In addition, the environment within the 

organisation should be made conducive for the participation of gay and lesbian as well as 

transgendered and intersex workers. It is not uncommon to still find workplaces today where people 
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are dismissed simply on the basis that they are gay or lesbian. We also find environments where gay 

and lesbian people are harassed and victimised, both by fellow employees and by their employers. It 

is difficult for an individual employee to use the law on their own to fight against management.  

Trade unions can assist employees, by using the law, and their collective strength.  

Specific action to fight discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation: 

The Federation will fight homophobia in a number of ways, including:  

 Being alert and sensitive to the numerous difficulties faced by LGBTI union members and 

workers.  

 Encouraging and promoting LGBTI participation in union structures.  

 Education, awareness raising and sensitisation of union members and leaders to confront and 

eliminate discrimination against LGBTI in unions, in the workplace and in society.  

 Negotiating collective agreement provisions that ensure that all workers have the same rights 

and receive the same benefits and that sexual orientation is made visible in all anti-

discrimination clauses.  

 Engaging in public campaigns and legal and political action to eliminate discrimination on the 

grounds of sexual orientation. 

 

4.3.8.  Participation of Women in Collective Bargaining  

The participation of women in collective bargaining is essential to address women’s needs; and 

mainstream gender equality considerations. This will help to ensure that women’s concerns are 

recognised as union issues; that gender equality provisions benefit both men and women; it will help 

to change attitudes towards women in employment; and ensure that inadequate legislative 

measures are addressed in order to properly protect the rights of women in the workplace.  

Specific action to ensure the participation of women in collective bargaining:  

 Representation and participation of women in bargaining teams.  

 Development of the role of gender co-ordinators and gender structures in collective bargaining.  

 Development of a strategy to facilitate the involvement of women workers at workplace level in 

collecting collective bargaining demands. 

 Providing training for women and men on collective bargaining and a gendered approach to 

collective bargaining (research and information management; formulating collective bargaining 

demands; reporting and canvassing membership collective bargaining demands).  

 Ensuring that gender equality is addressed in the preparation for negotiations. This includes 

informing women workers about their rights; running gender awareness campaigns; collecting 

data on gender trends and sharing information on bargaining in advance. 

 Prioritising gender demands as part of collective bargaining agenda, and making certain that 

workers are mobilised around these demands and that they are effectively negotiated  

 Ensuring that the mechanisms are put in place for monitoring implementation of agreements 

including gender equality clauses. 

9. Organising Vulnerable Women Workers 

Organising vulnerable women workers is a significant policy commitment, and has implications for 

the growth and strength of unions, as well as for gender representation, given that women tend to 
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predominate in vulnerable and precarious work forms. As pointed out by Coddle (2012), this is both 

an issue of union renewal and gender equality: “Union renewal and gender equality will require that 

established trade unions reach out to new groups of workers and make their concerns priorities.”  

In this section, we review national statistics to provide a picture of the growth in precarious work 

form over the last twenty years, and how this relates to unionisation trends. We then focus on a 

case study of domestic workers, and reflect on some advances and challenges in COSATU support for 

organising domestic workers. We finally reflect on the policy commitments that the Federation has 

made with regard to organising vulnerable workers. 

Union membership and work status 

Figure 12 Work status, sex and union membership 2001-2021 

 

Figure 12 shows the general expansion of more vulnerable work forms between 2001 and 2021. 

Limited duration contracts increase proportionally for males than females and are the fastest 

growing component in the labour market. Female membership expands more steeply in the period 

and the proportion of female LDC contracts members improve marginally. Unspecified duration6 

work which generally correlates with the more vulnerable forms of work also expand significantly 

however here unions fair most poorly. The LFS had a different set of self-defining categories for work 

status which included seasonal, part time and casual work. These do not tie well with legal 

definitions as does the notion of unspecified duration which in legal interpretation equates to 

permanent work. QLFS uses the term work of a permanent nature, which generally is associated 

with benefits and a contract but there is likely overlap in these categories. LDC (limited duration 

contracts are as they sound, terminating at a fixed points. Amendments to the LRA seem to have 

marginally curbed the expansion of these forms of work in the last decade.  

Table xx demonstrates the major increase in these forms of work in the first decade of analysis 

where permanent work drops from 76% to 43% of the employed. Union density here is measured 

against employees and not total employment. 

Women are significantly underrepresented in terms of limited duration contracts in 2001 at only 

28% of LDCs which may have data collection anomalies associated with it, however this reaches 45% 

                                                           
6  
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by 2010 and then remains constant at this level. The proportion of female union members in 

permanent employment drops from 97% to 94% over the 20-year period while this remains constant 

for men at 95% through out. permanent workers as a proportion of total union membership drops 

overall from 95,6% to 93,4% by 2019 and then rises to 94,3% in 2021 as a result of pandemic related 

layoffs being concentrated amongst more vulnerable work status employees. In general, it seems 

unions have not been able to organize much above a 6% ceiling in terms of membership composition 

including more vulnerable work contract status.   

Looking at the proportion of permanent work amongst nonunion members and in consideration of 

the seeming ceiling of non-permanent worker organisation there are approximately 800 thousand 

unorganized permanent women workers and approximately 700 thousand unorganized male 

permanent workers. Female union density amongst women permanent workers stands at 67,3% 

while that of males is 75,3% in 2021. There is thus slightly more scope or potential membership 

amongst women than men at this point however given the trajectory of the labour market and 

international benchmarks for union density it seems that unions will not expand membership 

amongst vulnerable workers in the absence of a fundamentally different approach to organising and 

organisation that is able to reach more vulnerable work forms.  

Figure 13 Work status, sex and union membership 2001, 2010, 2019 and 2021 

 

Figure 13 provides the numbers of members and non-members by different work status and sex 

shows that in 2010 there were fewer women permanent worker non-members than men associated 

with a rapid growth in the nature of limited duration contracts over the period and the higher 

vulnerability contract status of women in general in the post financial crisis period. This situation is 

improves to some extent in the ensuing period. Nevertheless, using the nominal stability of this 

group amongst males from 2010 onwards and that the difference between the women and men in 

permanent work is roughly proportional to their respective employment ratios it does seem that 
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there is an element of saturation. Where public sector employment ceases to grow which is a 

potential post-Covid scenario it is unlikely that much change will occur in the proportion of women 

in employment or union organisation from amongst this group.  

Table 19 Employer size and union membership 2021 

 Male  Female  Total 

 Union 
members 

Not union 
member 

Union 
members 

Not union member 

1 employee 4 370 14 801 1,189 

between 2 and 4 
employees 

38 573 25 352 987 

between 5 and 9 
employees 

71 471 66 387 995 

between 10 and 19 
employees 

251 644 290 525 1,711 

between 20 and 49 
employees 

447 796 425 604 2,271 

50 or more employees 1,391 1,189 881 915 4,376 

Do not know 155 293 84 200 732 

N= 2,357 4,335 1,784 3,784 12,261 

 

Employer size 

Table 20 Employer size, sex, trade union membership and union density 

 Male Female 

2001 Union 
members 

Not union 
member 

Union 
density 

Union 
members 

Not union 
member 

Union 
density 

1 employee 17 246 6.3% 17 728 2.2% 

between 2 and 4 
employees 

62 466 11.7% 37 372 9.0% 

between 5 and 9 
employees 

118 435 21.4% 80 259 23.6% 

between 10 and 19 
employees 

215 530 28.9% 199 300 39.8% 

between 20 and 49 
employees 

330 548 37.6% 250 317 44.1% 

50 or more 
employees 

1,076 853 55.8% 409 593 40.9% 

2021       

1 employee 4 370 1.0% 14 801 1.7% 

between 2 and 4 
employees 

38 573 6.3% 25 352 6.6% 

between 5 and 9 
employees 

71 471 13.1% 66 387 14.5% 

between 10 and 19 
employees 

251 644 28.1% 290 525 35.6% 

between 20 and 49 
employees 

447 796 35.9% 425 604 41.3% 
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50 or more 
employees 

1,391 1,189 53.9% 881 915 49.0% 

 

Employer size is generally associated with better prospects for decent work and employer 

compliance with legislation including equity legislation. Employer size is also a strong predictor for 

union presence and jobs of a permanent nature, although the extent of flexibility has increased 

which is not always apparent in immediate firm numbers due to subcontracting. Whilst union 

density has risen particularly amongst women (by 8,1%) in bigger firms over the past 20 years it has 

declined marginally amongst men. However union density amongst men has declined sharply 

amongst firms employing fewer than 15 workers while more marginally amongst women in this 

group. Proportional density amongst women is higher amongst all categories of employment size 

with fewer than 50 employees in both 2001 and 2021. 

Women have therefore consistently organized more strongly in more difficult organising conditions. 

i.e. less compliant employers, with more flexible and more geographically dispersed locations of 

employment making union organising more difficult.  

Employers with more than 50 employees are the largest category of employment and it is only here 

that male union member density is higher than that for women and even here the difference in 

density has narrowed from approximately 15% to just below 4%. There are however far more mean 

employed than women in this category. Equity focused legislation is only mandatory for firms with 

more than 50 employees, which may explain some of the progress amongst women in this category 

of employer.  

Figure 14 Employer size, sex, union membership LFS September 2001 

 

Figure 15 Employer size, sex, union membership LFS September 2021 
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Figure 14 and Figure 15 show that amongst smallest employees (1 employee) typically women make 

up the largest portion of this grouping partly reflective of the skewed nature of women’s 

employment in domestic work.  

The extract from the COSATU Gender Policy below highlights some strategies for organising 

vulnerable workers. COSATU had a vulnerable workers task team for a number of years which 

attempted to support Affiliates in this work, however this was challenging because it was not 

adequately integrated into the core organising strategies and work of unions. COSATU has recently 

strengthened its focus on organising vulnerable workers and it will be important to learn from the 

lessons of its earlier experiences. The core challenge is to ensure that, like other gender strategies, 

organising vulnerable workers is central to organising work. 

Extract from COSATU Gender Policy (2015): 

4.3.4.  Organising Women Workers  

There are significant gender differences in vulnerable sectors. Women tend to occupy the most 

vulnerable, lowest status and lowest paid occupations. While some vulnerable workers may have 

their own associations, many remain unorganised and are therefore unable to defend their rights. 

COSATU has committed itself to the strategic objective of organising vulnerable sectors and 

vulnerable layers of workers, which are predominantly women.  This requires a shift in mind-set, 

organising style and approach, and has implications for changing the organisational culture of the 

Federation. Due to retrenchments in the formal economy and high unemployment levels, the 

informal economy becomes the last resort as a survival strategy for the jobless and the poor. 

Informal economy work cannot be described as “decent” work, as it is not secure and protected, nor 

is it even recognised as work.  

The decent work deficits suffered by the workers in the informal economy – women and men – 

include the following:  

 They are not covered and are, therefore, unprotected by labour and other laws.  

 Their work tends to be unstable and also with low income and poor working conditions. 
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 They are hardly able to organise for effective representation and, therefore, have no “voice.” 

 They are unable to benefit from public infrastructure and facilities and often have to rely on 

informal, exploitative arrangements for infrastructure and credit.  

 They often lack shelter for their operations and are subjected to occupational health and safety 

hazards.  

 Without established employee –  employer relations as found in the formal economy, informal 

economy workers have tended to be ignored by national labour laws.  

 They are vulnerable to abuse and violence.  

 

Specific action to organise vulnerable women workers:  

 Develop new organising strategies to employ more women as organisers and to train existing 

organisers, taking account of the specific conditions of women workers and their particular 

needs and challenges.  

 Use a community-based approach in conjunction with other proven ‘shopfloor’ organising 

methods. With many types of atypical workers, their uncertain hours of work and their dispersed 

workplaces mean that the main point of access to them may be at the community level.  

 Ensure that the places and times of activities to reach out to these women workers suit their 

heavy and uncertain work schedules. 

 Implement comprehensive education programmes with the aim of developing leadership 

capacity among women workers. The approach should include covering standard union issues 

such as collective bargaining and also other issues addressing the specific needs of vulnerable 

workers.  

 Conduct union campaigns directed at government to reform labour legislation or extend the 

scope of coverage to workers outside the traditional formal economy. The union movement can 

play an important role in advocacy and lobbying of government on this issue. 

 Assess whether there is a need to change/adapt internal structures, including creating special 

departments or units and having special budget allocations to help organise women workers.  

 Take forward the struggle against labour broking, whilst simultaneously organising labour broker 

workers (including women) into unions.  

 Build coalitions with existing informal economy organisations which share the basic principles 

and objectives of the trade union movement. These groups can provide opportunities for 

organisational partnerships or integration with existing trade union structures. 

CASE STUDY - Domestic Workers 

As part of the Gender Review, NALEDI attended the SADSAWU NEC and various activities with 

domestic workers, and interviewed domestic workers around the support and solidarity they have 

experienced through COSATU and the achievements and challenges for domestic workers, 

COSATU support to SADSAWU (vulnerable workers) 

The input received from Domestic Workers, reflects on received during SADWU days and the 

SADSAWU days. The following was highlighted by SADSAWU representatives based in Gauteng: 

COSATU supported the Domestic Workers’ Union during the launch in 2000 (when they were 

still SADWU). Then it got quiet until the support re-started round about 2005-2006.The 

support that SADSAWU got from COSATU in Gauteng came through the activism of 

COSATU’s Provincial Organiser, Matserane. At this time the union was working on 

recruitment and Matserane was always helping SADSAWU Comrades with this. He also 
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provided support for the Domestic Workers’ contingent when they had legal cases. One of 

the cases was heard in Bronkhortspruit where the worker was being underpaid.  

Other provinces, such as the Western Cape support SADSAWU by providing office space and 

administrative support. 

SADSAWU representatives highlighted examples of practical support and solidarity to domestic 

workers and the union: 

 In 2016 we marched for workers’ rights in one of the surburbs of Springs. At that time there 

was a huge challenge with the adherence to the Sectoral Determination for Domestic 

Workers in the Springs area. In this march we received support from COSATU. 

 In 2017, when a migrant domestic worker was assaulted by the Deputy Minister of Higher 

Education, COSATU played a big role in making sure that the CGE took the matter up and 

that the NPA took the matter up. 

 In 2019, we developed a COIDA video. In producing this video we were supported by both 

COSATU and the ILO. 

 When a Domestic Worker was physically assaulted by the son of her employer over the son’s 

frustrations with the South African political climate where the ANC won elections with a 

large margin; COSATU was part of the group of supporters who stood with the Domestic 

Worker during her case. 

 We had developed some plans in 2019 for implementation in 2020, but these plans were 

destabilised by COVID-19. 

 COSATU and SADSAWU held a webinar regarding domestic workers and the impact of Covid-

19  

Achievements for Domestic workers 

 Gradual improvements to sectoral determinations 

 Inclusion of Domestic Workers for coverage in the Unemployment Insurance Fund in 2002- 

they were initially excluded in the Unemployment Insurance Act of 1966 

 ILO Convention 189 

 Ratification of ILO 189 

 Inclusion of Domestic Workers under coverage of Compensation for Occupational Injuries 

and Diseases Act (COIDA)- as they were initially not included for coverage in the Act 

Gaps that still need to be addressed 

Whilst the UIF Act covers Domestic Workers, the challenge is that it depends on individual 

employers to register their employees at DoL for UIF, so too many Domestic Workers are still not 

registered for UIF. 

Many Domestic Workers are not part of a union as it is very difficult to organise in the Domestic 

Work sector and this has an impact on how much they know about their rights for example: UIF 

coverage and COIDA coverage. 
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Many COSATU workers are employers of Domestic Workers – there is a need to develop an 

approach to dealing with this. 

There is no Central Bargaining Forum for the Domestic Work sector. 

SADSAWU is still not yet affiliated to a federation/ COSATU – there is a need to address the 

challenges in this regard, in particular the issue of subscriptions. 

What kind of support does SADSAWU need from COSATU? 

 Education support is required for SADSAWU members on for example: Gender Based 

Violence and the Domestic Work sector-prevention and handling; COIDA education; UIF 

education as well as general workers’ rights. 

 Support with Centralised Bargaining is required, COSATU’s support on this can be helpful. 

 COSATU members are also employers of Domestic Workers- how can this be utilised to form 

the basis of and employer organisation and Central Bargaining Forum? 

 SADSAWU needs assistance with resolving the issue of affiliation: possible recommendations 

include a flat nominal annual rate or free affiliation 

 Assistance with increasing membership benefits for Domestic Workers: e.g. security app for 

protection against GBV and house robberies; and other possible benefits such as vouchers 

for groceries, airtime, transport 

This section has reflected on the overall situation with regard to the growth in precarious and 

vulnerable work forms and how this has reflected in declining overall union density, with extremely 

low rates of union organisation in these forms of work. COSATU and its affiliates have not done 

enough to ensure consistent and focused organising of vulnerable workers. Vulnerable workers must 

be placed at the centre of union organising strategies. This requires an understanding of the issues 

facing vulnerable workers, much of which has been explored in extensive research and seminars 

undertaken by COSATU through NALEDI, CHI and other university and LSO work. All of thse efoorts 

are important and valuable, however, nothing can substitute for the intensification of organising and 

campaigns. 

10. Gender Based Violence and Sexual Harassment 

COSATU adopted a policy and procedure for the handling, prevention and elimination of Sexual 

Harassment in 2015.  It made the following key commitments as summarized in the COSATU Gender 

Policy: 

Extract from COSATU Gender Policy (2015): 

4.2.5.  Sexual Harassment  

Gender-based violence, including sexual harassment is a manifestation of unequal power relations 

between women and men and serves to perpetuate inequalities. Gender-based violence impacts 

women’s lives harshly, and it can take place at home, in the workplace or in public spaces. Sexual 

harassment is a violation of human rights, a form of discrimination, and a health and safety issue. 

Where it occurs, it should be seriously addressed and the victims protected. Women are primarily 

the victims of sexual harassment. They are often unaware of their rights and afraid of retaliation or 

of losing their jobs.  
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Therefore, important elements in the fight against sexual harassment include awareness-raising, a 

principled and uncompromising stance on dealing with cases of sexual harassment, and protection 

for complainants against retaliation.  

The COSATU Policy advances a three-pronged approach to sexual harassment, which includes a 

procedure for the handling of cases of sexual harassment, alongside policy proposals for the 

prevention and elimination of sexual harassment within COSATU and Affiliates.  

Specific action to address and eliminate sexual harassment:  

 The COSATU Policy and Procedure for the Handling, Prevention and Elimination of Sexual 

Harassment must be popularised and implemented throughout the Federation. This includes 

education and awareness raising, training of sexual harassment officers and the implementation 

of clear and proper procedures.  

 The Policy and Procedure for the Handling, Prevention and Elimination of Sexual Harassment 

commits COSATU and Affiliates to:  

 A complaints procedure that will enable and encourage the victim to raise the issue of 

harassment in a supportive and confidential context, with protection from retaliation;  

 Handle all information concerning harassment related grievances in such manner that 

protects the privacy of all concerned;  

 Deal with cases of sexual harassment rapidly and thoroughly through a clear disciplinary 

procedure; and  

 Run information and education campaigns for all members and staff on the various 

forms of sexual harassment and the fact that it will not be tolerated.  

 Establishing a disciplinary structure to deal specifically with cases of sexual harassment, 

with an independent chairperson. 

 Unions should ensure that shop stewards and organisers are trained, informed and able to 

support members in taking up cases of sexual harassment.  

 Unions should place sexual harassment on the collective bargaining agenda and negotiate 

agreements. The NEDLAC Code provides the space and framework to negotiate agreements in 

the workplace.  

 A strategy and campaign should be developed to raise awareness on the legislated Code of Good 

Practice on Sexual Harassment in workplaces. 

The implementation of the policy has been limited, however some important progress has been 

made. The Federation, with support from NALEDI and the NSF, developed a training manual on 

combatting sexual harassment. The Federation held 4-day training workshops for COSATU Gender 

Coordinators (Affiliates and Provinces) and COSATU male gender champions, with the support of 

NALEDI, CCMA and LRS (funded by the National Skills Fund).  The Federation was due to hold 

another training workshop for young women workers on combatting sexual harassment, which had 

to be postponed indefinitely due to Covid-19.  The Federation had also planned to run mediation 

and case handling workshops with the CCMA, but this also has to be cancelled. 

The major problem, is that COSATU has not yet established the Commission for Eliminating Sexual 

Harassment, which was meant to play an educational, advocacy and monitoring role with regard to 

the policy. 

The policy had also identified the need to establish standing disciplinary committees for the handling 

of sexual harassment cases specifically, with properly trained and vetted members, as well as an 
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independent chairperson. This would be critical to implement as a matter of urgency to ensure that 

all cases of sexual harassment within the Federation are handled appropriately and procedurally.  

Sexual harassment cases are not adequately dealt with in unions and the Federation, where 

perpetrators who are in leadership positions are able to avoid proper procedures being followed. 

Union staff members reported that they had been victimized and vilified for reporting cases of 

sexual harassment involving senior leaders. It is therefore essential for fair procedures to be out in 

place that avoid any possible political interference. 

Nevertheless, COSATU has come a long way over the years in acknowledging the issue of sexual 

harassment and committing to address it. When the issue was first raised it was a huge battle for 

many male union leaders to accept that this was even an issue that should be entertained. The 

following case study reflects on the first discussion on sexual harassment in COSATU in 1989. 

CASE STUDY: COSATU Congress Debate on Sexual Harassment Code of Conduct 1989 

Extract from Tshoaedi, 2012 

In 1989, women raised sexual harassment at the COSATU national congress and demanded that the 

congress adopt a resolution on the code of conduct. Sexual harassment in the unions was an issue 

that was perceived as a personal and private matter and therefore inappropriate for debate at a 

national congress. Hence, most male delegates dismissed it and ‘... proposed that the issue be 

closed... so that the congress can talk about serious political issues’ (Patricia Khumalo, former 

SACCAWU Shopsteward, Interview 2004). Raising sexual harassment at the national congress was a 

crucial moment in the history of women’s struggles against gender inequality within the trade 

unions. It highlighted male dominance and their abuse of power over women. In raising this issue, 

women claimed the public space and put the spotlight on gendered personal experiences. The 

debate on sexual harassment in COSATU is regarded as the ‘longest debate ever … in the COSATU 

Congress and there has never been another like it’ (Jane Barrett, Interview2004). Although the male 

dominated congress rejected the proposal, women gained the public space to debate an issue that 

was specifically about them. For the first time in the history of the labour federation delegates spent 

hours debating sexual harassment and how it affected women. This was a victory in their fight for 

the public space: ‘they [men] began to realise that we could speak up for ourselves’ (Themba Kgasi, 

Interview 2004). The challenge against sexual harassment was also linked to women’s struggles for 

access to leadership position in the labour movement. Many women leaders argued that sexual 

harassment hampered efforts to increase women leadership. Often, women activists who 

experienced sexual harassment withdrew from union activities. By not participating in the main 

activities of trade unions fewer women have opportunities of accessing powerful positions. 

“Throughout the 1980s, there were vibrant gender demands in the trade unions, though not 

necessarily framed in conventional feminist terms. Women workers’ interests and demands during 

the transition period were informed by their lived experiences of gender discrimination in the 

workplace and within the labour movement. COSATU women’s representation in the WNC, and their 

struggles within this structure for their voices to be heard as a working class formation, challenges 

the perception that the WNC and the gendered outcomes of the South African transition was a 

process mainly influenced by the ‘elite’.” (Tshoaedi, 2012). 
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Sexual harassment code of good practice 

COSATU was instrumental in the adoption of a Code of Good Practice on Sexual harassment under 

the LRA, through NEDLAC in 1998, which was later revised in 2005. A member of the NGCC highlights 

the way in which COSATU drove the process: 

The initiative came from Labour, from COSATU in fact, for the Code of Good Practice on 

Sexual Harassment to be negotiated at NEDLAC. We really drove the process as labour.  It 

was us as labour that were actually largely responsible for the code. We had to really 

negotiate hard. 

The NGCC member further highlights the changes that have taken place over the years with the 

building of gender structures: 

There was not much input from gender structures at the time with the first Code because the 

structures were not fully in operation at that time. Not many affiliates participated back then. 

The current process of reviewing the Code of Good Practice to bring it in line with C190 is 

better because you can feel that everybody is on board, all the structures, and it is a larger of 

group that is in the negotiating team, and the representatives from affiliates are active. So 

there has been progress made in terms of the operation of the gender structures, and the 

coordination also. 

The following case study reflects on the work of the COSATU gender structures in pushing for the 

ratification of Convention 190 on the elimination of violence and harassment in the world of work, 

and on the negotiation of a new Code of Good Practice on Preventing and Eliminating Harassment 

under the EEA (Employment Equity Act). 

 

Case Study: ILO C190 on Eliminating Violence and Harassment in the World of Work  

COSATU was part of the drafting of C190 and lobbying for its adoption by the ILO social partners. The 

Federation has campaigned extensively for the ratification of C190 by the South African government. 

The Parliament of South Africa finally adopted C190 in September 2021. The Federation welcomed 

its adoption although noting that this could have been done more quickly. On Monday 29th 

November the ratification of C190 was formally communicated to the ILO.  

At the formal adoption process the Minister of Labour acknowledged that the COSATU Gender 

Coordinator had made use of every conceivable platform and opportunity to push government to 

speed up the process of ratification of C190. 

As part of the implementation of C190, the DoEL (Department of Employment and Labour) and the 

CEE (Commission for Employment Equity) drafted a Code of Good Practice under the EEA to address 

the elimination of violence and harassment.  After releasing the Draft Code for public comment, the 

DoEL returned to NEDLAC with a revised draft. 

Organised Labour and the Community Constituency raised objections to the revised COGP which 

watered down the ILO C190 substantively. There ensued a protracted process of disagreement, and 

labour and the community constituency then sought legal advice on the process. 
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Finally, the social partners agreed to continue negotiating the COGP under the EEA provided that 

there was a broader process to ensure the full implementation of C90 though other legislation and 

Codes under PEPUDA, the OHSA, LRA and BCEA. 

COSATU managed to achieve the following advances in the draft Code, through its team as part of 

Organised Labour, and working with the Community constituency 

Advances  

The following important advances have been made in the draft Code, through the organised labour 

representatives, drawing on their experiences of handling cases, with the support of legal expertise 

from the Women’s Legal Centre and Solidarity Center. 

1. Labour and Community jointly pushed for a 3-a-side committee to develop proposals for the 

formation of a multi-stakeholder task team to oversee other Codes and regulations to 

ensure the comprehensive implementation of ILO Convention 190.  This will include 

proposals for a Code under PEPUDA to protect informal workers from harassment, as well as 

provisions/regulations/Codes under OHSA and LRA related to violence and gender-based 

violence. 

2. Organised labour has ensured that the introduction to the Code provides a context to the 

Code, and covers a number of important issues, including reference to gender-based 

violence and gender harassment, economic harm, LGBTQI+ and other relevant contextual 

issues.  Labour is to assist with drafting definitions for the introduction to distinguish 

between gender, gender identity and sexual orientation. 

3. Reference to public and private spaces of work (including private homes) is included. 

4. Labour argued against the reference to whether a person accused of harassment knows or 

ought to know that the behaviour is offensive. The revised code on SH has moved beyond 

this focus to the impact of the behaviour on the complainant. This constitutes a victim-

centred approach in line with the approach that the justice system is adopting. It also avoids 

getting caught up with having to determine whether the accused knew or ought to have 

known that the behaviour was discriminatory.  Labour has also motivated for clauses that 

reference constitutional values, which creates a more objective standard of what should be 

seen as acceptable behaviour in a work environment.  

5. Labour has expanded the definition of a hostile work environment to include the impact on 

the personal well-being of the employee and not only the impact on the employee’s ability 

to do work. This is consistent with ILO 190 which emphasizes the impact of the conduct on 

the victim, and not solely on the work environment. The definition now refers to conduct 

that impairs dignity and has a negative impact on the employee’s ability to work and/or on 

their personal well-being.  

6. Labour has expanded on what was contained in the previous Code which included strip 

searching by a member of the opposite sex as a form of harassment. The draft Code now 

includes strip searching, including by same sex or in the presence of the opposite sex as a 

form of harassment. 

7. There is in principle agreement to include issues related to gender-based harassment in the 

content of the Code, and this has been added in some sections, using the term gender 

abuse. This is to capture forms of harassment that are not necessarily sexual in nature, but 

are based on gender stereotyping and including acts of violence. However, government is 

not willing to use the term gender-based violence in the body of the code, but only in the 

introduction, because they are of the view that this goes beyond the scope of the EEA. This 

is an area of dispute with government. 
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11. Review of COSATU Gender Policy Implementation 

This section provides a summarised review of COSATU Gender Policy Implementation. In this section 

we draw on the reflections in previous sections. The purpose of this section is to provide a 

synthesised review of COSATU Gender Policy Implementation. 

Table 21: Review of COSATU Gender Policy Implementation 

Strategies In the policy Review Comments 

Specific action to increase women’s representation in 
leadership The following can be used to increase 
women’s representation:  
• Additional ex-officio position on constitutional 
structures  
• Portfolio positions  
• Reserved seats for women in decision-making structures 
of the union  
• Quota systems including fixed and proportional 
representation  
• Representation of sector co-ordinators on constitutional 
structures  
• Reserved seats for young women in decision-making 
structures of the union  
• Recognition of gender structures as constitutional 
structures  
 
Unions must take positive action to overcome direct and 
indirect discrimination against women taking up 
leadership positions in COSATU by:  
• Identifying barriers, examining structures and removing 
obstacles that prevent women taking leadership roles  
• Addressing meeting times, providing transport, 
childcare and/or promoting the sharing of family 
responsibilities  
• Ensuring that the provision of childcare at COSATU 
Congresses and meetings for children up to the age of 14 
is implemented in all provinces and nationally  
• Including women in negotiating committees/teams at all 
levels and taking up gender dimensions in all items of the 
bargaining agenda  
• Challenging stereotypes about women as leaders  
• Implementing leadership and mentorship programmes  
• Creating a supportive and encouraging environment  
• Implementing a Sexual Harassment Policy  
• Educating all members and leaders on gender  
• Promoting the sharing of home and family 
responsibilities between men and women 

The ex-officio strategy has been utilised by the National 
Union of Mineworkers where the Chairperson and 
Secretary of the NUM Women’s Structure sit as ex-officio 
members of the executive structure of the union at all 
levels.  
Portfolio positions have been used in the South African 
Democratic Teachers Union where the portfolios of Gender, 
Sports, Arts and Culture and Benefits are included at all 
levels of the union structures. 
Reserved seats for young women in decision-making 
structures of the union has not been implemented. Unions 
and COSATU have established young worker forums which 
have played a role in encouraging young women’s 
leadership development. 
Quota systems have been implemented in the Federation, 
SADTU and NEHAWU. NEHAWU took a decision that either 
the provincial secretary or chairperson should be a woman, 
to ensure improved representation of women in the NEC. 
This was implemented when the resolution was first 
passed, however, many of these women in leadership 
experienced a lack of support. This experience underlines 
the importance of comprehensive strategies including 
quota, education, support and equity policies to address 
barriers to women’s leadership.  
Recognition of gender structures as constitutional 
structures has been done by COSATU, SACCAWU, NUM, 
NEHAWU, SADTU, SAMWU and DENOSA [check]. Other 
affiliates have yet to establish gender structures and 
constitutionalise them. 
SACTWU does not have separate gender structures as it 
takes up gender equality and representation within its 
constitutional structures as part of its core union work. The 
union does delegate representatives to COSATU gender 
structures. 
SADTU has conducted research to identify barriers to 
woman leadership in a systematic way and those early 
steps pointed to removal of obstacles and are now reaping 
benefits in the union and its membership. 
Transport and child care has become a common feature of 
trade union and federation events; but adjustment to 
meeting times and sharing of family responsibilities has yet 
to become widely accepted in the home as child care 
provision has been accepted in the unions and federation. 
Women in negotiating teams and inclusion of the gender 
agenda in collective bargaining has taken root very strongly 
in the federation and in the public service and SACCAWU. 
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Other unions in the private sector have yet to push the 
gender agenda in collective bargaining. 
Challenging stereotypes about women as leaders is done 
consistently in gender workshops, and in practice through 
the representation of COSATU by women on public 
platforms, but this needs to be extended to the economy 
and society. 
Leadership and mentorship programmes have only been 
limited to intergenerational programmes, but they have not 
been broadened to other interventions beyond dialogues 
Educating all members and leaders on gender has not 
covered everybody. A definitive plan needs to be developed 
by the federation and affiliates for all members and leaders. 
The work has covered gender officials and leaders as well as 
gender champions. 

Specific action to ensure that women are elected as shop 
stewards:  
• Union organisers and provincial leadership should be at 
the forefront in encouraging workers to elect women 
shop stewards.  
• Gender co-ordinators must be present at shop steward 
elections to monitor and support the process.  
• Where women are not elected as shop stewards, they 
may be appointed as alternates with a mentoring 
programme in place, drawing on former/ veteran women 
trade union leaders for support.  
• Unions should raise awareness around gender 
stereotyping as part of their shop steward elections 
campaigns (and general education programmes).  
• Unions should be vigilant in preventing employers from 
undermining women shop stewards.  
• Unions need to eliminate intimidation and violence in all 
aspects of trade union work.  
• Unions should actively discourage and discipline 
organisers and other leaders or members who sexually 
harass women shop stewards.  
• Workplace gender activities and campaign programmes 
should be developed to empower women and to 
challenge gender inequality in the workplace. Gender co-
ordinators must provide support to workplace gender 
structures and monitor programmes. 

  This resolution has not yet been implemented, not in any 
meaningful way. The only province that is showing some 
signs of such a development is Western Cape with 
increased leadership of women in the local structures in 
Western Cape at 51%. SADTU has visible and significant 
numbers of women at site steward level and in the 
branches is SADTU. The challenge of holistic transformation 
of the federation, the affiliates and South African society is 
still necessary in order to begin to show all of the evidence 
as directed here by the policy. 
SACTWU has 52% of women as shop stewards. This is the 
only Affiliate currently that monitors and audits gender 
representation amongst its shop stewards. 
The first step for all Affiliates is to audit the gender 
breakdown of shop stewards, and to put in place materials 
and campaigns for the election of women as shop stewards. 
COSATU should also play a role in develop materials and 
campaigns to promote the election of shop stewards. 

Specific action to eliminate the gendered division of 
labour in trade unions:  
• COSATU and Affiliates must implement employment 
equity legislation, including establishing employment 
equity committees, conducting audits and developing and 
implementing employment equity plans in full 
consultation with staff.  
• Affiliates and the Federation must run workshops for 
staff and leaders on employment equity and gender 
equality, focusing on the union as a workplace. • COSATU 
should establish a human resources commission to 
oversee monitoring and compliance with employment 
equity by the Federation and Affiliates.  
• The principle of equal pay for work of equal value 
should be applied in the union context. This must be 

This part of the gender policy requires attention. The 
federation has yet to run workshops to build capacity 
amongst COSATU structures and the affiliates to implement 
the Employment Equity Act, and to look at the barriers to 
employment equity. A number of COSATU affiliates have 
policies on parental rights and equity. 
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driven by the National Gender Committee (NGC) and the 
National Office Bearers of COSATU and the Affiliates.  
• Administrators must be seen as part of the Federation 
and Affiliates; and their work and contributions need to 
be valued equally.  
• Administrators must be drawn into, and be encouraged 
to participate in the activities of the trade unions and the 
Federation.  
• Administrators should be encouraged to attend 
constitutional meetings.  
• Administrative staff should have access to political 
education and capacity building training.  

Specific action to support building of women and gender 
structures:  
• Affiliates must establish gender structures at all levels, 
inclusive of the workplace.  
• Each affiliate must strive to appoint a full time national 
gender co-ordinator to actively drive gender programmes 
in the unions.  
• Gender structures, gender co-ordinators and gender 
office bearers should be represented in all constitutional 
structures. The NGC will take overall responsibility to 
ensure that this actually happens.  
• Gender departments and structures should be accorded 
the same status as other departments/structures.  
• There must be a separate and adequate budget 
allocation specifically for gender activities and gender 
structures and/or departments.  
• The NGC should develop a clear programme with 
guidelines, time frames and a budget allocation which will 
be implemented by Affiliates and provinces.  
• There should be a focused and co-ordinated campaign 
around gender issues that relate to the workplace and 
collective bargaining and can be integrated in education 
and other union activities (for example, on child care 
facilities or sexual harassment). 
 
 

This part of the resolution has been implemented in a 
number of affiliates. However, there are challenges where 
the gender structures are not in place at all and where the 
officials have been appointed, but they find great difficulty 
to roll out the prescripts of the policy. Even where unions 
have appointed full-time gender coordinators, they are 
often responsible for other areas of work such HIV/AIDS, 
campaigns. In the case of COSATU provinces, gender 
coordinators are full-time administrators. Many unions do 
not have a specific budget allocation for gender 
programmes, and where they do the finances may n=be 
shifted to other priorities in crisis situations. This makes it 
difficult to achieve the hopes of the policy where it talks 
about the same status of the gender department as other 
departments as well as getting a budget allocation for 
gender programmes.  

 
Specific action to ensure education and empowerment:  
• Gender education programmes must be adequately 
financed and resourced to be effective.  
• COSATU should ensure that local and shop steward 
levels are also targeted.  
• Both women and men union members should receive 
training on understanding gender.  
• Education run by COSATU and Affiliates should focus on 
the following issues:  
   > Supporting and deepening a gender agenda for the 
workplace and collective  
      bargaining.  
   > Supporting a programme of affirmative action for the 
workplace and unions.  
   > Deepening the understanding of women’s oppression 
in society, and the   
      struggle to challenge this, with a view to building a 
broader women’s  

   
This aspect of the policy has been covered reasonably well 
at the level of the federation 
However, there is major unevenness across Affiliates in 
terms of implementing this policy. Some affiliates have had 
training for leaders on gender in the union and through ETD 
service providers, whereas other rely entirely on COSATU 
education programmes. A number of affiliates reflected 
that they benefit significantly from COSATU gender 
education programmes, and appeal for more support in this 
regard. 
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      movement.  
   > Drawing upon women’s struggles against oppression 
internationally.  
   > Encouraging debate and analysis on the barriers and 
obstacles women face  
      in the labour movement and how these may be 
overcome.  
  > Popularising COSATU gender policies, including the 
sexual harassment policy. • COSATU and Affiliates must 
implement a proportional quota system for education 
programmes to ensure that increasing numbers of women 
have access to mainstream union education and political 
education, in addition to gender education. 

Specific action to address and eliminate sexual 
harassment:  
• The COSATU Policy and Procedure for the Handling, 
Prevention and Elimination of Sexual Harassment must be 
popularised and implemented throughout the Federation. 
This includes education and awareness raising, training of 
sexual harassment officers and the implementation of 
clear and proper procedures.  
• The Policy and Procedure for the Handling, Prevention 
and Elimination of Sexual Harassment commits COSATU 
and Affiliates to:  
  > A complaints procedure that will enable and encourage 
the victim to raise  
     the issue of harassment in a supportive and 
confidential context, with  
     protection from retaliation;  
  > Handle all information concerning harassment related 
grievances in such manner that protects the privacy of all 
concerned;    
  > Deal with cases of sexual harassment rapidly and 
thoroughly through a clear  
     disciplinary procedure; and 
  > Run information and education campaigns for all 
members and staff on the  
     various forms of sexual harassment and the fact that it 
will not be tolerated. • Unions should ensure that shop 
stewards and organisers are trained, informed and able to 
support members in taking up cases of sexual 
harassment. • Unions should place sexual harassment on 
the collective bargaining agenda and negotiate 
agreements. The NEDLAC Code provides the space and 
framework to negotiate agreements in the workplace.  
• A strategy and campaign should be developed to raise 
awareness on the legislated Code of Good Practice on 
Sexual Harassment in workplaces. 

COSATU has conducted training with the CCMA on the 
policy for gender coordinators and male gender champions. 
There is a need for more training and support on case 
handling. The key aspects of the policy that speaks to 
training and establishment of SH Commissions and standing 
Disciplinary Committees with independent chairpersons for 
dealing with SH cases have not been implemented at all. 
COSATU has been very active in pushing for the ratification 
of C190 on the elimination of violence and harassment in 
the world of work. The Convention was finally ratified on 29 
November 2021 after two years of vigorous campaigning. 
COSATU has been negotiating a new Code of Good Practice 
on eliminating harassment in the workplace at NEDLAC.  
This will replace the existing CGP on handling cases of 
sexual harassment. 

Specific action to build the women’s movement:  
• Partner with women’s organisations to fight for the 
rights of women and collaborate in public action on issues 
of common concern. Potential campaigns include: ending 
violence against women, basic needs and infrastructure, 
eradication of poverty, parental rights and employment 
creation for women.  
• COSATU, with other organisations and allies, must 
explore concrete ways in which the struggle for socialism 

COSATU has played an active role in the Progressive 
Women’s Movement of South Africa (PWMSA). Currently 
COSATU is co-convening the PWMSA. Since the foundation 
of COSATU, PWMSA has been fir on issues of GBV and 
Femicide, eradication of women’s poverty and campaigned 
against the feminisation of poverty. COSATU has also been 
part of the #TotalShutDown of 2018, and as a result 
became an important part in the NSP processes, including 
the NSP Collaborative efforts. To date COSATU has provided 



COSATU Gender Review – 30 November 2021 
 

Page 58 of 71 
 

can be part of the campaign of building a working class-
led national women’s movement.  
• Implement events-based alliances: Unions must 
continue to co-operate closely with other local groups to 
jointly organise specific events, such as celebrations for 
Women’s Day, Worker’s Day and other specific events. 
Such events can help to widen union partnerships and 
strengthen the work of the women’s movement.  
• Work with women’s organisations and community 
organisations to promote local economic development. 
Trade unions can make an important contribution by 
helping to determine and push for the kinds of jobs a 
community wishes to attract. This includes employers that 
pay a living wage, promote gender equality and have anti-
discrimination policies, and secure jobs with effective life-
long training.  
• Unions can join with like-minded organisations to use 
the courts to implement, overturn or clarify the meaning 
of specific legislation, force public officials to undertake or 
prevent certain acts, or seek new or better precedents to 
improve the position of women at the workplace or in 
society. 

leadership on advocating for the ratification of Convention 
190 on Eliminating violence and harassment in the world of 
work. 
 
The weaknesses have been on collaborations towards a 
socialism-inspired and working class- led women’s 
movement as well as working with organisations that 
promote local economic development (LED). 
 
COSATU has not been engaged in making legal challenges 
around questions of gender equality in both the economy 
and society. 

Specific action to ensure decent work for women:  
• Campaign and take up workplace struggles to ensure 
that workers, including women, have the right to:  
  > Stable and secure employment opportunities   
  > A living wage/social wage with comprehensive social 
security systems and    
     access to basic services  
  > Access to training  
  > Decent working hours 
  > Work, family and life balance 
  > Equal opportunities  
  > Health and Safety 
  > Collective bargaining and engagement in tripartite 
forums to protect and  
     improve working conditions  
• Special attention to be paid to women workers that are 
in vulnerable and unsafe work which is not always 
protected by law, and where enforcement is weak. These 
include domestic workers, farm workers, informal sector 
workers, casual workers and migrant workers. 

 The Question of decent work for women has come up in 
COSATU. Issues that affect women in the world of work has 
been taken up in preparation for UN Women conferences 
and as part of broader COSATU campaigns around the living 
wage, comprehensive social security, access to training as 
part of broader skills development discussions, health and 
safety and collective bargaining conferences of COSATU. 
 
The campaign to support vulnerable workers amongst 
migrant workers, domestic workers, farm workers and the 
informal economy in general has elevated issues of women 
quite visibly. 
 
At this point more room has been created to take these 
issues forward. 

Specific action to ensure a national minimum wage:  
• Federation and Affiliates to campaign and raise 
awareness about the need for a national minimum wage.  
• Ensure full participation and representation of women 
workers in the campaign, including in the determination 
and implementation of a national minimum wage.  
• Ensure that the campaign is informed by a gender 
perspective and that gender issues are taken into 
account, for example the demand for equal pay for equal 
work and equal pay for work of equal value (see section 
4.3.5 of this policy).  
• Create a platform of engagement for a minimum 
programme across Federations and the Alliance, with 
clear gender demands and women’s representation.  

The national minimum wage has been won for all workers 
except for farm workers an domestic workers. This 
indicates that there have been mixed results for workers in 
the lowest rungs of the economy.  
 
Farm workers, Domestic workers and the informal sector 
has yet to fight to register gains in this area. 
 
The campaign for a minimum wage has integrated issues of 
women and gender equality; but the campaign impacts has 
been elusive for the groups mentioned above. 
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• Link the national minimum wage campaign to the 
campaign for food security and the campaign for a social 
wage. 

The campaign has not comprehensively been linked to food 
security and the campaign for a social wage. These aspects 
have yet to be comprehensively integrated 

Specific action to organise vulnerable women workers:  
• Develop new organising strategies to employ more 
women as organisers and to train existing organisers, 
taking account of the specific conditions of women 
workers and their particular needs and challenges.  
• Use a community-based approach in conjunction with 
other proven ‘shopfloor’ organising methods. With many 
types of atypical workers, their uncertain hours of work 
and their dispersed workplaces mean that the main point 
of access to them may be at the community level.  
• Ensure that the places and times of activities to reach 
out to these women workers suit their heavy and 
uncertain work schedules.  
• Implement comprehensive education programmes with 
the aim of developing leadership capacity among women 
workers. The approach should include covering standard 
union issues such as collective bargaining and also other 
issues addressing the specific needs of vulnerable 
workers.  
• Conduct union campaigns directed at government to 
reform labour legislation or extend the scope of coverage 
to workers outside the traditional formal economy. The 
union movement can play an important role in advocacy 
and lobbying of government on this issue.  
• Assess whether there is a need to change/adapt internal 
structures, including creating special departments or units 
and having special budget allocations to help organise 
women workers.  
• Take forward the struggle against labour broking, whilst 
simultaneously organising labour broker workers 
(including women) into unions.  
• Build coalitions with existing informal economy 
organisations which share the basic principles and 
objectives of the trade union movement. These groups 
can provide opportunities for organisational partnerships 
or integration with existing trade union structures. 
  

  
The Federation working with NALEDI conducted research 
and highlighted approaches for new organising strategies, 
including employment of women organisers across the 
unions. Whilst this is at its infancy, it is expected to grow 
moving forward as the seeds for advancement have been 
planted. It is critical that this is mainstreamed and core to 
the Affiliates’ overall organising strategies and programmes 
for it to succeed. 
 
Weekends and Thursday afternoons have been identified as 
the days to organise for example the Domestic Workers in 
the  areas where they enjoy leisure time. 
 
 

Specific action ensure the implementation of the 
Employment Equity Act:  

 Ensure that workplaces, the Federation and 
Affiliates develop and implement employment 
equity plans, with specific reference to women in 
the following key areas:  
> Remuneration and promotion  
> Job segregation  
> Equal pay for equal work and work of equal value  
> Sexual harassment  
> Parental rights, maternity protection and childcare 
facilities  
> All forms of violence against women (in the home, 
the workplace and the state) 3 Commission for 
Employment Equity Annual Report (2014-2015).  
> Elimination of discrimination on all levels  

This part of the Gender Policy has not been implemented. 
Some education work has been done, but it has not yielded 
the vision of the this gender policy as outlined here. The 
training should empower HR and possibly Office Bearers 
who should be able to oversee what HR is doing as the HR 
Department  implements the Employment Equity Act in the 
Federation and Affiliates. The Federation and the Affiliates 
have very little to show of woman employment in  the 
Organising Department, in the Education Department and 
at Management level. Where this has happened in the 
Policy Unit, the Administrative Head of COSATU, the 
women have been white women and this has not reflected 
much of women of colour in a comparative way. 
Whilst COSATU is all about transformation, the organisation 
is dominated by the South African narrative where women 
are excluded and discriminated and where they rise, they 



COSATU Gender Review – 30 November 2021 
 

Page 60 of 71 
 

> Advancement and promotion of women in 
management and traditionally male-dominated 
occupations 

would probably be white Not a sign of women of colour in 
Management, Education and in Policy units. 

Specific action to fight discrimination on the basis of 
sexual orientation:  
 
The Federation will fight homophobia in a number of 
ways, including:  
• Being alert and sensitive to the numerous difficulties 
faced by LGBTI union members and workers.  
• Encouraging and promoting LGBTI participation in union 
structures.  
• Education, awareness raising and sensitisation of union 
members and leaders to confront and eliminate 
discrimination against LGBTI in unions, in the workplace 
and in society.  
• Negotiating collective agreement provisions that ensure 
that all workers have the same rights and receive the 
same benefits and that sexual orientation is made visible 
in all anti-discrimination clauses.  
• Engaging in public campaigns and legal and political 
action to eliminate discrimination on the grounds of 
sexual orientation. 
 
 

The Federation has been very consistent about respecting 
the human rights framework and the progressive outlook in 
the development of policy; but this cannot definitively be 
interpreted to mean that COSATU is a totally transformed 
organisation. Perhaps to clarify through an example, when 
the Civil Union Bill was passed through Parliament, 
anecdotal evidence suggests that the ANC Chief Whip had a 
rough time chasing down ANC members to vote in support 
of the Bill, when they were not totally convinced that voting 
in favour of gay marriage was the right thing to do. In a 
country such as South Africa, interacting with people on the 
ground will quickly show that people on the ground are not 
even informed about what the constitution carries in it and 
in recent years there have been a lot of criticism of the 
constitution by South Africans who say the constitution is 
foreign and does not reflect their values and part of these 
complaints reflect on the rights of LGBTQUA, the rights of 
women etc. This South African malcontent is echoed in 
sections of the federation as well. 
 

Specific action to protect the reproductive health rights 
of women:  
• All workplaces must provide reproductive health 
facilities and/or information so that young women 
workers are able to access assistance to help them to be 
both health-conscious and to be able to plan their families 
healthily.  
• Collective bargaining demands and the campaign for 
Decent Work should address reproductive health issues.  
• Cervical cancer, breast cancer and prostate cancer:  
   > Government must continue to provide information on 
cervical cancer,  
      breast cancer and prostate cancer (amongst others) at 
clinics.  
   > Free pap smears must be given at clinics.  
   > Women should be given sufficient time off to get pap 
smears and  
     mammograms. 
• Contraception:  
   > Dangerous contraceptives must be banned and 
replaced with safe options.  
   > Women must be given proper medical examinations 
before contraception is  
      prescribed.  
   > Men must share the burden of using contraception.  
   > Proper sex education must be provided in schools and 
contraception must  
      be freely available.  
   > Health services such as primary health care clinics 
should not discriminate  
      against LGBTI and young women who try to access 
contraceptives. Female  

This section of the Gender Policy has not yet been 
implemented. Even women who are beneficiaries of this 
section of the Policy have no clue that this section is there 
and that it is in line with women workers struggle of 20th 
century, and that this is what they should be enjoying these 
benefits as working women of the 21st century. 
 
These discussions should be part and parcel of the 
mandates that are given to COSATU and Affiliate 
Negotiators when Collective Mandates are being prepared. 
The male domination in the Federation and Affiliates makes 
it difficult to carry these issues int the Bargaining table. 
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      condoms and dental dams must be made available.  
• Termination of pregnancy:  
    > COSATU will work with partners and progressive 
women’s organisations to  
       ensure the right to safe, free and legal termination of 
pregnancy is realised. 

Specific action to support gender equality in the broader 
society:  
• Child Abuse  
   > COSATU structures at all levels must continue to 
campaign for the abolition  
      of child labour and secure working and living 
conditions for parents that  
      make it unnecessary for children to work.  
   > COSATU together with progressive organisations 
should campaign for the  
      rights of destitute and abused children.  
• Violence against Women  
   > COSATU to conduct a programme of education on 
violence against women  
      (including rape and domestic violence) and its effects 
on women and their families.  
   > COSATU must continue to campaign for courts and law 
enforcement to take  
      violence against women seriously.  
   > Campaign against all forms of assault and sexual 
abuse, particularly amongst  
      members, and to discipline offenders through the 
structures of COSATU,  
      ensuring at the same time that consciousness is raised.  
   > COSATU to explore the provision of defence training 
for women.  
• Housing  
   > COSATU should join community campaigns for better 
housing and lower  
      rent, including security of tenure.  
   > Demand housing subsidies for all workers.  
   > Demand an end to single sex hostels and the provision 
of appropriate  
      housing for workers.  
• Transport V Demand a reliable, affordable, accessible 
and safe public transport system and scrapping of E-tolls.  
• Women in the Family 
   > Campaign for equal participation by both partners in 
parenting and family  
      responsibilities.  
   > Campaign for housework to be shared by all in the 
household.  
   > Raise awareness amongst trade union members on 
equalising the  
      relationship between men and women in COSATU and 
the society at large.  
• HIV/AIDS  
   > Continue to implement education and information 
campaigns amongst  
      members, with the support of progressive 
organisations, and with a  

Only the topic of child labour has been dealt with by 
COSATU. The issues about abused children emerge in the 
education system are dealt with by women teachers in 
collaboration with social workers; but not by the union per 
se. Another issue that has been tackled by the Federation 
and some of the Affiliates such as SATAWU and SACCAWU 
is the issue of transport: safe, affordable transport for 
workers especially women’s safety. HIV and AIDS has also 
received significant focus from the Federation and the 
Affiliates 
 
Otherwise all the other aspects mentioned in this section of 
the Policy e.g. Housing. Women in the family etc have not 
been addressed by the Federation nor the Affiliates. 
Youth Unemployment has received only a passing mention 
when government mentions incentives for Youth 
Employment. Where framework agreements have 
mentioned young women as intended beneficiaries of an 
agreement, there has not been any monitoring to check if 
the agreement is being implemented comprehensively.  
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      particular focus on empowerment of women in the 
context of unequal  
      power in relationships between women and men.  
   > Continue to ensure the protection of the rights of 
workers living with HIV in  
      the workplace.  
   > Challenge government to ensure that treatment is 
always available at health  
      facilities for people living with HIV, especially in poor 
and rural communities. • Youth Unemployment  
   > Seek to support employment creation for youth, 
especially young women. 

During the Planning Phase the Federation will:  
• Prepare a Gender Action Plan for the Federation 
utilising a gender analysis. 
• Ensure that the Gender Policy and Gender Action Plan 
are allocated adequate human and financial resources. 
This includes setting aside a specific budget for the gender 
issues in the Secretariat and asking departments and 
affiliates to allocate resources as well. 
• Develop common gender indicators for all Affiliates and 
partners to use for planning and monitoring.  
• Build capacity in gender analysis using gender tools 
(diagnostic, planning, monitoring, evaluation, audit), run 
gender awareness training, and create a tool kit for trade 
unionists.  
• Ensure that the plan involves women and men at all 
stages, including the planning and implementation phases 
of any intervention and in establishing, monitoring and 
evaluation 36 Cosatu Gender Policy indicators.  

This section needs to be worked on, with clear 
implementation and monitoring. 

During the Implementation Phase the Federation will:  
• Implement the Gender Action Plan across the 
Federation through the Federation’s gender 
mainstreaming work, and through focused gender 
campaigns and activities led by the gender structures.  
• Ensure specific or targeted action for women is 
undertaken, in addition to gender mainstreaming to 
advance women’s position and achieve gender equality 
within the unions.  
• Enhance women’s participation in the different 
decision-making organs, levels and collective bargaining 
teams to be equal to that of men.  
• Ensure that the Policy and implementation plan enjoys 
the support of union leadership and has political will and 
support behind it.  
• Ensure that the COSATU Secretariat and Affiliates make 
the effort to integrate a gender perspective into their 
activities.  
• Develop approaches to address strategic as well as 
practical gender needs to begin to shift the power balance 
and change gender relations in favour of women’s 
empowerment.  
• Conduct gender awareness training.  
• Ensure that all trade union literature and educational 
material are gender-sensitive.  
• Carry out research into the working conditions of 
women, to help unions respond more effectively to 

The National Gender Committee must ensure clear 
reporting to the CEC for monitoring purposes. 
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women workers’ needs. Research should be disseminated 
to Affiliates and COSATU structures to ensure a wider 
understanding of the gender and decent work agenda.  
• Design and implement capacity building programmes in 
gender for Affiliates, staff and stakeholders. 
 
 

During the Monitoring and Evaluation Phase the 
Federation will: 
• Ensure that all Affiliates and COSATU structures conduct 
gender audits/ 
assessments and monitor their work using gender 
indicators and tools. 
• Make clear efforts to produce gender-disaggregated 
data for monitoring and future planning. 
• Establish a gender documentation centre in the 
Federation. 
• Produce regular progress reports for the National 
Gender Committee, CEC,  National Gender Conference 
and COSATU Congress. 

The monitoring and evaluation aspect has been weak. This 
needs to be seen as part of the gender programme rather 
than a research function. Unions that conduct regular 
auditing and monitoring of their work are able to plan and 
implement more consistently. 

 

12. Conclusion 

This report has highlighted the various challenges and areas for intervention. The Survey of NGC 

Delegates highlighted some key areas in relation to important achievements, barriers to policy 

implementation and ways of addressing the challenges. These are included as graphs below. 

The NGC Delegates saw the most significant achievements by COSATU on gender issues as follows: 

1. The campaigns for the ratification of ILO C190 and against GBV 

2. Constitutionalisation of gender structures was seen as a significant victory 

3. Women’s representation in leadership, in particular the election of a woman as COSATU 

President and the achievement of 50% representation in COSATU NOB committee 

4. Education and awareness raising programme offered by COSATU  

5. Campaigns on gender issues, including parental rights, childcare and equal pay 

6. Collective Bargaining on gender issues 

7. The adoption of the COSATU Gender Policy and the Policy and Procedure for eliminating 

and preventing sexual harassment 
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Figure 16: COSATU.s Most Important Achievements 

The NGC Delegates Survey (2021) highlighted the most significant challenges with policy 

implementation. These are depicted in the graph below. 

The most significant issue identified was the fact that there is too much focus on developing policies, 

and not enough attention to action and campaigns for the implementation of policies. Secondly, 

union leadership structures are male dominated, which leads to the third challenge that gender is 

not seen as important.  The fourth challenge is that gender is not mainstreamed in all union work, 

which also links to the previous points. Gender coordinators do not have adequate support and 

training within unions to drive implementation. In some unions, gender coordinators find that the 

programmes and campaigns they try to initiate are not supported by union leadership. 

 

Figure 17: Challenges with gender policy implementation 
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The NGC Delegates Survey (20120) further identified the main priorities that they identified for the 

NGC, including: 

 Eliminating GBV and sexual harassment 

 Women’s Representation 

 Gender Wage Gap 

 Parental Rights 

 Organising Vulnerable Workers 

 

Figure 18: Most Important Priorities for NGC 

The NGC Delegates Survey (2021) highlighting the following measures to improve gender policy 

implementation.  

 

Figure 19: Measures to improve gender policy implementation 

The measures identified include: 
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 Budget allocation for gender work 

 Education and training programmes for women 

 More women being elected into leadership 

 Workplace-based gender campaigns 

 Full-time gender coordinators in unions 

 Constitutional gender structures 

 Gender awareness raising for men 

In addition to the measures identified, focus groups and interviews highlighted the need to ensure 

that the capacity of the COSATU Gender Department is expanded, since there is only one person 

who is expected to manage implementation and monitoring of programmes and policies. Currently, 

the Gender Department brings in Affiliate gender coordinators and members of the NGCC in policy 

development, negotiations, training and campaigns.  However, there is a need to expand on 

coordination and administrative capacity. 

A significant gap identified by the NGC Workshop, the COSATU Central Committee and the focus 

groups was the need for monitoring of implementation. 

The NGC must ensure that Affiliates and Provinces audit and collect data on women’s leadership, 

programmes and policy implementation and that this is collated and presented to the COSATU CEC 

for monitoring and review on an annual basis. 
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14. Appendix A 

Gender committees as required by the COSATU Constitution as amended by the 13th 

National Congress in 2018 

COSATU Structures  

Clause 1.3 of the constitution states that the federation has the following structures; 

National Congress (“NC”), Central Committee (“CC”), Central Executive Committee (“CEC”), Provincial Congress 

(“PC”), Provincial Executive Committees (“PEC”), Provincial Shop Steward Councils (“PSSC”), Local Shop Steward 

Councils (“Locals”); and Local Executive Committee (“LEC”) 

15. GENDER COMMITTEES  

15.1.1 Gender Committees shall be established at all levels of the federation.  

15.1.2 The Gender Committees shall be sub committees of the respective Executive Committees. 

 15.1.3 The CEC is empowered to oversee the establishment and functioning of the gender structures including 

monitoring the implementation of the Gender policy and empowerment of women.  

15.1.5 Only workers shall be eligible to stand for Office Bearers positions in accordance with this Constitution. 

15.1.6 The Gender structures shall have in their meetings and office bearers’ structures no more than 1/3 men.  

15.1.7 The Gender Committees shall attend to any matter referred to them by the respective Executive 

Committees or Congresses whilst retaining powers to address any matter of gender discrimination or of failure 

of the structure to implement organizational and or gender policies  

15.2 Purpose and Functions  

The Gender Structures shall ensure that:  

15.2.1 women in their affiliates are empowered and developed to lead their struggle against patriarchy and 

capitalism;  

15.2.2 women occupy leadership positions including traditional male leadership positions;  

15.2.3 monitor and report on the measurable targets’ resolution;  

15.2.4 raise gender awareness amongst women and men;  

15.2.5 develop strategies on gender and women specific policies, programmes and activities which can be 

effectively implemented to give effect to the Comprehensive Gender Policy;  

15.2.6 gender is mainstreamed in all activities and programmes of the federation;  

15.2.7 federation structures and activities are composed of by at least 50% women;  

15.2.8 strong and vibrant gender structures are built to strengthen the federation;  

15.2.9 champion the cause of women at the workplace, and in affiliates, the labour movement and society as 

part of the mandate of the working-class struggle for socialism; 

15.2.10 evaluate and develop further strategies at the respective Gender Conferences;  

15.2.11 account and submit reports to the respective constitutional structure through the Gender Structure 

delegates.  

15.3 Composition. Meetings and Representation of Gender Structures  
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15.3.1 LOCAL GENDER COMMITTEE (LGC)  

15.3.1.1. COMPOSITION  

15.3.1.1.1. The LGC shall comprise of two (2) gender representatives per affiliate, Local Gender Office Bearers 

and LOB designated to Gender, as elected by the Local Gender Shopstewards Council and endorsed by the 

Local Gender Executive Committee. 

 15.3.1.1.2. The LGC shall elect from amongst themselves a local gender chairperson, deputy chairperson, 

secretary and deputy secretary, whom shall co-ordinate the day to day activities of the local gender activities;  

15.3.1.1.3. The Local Gender Chairperson and Local Gender Secretary shall attend the Provincial Gender 

Committee.  

15.3.1.2. REPRESENTATION  

15.3.1.2.1. The Local Gender Chairperson and Local Gender Secretary shall sit on the LEC.  

15.3.1.2.2. The Local Gender Chairperson and Deputy Chairperson shall form part of delegations to Provincial 

and National Activities and associated organizations where appropriate.  

15.3.1.3. MEETINGS  

The LGC shall meet once per month.  

15.3.2 PROVINCIAL GENDER COMMITTEES (PGC)  

15.3.2.1. COMPOSITION 

15.3.2.1.1. The PGC shall comprise of affiliate gender chairperson and gender coordinator or duly nominated 

representative of that affiliate where that affiliate does not have a gender structure; 

 15.3.2.1.2. The Provincial Gender Chairperson, Deputy Chairperson, Secretary and Deputy Secretary, and 

Provincial Gender Coordinator; 

15.3.2.1.3. The Provincial Office Bearer designated to Gender;  

15.3.2.1.4. COSATU Provincial Officials. 

15.3.2.2. REPRESENTATION  

15.3.2.2.1. The Provincial Gender Chairperson and Provincial Gender Secretary shall sit on the Provincial 

Executive Committee. 

15.3.2.2.2. The Provincial Gender Chairperson and Gender Secretary shall form part of delegations to 

Provincial and National Activities and associated organizations where appropriate.  

15.3.2.3. MEETINGS  

15.3.2.3.1. The PGC shall meet at least four times per year or as otherwise determined by relevant structures.  

15.3.2.3.2. The PG Office Bearers and Co-ordinator shall co-ordinate the day to day activities of the PGC in 

between meetings.  

15.3.2.4. PROVINCIAL GENDER CONFERENCE (PG Conference) 

15.3.2.4.1. The PG Conference shall compose of the Provincial Gender Office Bearers; Provincial Gender 

Coordinator, PG Office Bearer Designate and other Provincial Office Bearers and Provincial officials;  

15.3.2.4.2. Maximum of ten (10) delegates per affiliate or duly nominated representatives of that affiliate 

where that affiliate does not have a gender structure.  
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15.3.2.4.3. The PG Conference shall elect the PG Office Bearers. 

15.3.2.4.4. The PG Conference shall meet once every three years before the Provincial Congress.  

15.3.3 NATIONAL GENDER COMMITTEE (NGC)  

15.3.3.1. COMPOSITION  

15.3.3.1.1. The NGC shall comprise of four affiliate delegates of which shall be the National Gender 

Chairperson, National Gender Co-ordinator, NOB designated to Gender, Women CEC delegate or a National 

Gender Structure member; or duly nominated representative of that affiliate where that affiliate does not 

have a gender structure;  

15.3.3.1.2. The National Gender Chairperson, Deputy Chairperson, Secretary and Treasurer, and National 

Gender Coordinator;  

15.3.3.1.3. The National Office Bearers designated to Gender;  

15.3.3.1.4. Heads of Departments  

15.3.3.2. REPRESENTATION 

15.3.3.2.1. The National Gender Chairperson and National Gender Co-ordinator shall sit on the Central 

Executive Committee and delegates to the Central Committee and National Congress.  

15.3.3.2.2. The National Gender Chairperson and Gender Co-ordinator shall form part of delegations to all 

other national activities and associated organizations where appropriate. 

15.3.3.3. MEETINGS 

15.3.3.3.1. The NGC shall meet twice per year or as otherwise determined by relevant structures. 

15.3.3.3.2. The NGC Office Bearers and Coordinator shall co-ordinate the day to day activities of the NGC in 

between meetings.  

15.3.3.4. NATIONAL GENDER CONFERENCE (NG Conference) 

15.3.3.4.1. The NG Conference shall compose of the NGC Office Bearers; National Gender Coordinator, NGC 

Office Bearers Designate and other National Office Bearers and Heads of Departments.  

15.3.3.4.2. Ten (10) delegates per affiliate or duly nominated delegates of an affiliate where that affiliate does 

not have a gender structure.  

15.3.3.4.3. The NG Conference shall elect the NG Office Bearers.  

15.3.3.4.4. The NG Conference shall convene every three years before the National Congress. 

 

Gender structures  

If an affiliate does not have a gender structure it must designate comrades who can execute the function of a 

gender structure.  

Gender structure is an integral part of the COSATU structures and affiliates.     

The constitution  

The constitution is binding between COSATU and its affiliates. The constitution can only be amended by 

national congress by 2/3 thirds majority.  

Clause 2.3 Autonomy of affiliates 
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2.3.1 Affiliates, including affiliates that are being orientated about the Federation, remain autonomous bodies 

governed by their own constitution, but they must abide by this Constitution and the policies of the 

Federation. 

 

 


